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Prologue


 


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


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


“Like what?”
Detective Norris Whitehead demanded impatiently. 


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Oh, my god!


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


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


“Who?” the man
demanded.


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


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


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


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


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


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


“I will,” Felicia
replied.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Hold on,
Dillinger,” Norris snapped.


“Kill him,” Russo
ordered. 


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“My god,”
Dillinger breathed out.


“When do the girls
arrive?” Norris asked.


“What girls?”
Dillinger demanded tightly.


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


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


“What’s on them?”
Felicia asked. 


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Her or your
wife,” Russo said. 


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


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


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


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


“It’s another
cop,” Dillinger said.


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


There was a dull
sound and Dillinger grunted.


“What is his
fucking name?” Russo demanded. 


“Killian Banks,”
he bit out. 


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Get his wallet,”
Russo told Norris.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


In her case both.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Miss—”


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


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


“Who?” he demanded
in a hard tone.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“What if I don’t
know anything?” 


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


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


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


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


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


“What the—”


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


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










Chapter One


 


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“That damned strip
club,” Dylan muttered.


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


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


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



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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“In that case I’m
sure you need—”


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


He glared at her
and went back to his table.


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


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


“Yes?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


****


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Are you okay?”
she asked sweetly.


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


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


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


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


“Kyra.”


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


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


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


“Thank you.”


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


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


“Claudia.”


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


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


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


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


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


“So, what do you
do, Kyra?”


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


“I’m a mayor,” she
answered.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Mmm.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Ava peered out at
her and then unlocked the door.


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


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


“Did you get your
kid to safety?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“I’m sure.” Kyra
snorted. 


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


“What is it?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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










Chapter Two


 


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Thirteen years
ago,” Joey told him. “Banks testified against a gun runner when he witnessed a
murder. The entire family was wiped out.”


 Russo sat back in his chair, pursing his lips.
“Dillinger wasn’t that dumb,” he murmured. “He wouldn’t have been working with
a man whose name he didn’t know. Get in touch with his wife.”


“She’s vanished,
but I’ll see if Norris or Felicia can locate her.”


“Keep digging into
this Banks mystery. He might have had an illegitimate son who bore his name.”


“I’ve thought of
that,” Joey replied.


“And find the girl
I saw that night,” he growled. Joey’s brother had died from the injuries she’d
inflicted on him. 


“Norris didn’t
recognize her, but she signed in as Serena Crawler.”


Russo frowned. He
didn’t like unknowns, especially ones out of his personal control. “He has no
ideas?”


“No. He’s pulled
the cameras and run her face through facial recognition software and nothing
pops,” Joey replied with a grim look. “Put that with the fact Dillinger had a
dead man on his payroll and this is a problem.”


Russo had to
agree. That was just too strange. This girl had to be working with the private
eye Dillinger had hired.


“I’m checking out
Timmons,” Joey said quietly. “The girl could have been an old lover or a fellow
agent.”


Russo nodded his
agreement. Timmons had been a smart bartender who’d grown suspicious one night
after an after-hours drug deal at the club. Russo hadn’t been aware of just how
much Timmons had learned or had shared with his wife even after he found out
they were undercover agents.  


His son had acted
in haste, he had to admit. Russo had warned him to find out exactly what
Timmons had seen and who he’d talked to before killing him and the three others
who’d been at the club with him that night.


Russo met Joey’s
gaze again. “Stay on both things,” he ordered. “That girl heard or saw
something. I want her taken out of play.” Before he ended up behind bars.


He picked up his
cell phone to put in a call to his half-brother. They were working on a deal
down in Snowbury, and he wanted to make sure things were on point in both
cases.


“Hello?” His
brother’s voice filled his ear.


“How are things?”
Russo asked. “Specifically, the shipment?”


“Everything is on
track,” he said. “The land deal could be problematic, though.”


“In what way?” Russo
asked tightly. Time and money had been invested in a project that would give
him a new, though smaller port of operations. A club or resort style hotel
would allow him to clean some of his money without problems with the
government.


“I’ve taken care
of Holcombe, but the shares of the land not already in coyote possession belong
to them now,” his brother told him. 


Holcombe had been
a gun runner he’d worked with on occasion. The man had been part owner of a
mercenary organization who owned a hotel and wanted to expand his small pack’s
lands right into Snowbury. However, Russo had seen the signs of the man
becoming a threat.


So, he’d ordered
his death and the takeover of his pack. His son was now in control of it.


“And there’s Shadow.
They’re making a bid to take over a club there. They also have a vested
interest in the land.”


Russo grimaced.
“Arrange a meeting,” he said. “Find out exactly what their intentions are.”


“They’ve already
begun running product through the town and the club will give them a legit
front for their new product. They want to take over if they can’t work with the
coyotes who own it.”


“Chances of that?”
Russo asked with a frown. 


“Nil,” his brother
replied. “These are the same coyotes we need to get rid of. They aren’t budging
on the land, but if Shadow is working with another smaller operation down here,
too, the two could be a major force if they manage to bring any of the packs here
onto their side.”


He’d be willing to
let things go and move on, but his father had thought the area would be
perfect. That had been years ago, and Russo had been too busy stabilizing the
business after his father’s sudden death to make that move. 


Now, he was ready.
He was also ready to make the killer pay. 


 “Have you found any traces of my father’s
killer?”


“I’m still
looking, but the man who might know something is out of town right now. I
expect him back in a day or two.”


“Get back to me
after the meeting with Shadow,” Russo replied. 


The two leaders
weren’t likely to just move on. The brother and sister team were a nasty duo
when pressed, and he wasn’t sure his brother and son could handle them.


“Find out everything
on their partner,” Russo ordered. “I might be able to give them an incentive to
back out and Shadow to move on.”


He’d take them out
of play if he had to. Russo intended to own that town as his father had meant
to.


****


When Kyra rolled
out of bed, it was close to eleven. She took a quick shower and brushed her
teeth before dressing and heading out. She had a car parked in a storage locker
in Stonington, but she wouldn’t be using it today.


A cab would
suffice to get her where she was going. So, she called one and waited for it in
the coffee shop down the street from the hotel. She took the vehicle to within
a block of the old brownstone she was going to and walked the rest of the way. 


Kyra hung around
outside for ten minutes before a man with two small children exited, and she
grabbed the door as she smiled at one of the children. He returned her smile
and grabbed one of the boys as he tried to escape. 


Stepping into the
building, Kyra glanced around the lobby searching for cameras. Finding only
one, she dipped her head and headed for a set of double doors behind which was
the staircase. She took it up to the sixth floor and strode out into the
corridor. 


An arguing couple
walked past, and she kept her head down as she strolled to her destination. 


The apartment was
supposed to be empty—that’s why she’d come at this time of day. She knew the
owner was in Mystic playing the role of unassuming businessman.


Kyra pulled her
lock pick tools from her purse and used them to unlock the door before stepping
inside. The scent of lavender greeted her along with the rich aroma of coffee. 


No one was
supposed to be here, but she supposed the guy could have a lover and this could
be their little love nest. Either way she was here now. There was no reason to
just leave.


“Don’t worry about
me,” a feminine voice urged sweetly. “I’ll be okay on my own, honey. I have a
few meetings to take anyway.”


Kyra shut the door
softly behind her and eased into the room. She closed her eyes and tracked the
voice.


“My brother wants
to meet with you in the morning. He’s growing a little nervous… I told him
there was nothing to worry about.” She was silent for a moment. “I have someone
in that club who knows exactly what she’s doing. Blacklaw and Summerfield won’t
see this coming.”


Even if they
didn’t see whatever was planned coming, Kyra didn’t expect either of them to
take this lying down.


“Blacklaw will be
back behind bars, and Summerfield will join her. Once we’ve set them up, we’ll
own that club and the land. We’ll be able to start building and make this town
our own.”


What are they planning? 


“The drugs will
arrive around seven. She’ll get them in place and the call will go out shortly
after that. Is that soon enough?”


Kyra slipped into
the room just down the hall from the one the woman was in. There was a desk
along with a bed. Kyra walked over to find a folder open and pages scattered
over it. She pulled out her phone as she examined the pages.


“What about the
mayor? Mayer could become a problem down the line if we try to move on the land
without proper authorization. She strikes me as a hard-ass. She won’t just back
the rest of the Councilors from what I’ve seen of her.”


That was good.


“Those damned
alpha coyote bitches are really starting to get on my nerves. I think we should
set Blacklaw up for killing Mayer, and Summerfield for murdering Jenner. That
should make all our problems in that area go away.”


Whoa.


Kyra snapped a few
pictures and turned the page.


“It is a viable
plan. Don’t discount it. My brother is all for it, but he says we might have a
problem with Russo. He wants the Mystic Snow lands, too, and obviously for the
same reason.”


That damned resort
was a real bone of contention. 


Kyra snapped several
more pictures not paying much attention to what she was seeing as she listened
to the conversation.


“Isaiah and
Bradley didn’t live up to expectation. Will we have the same problem with Lewis?”


She found a second
folder and opened it. Inside were several small brown envelopes marked
information for distribution. She took one and put it in her purse.


“And what about
the Coalition? You need to bring at least half of them over to our side. With
them, we’ll have the means to oust Russo if he doesn’t walk away.”


They were talking
war on someone else’s territory. These shits were shameless.


“I know,” she
said. “You can’t do anything about Russo taking out Holcombe and taking over
his pack, but that only means he’ll have a stake here, not in Snowbury.”


She knocked a
folder onto the floor and grimaced as most of the contents spilled. Kyra picked
it up as the woman droned on. She neatly put the items back and stopped short
as she found a single picture.


In it, a coyote
was taking down a larger jackal. She started to look for something that told
her what it was because she’d seen it before when the woman’s voice came into
focus.


“I’ll have that
pretty little hotel Russo now owns destroyed if necessary and that will divert
their attention for a while. I know Carlo is itching to set up base there.”


She closed the
folder and snapped a few pictures from another one.


“Honey, hold on. I
think someone’s in here.”


Shit. 


Kyra doubted the
woman smelled her. Her scent was difficult to pick up thanks to her genetics,
so, the woman’s animal must have sensed something wasn’t quite right. 


Kyra turned the
page back to where it was as the music of silence filled the air.


She allowed her
animal to take over fully, go into complete hunting mode. Her mind was quiet,
blocking out all concern. The woman’s scent, a heavy perfume, drifted to her
from the open door.


Kyra moved to the wall
and flattened herself against it to wait. The woman’s breathing grew audible as
she stood outside the room. 


“I don’t see
anyone,” she said, but there was suspicion in her tone that kept Kyra’s coyote
on edge. “And I’m not picking up any scent either.”  


The woman stepped
into the room, and Kyra allowed her face to fill with light, blinding the
woman. She hit her before her eyes could adjust. The woman grunted and
staggered back before collapsing. 


“Lena? Baby?”


Kyra rolled the
voice coming through the phone’s speaker around in her head. She knew it as
surely as she knew her own name, but she didn’t make a sound. She took one last
look at the woman’s face, committing it to memory. 


Kyra was at the
front door when she heard the woman calling out. She eased it closed and
hurried to the stairwell. Inside, Kyra drew on the heat, let it mingle with her
body chemistry to blur her features making her appear invisible. Then, she
hurried down the stairs. 


She strode past a
security guard making rounds and out the front door without being noticed. Kyra
allowed the light to fade making her visible again. However, she stayed close
to the building. Even though the woman hadn’t seen her, she didn’t want to take
any chances in her getting any images to use as a trace.


After all, if the
woman was worth her salt, any figure on the street so close to the building was
suspect.


Back at the coffee
shop, Kyra ordered coffee and got a table. She removed her phone to take a look
at the pages she’d photographed. She searched for any information on the drugs
Lena had mentioned planting and found it.


Closing the file,
Kyra made a call. 


“We’ve got a
bigger problem than we thought.” 










Chapter Three


 


Claudia rubbed her
temple as Lewis Crane droned on like a teenage girl who’d been excluded from a
party. She wanted to punch him in the mouth to shut him up, but that would
probably be bad form and get his wolf up. 


“The police are
already looking into this,” she said as patiently as she could manage when he
finally wound down. 


“The police are
doing their best to get justice, but what are you doing to make sure the
murders of two of the community’s most prominent members are being held
accountable? There’s proof that lies were what touched off this mess.”


Said proof had
merely vanished which was why Jenner was on the verge of being fired by her as Snowbury’s police chief. The very thought of outsiders
coming into this town and poking around their business was asking for trouble. 


“Lies?” She’d
heard the charges and read the stories in the paper. Claudia had also seen the
footage that Jenner and the A.D.A claimed had been doctored.  


“And you need to
get the paper to stop printing those slanderous tales. It’s irresponsible.”


“I have no sway
over the press, Lewis,” Claudia retorted. “They’re free to print whatever they
want, so get off my ass.” 


He growled at her,
and she cocked her head, holding his gaze. 


“How could you
even say that?” he snapped. “You knew both Bradley and Jerry. Getting justice
for them should be your main priority.”


“I know a serial
killer or serial killers could have been living among us, playing among us, and
three FBI agents were killed. I know the Bureau is in my backyard crawling up
my ass, so sing me another song.”


Although she
wasn’t a cop, the FBI was on her case as much as the police chief looking for
answers that Jenner couldn’t give or was determined not to provide. His
sister’s death and two of his cousins in a recent attack had him determined to
ignore the evidence presented by Kamari, a former FBI agent and member of one
of the packs Jenner felt was responsible for his family’s tragedies. 


“Summerfield and
Blacklaw are behind the attempts on the D.A. and the police chief,” he snapped.
“Surely you realize that something has to be done. Your support here would be
appreciated.” 


“I don’t know what
happened that night, that’s why I’m not rushing to action in any direction, and
I’m allowing the police to do their job without my interference. Now, get out
of my office,” she muttered. “You’ve given me a big enough headache for one
evening.”


Lewis sneered at
her and got to his feet. “You better do something if you expect to get
reelected next term, Claudia, let alone remain on the Coalition.” 


The Coalition’s
job was to police the shifters in the area and she was a member of the mostly
wolf organization.


She lifted a brow
at him. “Take your empty threats and drop them on somebody who gives a damn
before I grab you by the scruff of your neck and throw you out.” She rose and
rounded her desk prepared to do just that if she had to. 


“This isn’t over.”
He looked up at her, his gaze hard. Then, Lewis made his exit. 


“Dick,” she
muttered and rubbed the back of her neck. It had already been a long day
starting with yet another meeting with the lead Special Agent investigating the
deaths of those agents. 


Being mayor of a
small town sucked, but it sucked big donkey balls when half of the residents
were shifters playing their own games of politics. Any roll of the dice could
mean a turf war that led to a battle of attrition she could see coming between
the damned wolves and the coyotes. 


Samarra wasn’t
going to back down, never had as long as Claudia had known her, and Mallory
wasn’t much better. The two of them were business partners and had each other’s
backs, the rest of the town be damned. 


That would make
things hard enough. In fact, after that attempt by a couple of the members of
the Coalition, which was short for the Wolf Coalition, to arrest them, it was
clear they’d have to move against them in full force or risk death. 


That girl,
Mallory’s lover, was going to be a problem, too. Claudia had only met Cordelia
a few times, but she knew the girl had snow lynx blood. Her scent and the power
that thrummed beneath her surface had given her away even before Claudia had
seen her in action.


 “Is everything okay, Mayor?” Annabelle, her
assistant, asked from the doorway of her half open office. 


“Fine. I’m going
home,” she said as she loaded her laptop into the bag she’d put on her desk
just before Lewis showed up. 


“Don’t forget you
have that meeting with the business association in the morning, then the police
chief.”


“Firmly in my
mind.” How could she forget? 


“And the Daughters
of the Founding Fathers.”


“When’s that?”


“Brunch at Coffee
Crossing,” Annabelle told her. “They’ve reserved the Wolf Howl Room.”


“Thanks, Annabelle,”
Claudia replied. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”


“I’ll be in late,
remember? My doctor’s appointment?”


“I remember,” she
said and joined Annabelle at the door. 


She hadn’t thought
much about it. Annabelle was a wolf shifter, a member of Jenner’s pack and four
months pregnant and just starting to show. Claudia was concerned the woman
might become a spy for the Snow Dogs if tensions developed between her and
Jenner.


“Terrance will
walk out with you.” Claudia wanted to get rid of her personal guard anyway. 


She didn’t really
need the police’s constant company, but she had a guard with her at all times
unless she dismissed him, and tonight, she was in a hurry to be out of his
company. 


“Thank you,
Mayor,” Annabelle said with a smile. “I appreciate it.”


She returned the
other woman’s smile before nodding to the officer in plainclothes. “I’ll see
you tomorrow, Terrance.”


“Mayor, my
replacement isn’t here yet,” he said. “I’m to go to your den with you.”


“I can manage,”
she replied. “You can head on home.” Claudia took the stairs down while
Terrance waited for Annabelle to gather her things. 


The downtown
building was only six floors and had been renovated once since the 1930s. All
of the town’s officials including the city council had offices here. The mayor
had the top floor along with her aids and staff. 


The Wolf
Coalition’s members often belonged to the human governmental system as well,
which provided overlap that normally prevented them from having to meet often
as the Coalition. However, there were times that required them to meet to deal
with issues that were of more concern to the shifter population than the human
one.


Then, they met at
their Mystic meeting hall.


“Councilor.”


She stopped on the
stairs at the sound of the wolf’s voice. “Yes, Chairman?” She turned to face
the golden-skinned male. 


Victor Astor lived
in Mystic, but the wolves and the coyotes had thought it best to have the
Coalition include Mystic since both were small towns with bigger cities
bordering them. Those cities had larger packs who’d tried to invade their towns
and claim dominance in the past. 


However, one of
the Stonington packs was part of the Coalition as well. The unification was a
protective measure that had served them well, but Claudia was beginning to
wonder if that would continue to be the case with some of the Coalition members
dead as of three weeks ago.


Still, they were
lacking balance until those packs selected a new representative. 


“I was wondering
if you’d gone over the files on the Gray Tail pack.”


“The Mystic Snow
pack?” she asked. The Gray Tail pack had been defeated and claimed by a new
leader.


“We both know
Summerfield took illegal possession of the pack,” he said. “There are members
of it that are protesting and want to be heard. We owe them that.”


“We do,” she
agreed. “They’ll have to bring their petition before the Coalition like
everyone else. I won’t step outside of convention just because you or one of
your friends want that land.”


“It’s not about
that,” he said tightly. “However, the pack will be without a leader, leaving it
open for take over.”


“Well, you won’t
get my support in acting inappropriately,” Claudia told him coldly. “Call a
formal hearing and conduct an inquest, and then we’ll discuss the file.”


“I don’t
understand why you’re being so unbending on this,” Victor muttered. “You have
no real stake in the results.”


“I beg to differ,”
she answered in a hard tone. “The shifters of this community will be affected
by our decision, so it had better be the right one before we go and create
conflict.”


His lips
tightened, and he came to stand closer to her. “What about Summerfield and
Blacklaw’s machinations to get rid of Jericho and Isaiah?”


Claudia snorted. “A
serial killer and a pedophile who sometimes kills his victims? That’s like
asking for sympathy for the devil,” she muttered.


 “What about the video files we all received?
It’s obvious they were forged and the attack on Pike and Bradley was
unforgivable.” 


“I’m not privy to
all the details of those attacks,” Claudia told him evenly. “And if you are
then that makes you complicit in the assault on Summerfield and Blacklaw. That
kind of subterfuge against Coalition members is unacceptable.”


He sneered at her,
showing canines, and she snarled, refusing to back down to his attempt at
dominance. She’d been down this road with men who’d been bigger and more
powerful than he, and their intimidation tactics and size hadn’t won them the
fight.


“Your pack could
find itself in a difficult position if you refuse to back the majority move
against Summerfield.” 


“That’s a risk
we’ll have to take, Chairman,” Claudia retorted. 


Her pack had
nearly been lost to a jackal-wolf pack when she was twenty, but they’d survived
and with her determination, they would continue to do so. 


“As for your move against
Summerfield,” Claudia went on. “I’ll suggest a counter move against you.
Something was going on that the rest of us weren’t aware of.”


“Don’t think you
can win this,” he said, getting in her face. “Summerfield and Blacklaw will
lose and so will you. So, I suggest you go over the file I sent you, and
consent to the action that needs to be taken.”


“You’re not
dealing with a fresh to the job alpha, Astor,” she said impatiently. “I don’t
scare that easily, and I won’t act without a formal investigation run by fair
and impartial parties.”


“You’re getting on
the wrong side and that’s someplace you don’t want to be, coyote,” he muttered.


Her pack was
small, and everyone always thought they could use that against her. What the
wolves didn’t seem to get was that she didn’t back down from a threat no matter
what day of the week it was.


 “Jenner is on it,” he said. “His findings are
all we’ll have to go on in the early going.”


“Then call a
meeting so we can select investigators, because now that he’s on the Coalition,
that’s not going to be enough.” 


“You can’t stop
what’s been started,” Astor told her, pointing at her. “But you can be knocked
out of the way.” He stalked back the way he’d come.


Bastard.


Claudia exited the
building and strolled to her sleek black Harley. She unlocked the storage box
and stored her gear before removing her helmet and black leather motorcycle
jacket. 


Once she had them
on, she climbed onto her bike and let the kickstand up before inserting the key
and starting the engine. She let it idle for a moment and then headed out. 


Claudia took a
slow drive home which was on the outskirts of town near the ocean. The Mist
pack was comprised of a rare breed of coyote who knew their way around the snow
and the water. 


They’d been bred
to survive life in the higher altitudes as well as the most brutally cold
conditions. They were also at home in water. They swam easily in animal and
human form and could hold their breath up to seven minutes even in animal form.


Her residence was
like most of her pack’s, beneath ground in a series of watertight tunnels that
had been constructed over two decades ago. However, not all of their life was
underground. Some of them lived above ground in small homes which were only
five or six years old.


The old alpha
would never have allowed it. His control of the pack had become dictatorial in
the last months which had sealed his and his followers’ fate. 


She pulled into
the parking garage making her way to the secured area she shared with the other
high-ranking members of her pack. Their parking was kept separate to ensure no
unauthorized use of their vehicles.


After parking, she
climbed off her bike and headed for the entrance.


“Hey, Claudia,” Evan
said. His job was keeping her up to date on what was going on in technology and
relevant information that could affect the pack.    


She pulled up
short to avoid running into him. “What is it, Ev?”
she asked, her mind slipping to the task she’d assigned him. “Anything on those
jackals?”


“Not much,” he
replied. “All I was able to find out is that they’re running with the Russo
family.”


“The drug cartel?”


“Yeah,” he replied
grimly. “They’re planning to move a couple of shipments of meth and coke
through here soon. Word is they might be using a local club as the pick up and drop off point.”


“Which one?” she
demanded.


He shook his head.
“I got nothing on that. The girl I was chatting up got a call and took off,”
Evan answered. “I couldn’t get her to commit to another meet up, but I’m sure
she knows something.” 


“Stay on it, and let
me know whenever you get anything relevant,” Claudia said grimly. “Is anyone we
know connected to this?”


“I’m not sure yet,”
he said. “It’s a wait and see game.”


Claudia nodded.
“Keep me posted.” She’d need to inform the Coalition. That kind of business
coming through their area would only mean trouble in the long run. She
especially needed a word with Mallory and Sam.


Their club was
only one of three in town which meant if it wasn’t them it was one of the wolf
clubs. One of them just so happened to be owned by Jenner’s pack. 


“I had a brief
chat with Jenner today, too. Seems he’s taking over the Snow Dogs pack,” Evan
commented quietly. “He said he was going to put a stop to the coyotes penchant for running roughshod over the police and
the law.”


“I’m sure.” Sam
and Mallory’s packmates did have a habit of pushing back against the wolf
police officer with impunity. However, she saw that as a personal weakness on
the wolves’ parts rather than a problem spilling out into the legal arena. 


“Personally, I
don’t think you should take sides,” Evan advised. “From what I’m hearing, this
conflict is as much about getting rid of Sam as it is about securing former
Gray Tail land.”


She sighed. “I
heard the evidence presented against Jerry has vanished.”


“Likely the D.A.
took care of that,” Evan murmured with a frown. “He was a good friend of
Jerry’s from way back and even went on several trips with him.”


They had been
members of the same pack so the friendship wasn’t unexpected.


“Any whispers that
he was involved in their killer club?”


 “Nothing substantiated.” Evan shrugged. “What
do you want me to do?”


“Get more intel.
I’m already being pressured to support the Coalition’s move against them. I’m
not doing anything against my conscience or evidence.”


He nodded. “I’ll
see what I can find out, but I suggest you bring Sam in at least,” he answered.
“Two packs working this would be better than one. She has some of the best
investigators in the business in her pack.”


“I’m not sure I
want to go down that road yet,” she said and blew out a breath. “The
cooperation could cause a blow back on us that might end badly.”


“Might end badly
either way,” Evan answered quietly. “Sam’s strength is what scares the wolves
and the jackals. It’s also the thing they hate about Mallory and you.”


Claudia nodded in
understanding and agreement. She and Mallory had taken over their packs before
they were twenty-five. Violence and betrayal had shaped them into the leaders
they were.


“Just keep me
updated,” she said. “Later.” 


“Gotcha.”


She left him, heading
to her quarters. Claudia wasn’t surprised Evan hadn’t assumed the coyote alphas
were running drugs. 


Everyone knew
they’d never do anything like that.  However, she was going to have to talk to them
which meant going to the club or arranging to see them in her capacity as
leader or mayor.


Claudia had rather
keep things unofficial right now until something gave her cause to do
otherwise.


She made it to her
quarters in fifteen minutes and unbuttoned her suit jacket as soon as she
closed the door behind her. 


Claudia removed
her cell from her pocket on the way to her bedroom and input Mallory Blacklaw’s
number. She put the phone on speaker and tossed it onto the bed while she
undressed. 


“Hello?”


“What’s going on,
Mallory?” She wouldn’t discuss business over the phone but going to the club
would be a good cover. 


“It’s all good.
What’s up with you?”


“It’s been a long
day, and I’m looking for some company,” she said. “Same girl. Same place.”


“Same time?”
Mallory asked coolly.


“Thirty minutes
later. I just got in.”  


“Would you like
anything?” Mallory asked. 


“A bottle of
club,” she said. “No ice.”


“Gotcha, later.”


“Out.” She ended
the call and went to shower. Claudia knew she was taking a big risk going to
Coyote Closet especially with all that was going on. However, it was the only
lesbian strip and play club in town. 


In fact, it was
the best strip club around. The girls were hot, and she knew they were all
clean. Mallory and Sam insisted on mandatory check-ups so if she wanted to take
one of the girls to bed, she didn’t have to worry about getting anything.   


But she wasn’t in
heat, so she wasn’t looking for sex just to unwind, and the one girl there that
floated her boat was all she was in the mood for.


Kyra was hot, and
she made both woman and animal crazy with lust. Claudia was starting to think
about Kyra more than she should and want her with a passion that ate at her.


Claudia was
thinking about asking her out despite the conflict it could bring. Any dancer
not a wolf was considered aligned with Mallory or Sam. That could create a
problem for her with Jenner and the Coalition. 


The problem was,
her coyote wasn’t listening to reason. However, the coyote wasn’t in charge,
she assured her animal sternly.


After her shower,
Claudia ran a comb through her short hair and then moisturized her skin. She
dressed in a royal blue shirt leaving it open at the throat to reveal the gold
of the chain on which her hunter tags were on. 


They’d been a gift
from her father when she turned seventeen. The long-standing tradition of
presenting those dominants who left the pack’s ranks as soldier and entered
into the ranks of the hunter and trackers. 


There were never
more than four at any given time which spoke to the rarity of their birth. They
had the superior skills of scent and hearing. They could sense and find prey no
matter the conditions.


No female in her
pack had ever been marked with that distinction. Claudia had to fight to earn
the respect of the males she’d trained beside. Even her alpha hadn’t treated
her as he should have. He’d dissed her with back-handed insults about her
confused sexuality and sexual anomaly.


She was one of the
few in her pack who had the cock and balls of a male but were genetically
female. She’d learned the bodies of the intersex were still a mystery to modern
medicine. No one knew why it happened or what caused it, but she’d learned to
live with it.


He hadn’t thought
she could best him at anything even as he trained her, as was the custom. He’d
assured her there were two other males who would eventually become hunter, not
her.


The man had been
right in a way. However, he was dead for his betrayal of the pack along with
both of those males he’d thought were true hunters unlike her. 


With an angry grimace,
Claudia put on black pants before pulling on black boots. Her life had changed
so much since she’d become alpha at only twenty. She had the respect of most of
her pack, but there were still some who thought she’d been the one out of line
for killing their alpha even though he’d betrayed them.


You never betrayed
pack for profit, if at all, and you certainly never enticed others of the pack
to back you in that. 


Her alpha had, and
he’d attempted to kill those who’d realized what he was doing. Claudia’s father
had been one of the soldiers who’d attempted to enforce law and their alpha had
set the other hunter on them, changing the course of Claudia’s life.


Claudia grabbed
her wallet and shoved it into her back pocket and slipped her keys into a
pocket before heading out.  


“Claudia. I need a
word.”


She groaned at the
sound of Dylan’s voice. Her inner circle was balanced with two men and two
women. All four of them had grown up with her. Outside that, there were only
two others who had her ear anytime. They had been close to her father.


“Dylan.” She faced
the woman with a thick black braid hanging on her shoulder. Her parents had
been expecting a boy and gotten a girl.


“I need you to
sign off on the changes.” 


“I’ll look that
over when I get back,” she said. She had already started going over the changes
Dylan suggested because she respected her opinion. Also, she knew they might
have to tighten security in the coming days. “Leave it on my desk.”


“Claudia,” Dylan
said in a chastising tone. “I need an answer by morning, so I can make out the
new schedule and meet with the other commanders about necessary changes to
their areas.”


“You’ll get your
answer,” she retorted. “Right now, I need some down time, so leave it.”


Dylan shook her
head. “Do you hear yourself? You’re spending too much time at that club. You
need a mate,” she muttered. 


“I’m not looking
for a ball and chain, but a ball gag might satisfy me for a little while.”


Dylan made a face
and flipped her off.  


She grinned and
headed to her bike. Only a foolish alpha brushed off her chief of security’s
suggestions, and she was no fool. 










Chapter Four


 


Claudia pulled her
bike into the employees parking lot and cut the engine. Mallory and Sam let her
park there because she was the mayor, and they were on friendly terms. She
didn’t know how long that would last though.


She had to think
about an alliance for her pack despite her hesitation. Being isolated here
hadn’t been a problem, but Claudia was sure it would become one very soon.


“Mayor.” The guard
gave her a nod and continued with her rounds. 


“Evening,” Claudia
called softly. She didn’t have to shout with the keen hearing of the coyote and
wolf guards on duty.


Claudia went
inside and the guard near the door gave her a nod. She returned it and headed
for the third floor and the private playrooms where she could do pretty much
whatever she wanted to a willing woman. The carpeted space was dimly lit with a
low black leather couch pushed against one wall while a bed took up the other. 


A speaker was set
into the wall, and Claudia knew from experience the music coming out of it was
often what was being played on the main floor.


A shelf lined one
wall where all manner of toys awaited use and eye hooks protruded from the
floor and the wall for securing a very willing slave.


A rap on the door,
and Claudia faced it, wondering if it was the girl or her drink. “Come in.”


The door opened
and a waitress in a short black dress strode in. “Compliments of the house,
ma’am.” She smiled, and Claudia pulled her wallet from her pocket.


“Thanks.” Claudia
held a bill out to her. 


“No. Thank you,”
she said. 


“Tell Sam I need a
word,” Claudia told her.


“After the dance?”
After setting down the tray, the server met her gaze and took the bill.


“Please.”


 The attractive woman gave her a nod and
exited. 


Claudia broke the
seal on the bottle and took a drink, ignoring the two glasses and bottle of
water that had accompanied it.


The door opened
and a woman with ebony hair entered. She wore a short black dress and black
boots that made her legs look incredibly long. 


Black Velvet wore
a black mask hiding her face, but her pretty brown eyes were visible. The scent
of her perfume was captivating, and her golden hair was up in a neat knot.


She glided
forward, her gaze penetrating. “Are you ready?” Black Velvet asked.


“I want everything
tonight,” she said. 


“You know I never
take everything off,” Black Velvet told her coolly. 


Claudia studied
her as she sat down. “I get what I pay for, and I’m paying to see you naked.”


“You’re paying to
see me topless,” she replied. “They’ll be no negotiations on that.”


“Then I want to
touch.” She was too wound up tonight not to get some satisfaction. 


Black Velvet
cocked her head to one side, a considering look in her eyes. “Once.”


The mayor lifted a
brow and sat back. “Dance for me, and we’ll go from there.”


Black Velvet
walked over to the speaker and adjusted the volume of the music. The song was a
slow beat that she immediately rocked her hips from side to side to. At the
same time, her hands glided down the sides of her neck over her breasts and
down to her stomach.


She turned and
executed a deft spin that brought her within inches of Claudia. Claudia drank
in her sensual moves, marveling at her clean movement despite the heels. 


Black Velvet
leaned down to caress Claudia’s cheek before giving her her
back and perching on the edge of Claudia’s knees to run her ass up mid-thigh as
she braced her hands on either side of Claudia’s legs. 


The dancer leaned
back to rub her back against Claudia’s front before grinding her ass against
Claudia’s clit. She pushed to her feet in a deft move and turned to grab the
collar of Claudia’s shirt. A she leaned in, she dipped her head and brushed her
lips along Claudia’s throat and nipped her with sharp teeth that seemed warm
against her skin.


The animal, always
awake and close to the surface, growled inside her mind and lunged for the
delicate icy scent. Claudia barely restrained the coyote as Black Velvet
released her and stroked a finger down her throat. 


Reaching behind
her, the dancer undid the catch of her skirt, but she didn’t let it fall. She
shook her ass, the skirt swaying enticingly before easing over lean thighs to
pool around her ankles. 


Claudia got hotter
as she watched Black Velvet’s body move with ease and grace. She wanted her.
Her coyote wanted her, and it growled low inside her mind as she fisted her
hands to keep from touching. 


Her juices eased
from her as Black Velvet cupped her breasts, pinching the nipples. Then she
straddled Claudia and ran her fingers down her shoulders before gripping them
and leaning into her, brushing her breasts against Claudia’s and the already
erect tips ached.


Claudia bit back a
moan that came out a low growl and Black Velvet gave her a ghost of a smile
before moving subtly and bringing her clit to rest against the tale-tell bulge.


Her cock was hard
and twitched at the contact, making her hotter. 


The dancer leaned
back, breasts straining in her black leather top, throat bared, and the eyes of
the animal in Claudia locked on the vulnerable flesh where her pulse beat. 


She wanted to
bite, to lick the caramel skin that had to be like satin. Instead, she buried
her nose in it. Velvet shivered and Claudia fought the animal not to mark her
pretty skin.


Black Velvet drew
herself up slowly and their eyes locked. The pools of copper glittered more red
than brown and a sensual heat simmered there, ensnaring Claudia. She shook her
shoulders and her firm breasts jiggled, drawing a moan from Claudia.


Black Velvet gave
her a grin and pushed to her feet. Then, she ripped open her top, the firm
flesh spilling out, the dark nipples hard berries begging to be sucked. She
pinched them and groaned before cupping the globes. 


Claudia gave in to
her need and glided her fingers over Black Velvet’s thigh, and the girl moved
away from her, wagging a finger. Then, she leaned down, the ample globes only
inches from Claudia’s mouth. 


Black Velvet
latched a hand behind Claudia’s head and drew it closer and the scent of the
dancer swallowed her whole, tearing a low growl from her. Beneath the perfume
was a very subtle and far more seductive scent that Claudia’s animal lunged at.


As if sensing the
change, Black Velvet drew back, executing a sensual body roll that blended into
a figure-eight before she turned and glanced over her shoulder with a playful
smile.


Damn, the song was
over already?


“What are you
doing the rest of the night?” Claudia asked. She needed a taste of her, but
didn’t expect the woman to tumble into her bed tonight.


She didn’t mind
working for it—a little.


“Working.” The
dancer faced her, and Claudia noticed the hint of body glitter dusting her
stomach and face giving her a shimmery glow.


Claudia stood and
removed her wallet. She pulled out a single bill and went to tuck it down the
band of her G-string. Claudia ran her hand down the smooth flesh of her hip as
she leaned in close to drag the scent of Black Velvet into her. 


“I should have you
tossed out for not following the rules,” the woman said coolly, though her eyes
were lit with humor.


“Why don’t you
just have dinner with me,” Claudia said, letting her hand drop.


Black Velvet
rubbed her arms. “You’ve never seen my face, yet you’re willing to take that
kind of chance?”


“What’s life
without a little risk?” Claudia murmured. She was sure she’d seen the pretty
face last night—not that that mattered. Every part of her craved this woman
like a flower craved the sun.


“That could be
problematic for you,” the dancer said. “Considering what’s going on in town.”


“I’m willing to
chance it,” Claudia replied, especially since she might not be coming back here
for a while. “So, how about we start with a drink after you get off?” She
pulled a card from her wallet and held it out. “Here’s my number. You can pick
the time and place.”


Black Velvet’s
lips curved into a smile as she looked at the card. “I don’t date patrons. Have
a good night, Mayor.” She frowned, and Claudia stuck the card in her G-string
before Black Velvet hurried from the room. 


Claudia smiled. “I
like a challenge,” she said heading for the door. “But running from a coyote is
always a bad idea, baby.”










Chapter Five


 


“You might be the
mayor, but you can’t force the dancers.” A cool crisp voice commented from the
other side of the door. 


Claudia pulled the
door all the way open to find Samarra wearing a stern expression. 


“I never said I
would,” she remarked as she motioned for Samarra Summerfield, one of the
co-owners of Coyote Closet, to enter. “You’re a real hot ticket around here.” 


“Really? Don’t
tell my woman,” she drawled. “What do you want to see me about?” 


“Do you know
anything about Jericho or Collier’s disappearances?” Claudia asked. She didn’t
really care, but she suspected, as everyone else did, both men were dead. 


“Do you know
they’re serial killers?” Sam demanded. “And Bradley damn sure was one as well.”


“The evidence and
file have vanished,” she replied. “But Astor and Lewis are courting me as mayor
and as a member of the Coalition.” Claudia shrugged. “They want your pack I
guess, so he can expand his reach.”


“The lands aren’t
for sale,” Sam retorted. “They don’t even belong to the pack.”


“Odd. Who do they
belong to?” 


“Cambrie,” Sam
told her. “She’s not selling and killing her won’t gain them the property. It
then goes to her mate and then to me if anything happens to them.”


Claudia ran her hand
through the waves of her hair. “I’m not interested in a fight.” She wasn’t
afraid of one even though she’d heard Sam was one of the infamous shadow
coyotes. She knew they were nasty fighters, but then so were snow coyotes. 


It would be a
fight to the death. Both their deaths.


“I don’t want a
fight with you either, but the fact is you’re going to have to choose a side
eventually.” Sam shrugged as she walked a few steps away from the door. “Lines
will be drawn, Claude, and no shifter in the twin town is going to escape
unmarred.”


“I’m not going to
allow you or them to push me into something that isn’t good for my pack,”
Claudia replied evenly. “We’re smaller than both of you, but that doesn’t
follow that we’re less capable of defending ourselves.”


“I’m not
threatening you,” Sam told her softly. “I’m making a statement. If they come
after me because I’m a strong woman, you’ll be next.”


No one had bothered
her in the past, but Sam was right. The climate was changing fast and the
rushing current of animosity threatened to turn into a riptide any day now.


“Your best bet is
to find out what Bradley was angling for and who was supporting him and why,”
Sam told her as she walked back toward her and reached for the doorknob. 


“Maybe your fears
have more to do with the fact Mallory’s going to be charged with murdering that
girl who died here.”


“I’m not afraid.
There is no proof because it didn’t happen,” Sam retorted. “Jenner knows that,
but he’s turned into a two-faced loser who can’t tell right from wrong. He’s
going to lead the packs into a civil war that’s going to cost us all more than
we want to lose.” Sam reached for the doorknob. “By the way, you aren’t welcome
here anymore.”


“At least you were
woman enough to tell me to my face,” Claudia replied blandly.


“You have five
minutes to get out.”


“So, it’s like
that now?”


“I told you, lines
will have to be drawn and sides taken. Now, move.” She opened the door, and
Claudia walked through it.


“Sam. Jenner’s out
front. Saying he got a tip we’re dealing,” Mica muttered.


“What?” Claudia
demanded. Now, she knew what club the drugs were affiliated with, but she
didn’t believe Sam or Mallory would be involved. Still, things were about to
get nasty for them. “Damn. Evan said he heard drugs were being moved through a
club here.”


“When?” Sam
demanded. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


“I just found out
tonight,” Claudia muttered. “I assumed it wasn’t you.”


Sam growled. “You
better leave before this turns into your problem,
too.”


Claudia didn’t
waste time getting out. She wasn’t worried about Jenner screaming for her job
because she’d just fire him. Her concerns were of a deeper nature, one to do
with the brewing storm than human politics.


****


“Come on ladies,”
Jordan, one of the bouncers, called from the doorway of the lounge and change
room. 


“He must have
finally got something he can use on Mallory,” the brunette dancer next to Kyra
commented with a look of glee in her eyes. “I hope he can make it stick. The
bitches are getting way too uppity.” 


“What have they
ever done to you?” Kyra asked curiously. “They’re good to the dancers.”


“Mallory and Sam
think they’re above us,” she said. “I know Cordelia helped hide evidence to
prevent Mallory from going to jail for murder. Sam was in on it, and let’s not
talk about what they did to Jericho, alpha of the Snow Dogs.”


“I haven’t heard
of any proof being found,” Black Velvet commented.


“Even if Jenner
doesn’t do his job, Mallory and Sam are going to get what they deserve,” she
said smugly. 


“Out,” Jenner
snapped and slammed his fist on the doorframe. “Now, and nobody leaves. I want
all bags searched.”


The dancer gave
Kyra a look. “Maybe they found something like drugs. I wouldn’t be surprised.”
She headed for the door.


Kyra left her
locker open and followed in the other dancer’s wake. At the door, Jenner put up
a hand to stop her. His brown eyes glittered, hard as diamonds.


“What?” she asked
coldly. 


“I’ve seen you
around town with Cordelia,” he said. “Take a seat.”


“Why?” Kyra
demanded. 


“Because you’re
going to tell me all about Mallory and Sam’s new side business,” he snapped.
“You’re also going to tell me who this guy is and how often he makes deliveries
here.” He removed his phone and shoved it in her face.


She studied the
picture of the man whose face couldn’t be seen, but Cordelia was talking to
him. 


“I don’t know who
he is,” Kyra retorted, her tone annoyed. 


She had been down
near the cannery that night where Cordelia had met the man. Kyra had uncovered
enough information about him to know exactly what he did for a living, but she
wouldn’t expose him for his clients’ sakes. 


“How many times a
week does the mayor come in here and talk to Mallory and Sam?”


She blinked. “The
mayor?” she asked carefully. Where had he connected Claudia to this mess?


“How many times?”
he barked impatiently. 


“I don’t know what
you’re talking about.”


“Do you want to go
to jail for lying to a police officer?” he asked. “Or maybe impeding an
investigation?” His tone was flint hard as his brown eyes bored into her.


The club wasn’t
illegal, but she sensed he had a beef against Claudia or rather he wanted to
put her in the middle of his vendetta against her bosses. It was a smart move,
divide and conquer. However, it could come back to bite him in the ass if he
wasn’t careful.


“She doesn’t come
in here for them,” Kyra replied acerbically. “She’s my girlfriend. She comes in
to see me.”


What the hell? Why had she just told that lie? 


“What?” he
demanded. The shock on his face made her smirk.


Kyra knew he’d
check out what she just said, so she’d have to contact Claudia and tell her
something. The question was how much of the reason she was here would she share
with her?


“You’re lying,” he
muttered.


“Why would I be?” Kyra
asked with raised brows. “She’s picking me up after work, which looks to be
now.”


He shook his head.
“I know you’re lying, and I will bust them for trying to peddle drugs through
my town. I’ll bust you along with them.”


“It’s not your
town,” she told him icily. “It’s Claude’s.” She gave him a hard look and walked
around him. He grabbed the back of her shirt, and she whipped around, animal-quick,
as the coyote inside her fought its way to the surface. 


The heat of it
raced through her veins and Kyra barely fought the warning growl that rushed to
her throat.


Instead, Kyra
brushed his hand with hers, allowing a hint of heated energy to seep into her
touch and curl around his fingers.


Jenner let her go
with a hiss, to look down at the red mark on his finger, then back at her. She
lifted her brows at him before exiting, her purse on her shoulder. 


“I want to search
that.”


“Get a warrant,”
she said. “You’ve got no probable cause to search my purse.” Kyra stalked out,
and he let her go. Kyra made her way to the front of the club where the other
dancers were gathered. 


Going to a table
away from the others, Kyra opened her purse and removed the card Claudia had
stuck in her G-string tonight. She’d fought every urge to say yes to a date
with her because part of her sensed a danger in it.


The other half of
her only saw a possible ally that she might come to trust later down the line. Kyra
knew realistically she wasn’t going to help Ava break this case on her own.


So, while she
wasn’t looking for anything more than a fling, Kyra accepted that, other than
Sam and Mallory, Claudia might be just the person she needed to be in bed with
figuratively, to get her case cleared. 


Claudia was the
mayor, she had to have an interest in what seemed to be happening in her town
right under her nose.


Kyra typed in
Claudia’s number and left a message when it went to voicemail.


“Are you okay?”
Mallory came to join her, her gaze filled with interest. “Sam said Claude
stepped out of line.” 


She looked up at
Mallory seeing past the concern to curiosity. “She didn’t really.” 


Mallory sat down
across from her. “Cordelia didn’t say who warned her about the drugs, but I’m
guessing that was you. Who brought those drugs into our club?”


Kyra shrugged one
shoulder, torn between holding her tongue and sharing vital intel. She didn’t
know Mallory or Sam well enough to trust they’d keep her secret to themselves. 


But Claude—well
she didn’t know that sexy butch either. On the other hand, every one of her
animal cells wanted to do more than dance for her.


“I don’t know
where you got that idea,” Kyra replied. “Who Cordelia talks to isn’t really my
concern.” 


“I don’t want to
play hardball with you, Velvet, because I know you helped us out of a tight
spot. I’m just curious why you’d bother. You have no stake in this town or the
club.”


She held Mallory’s
gaze before looking away. “Which is the reason why I’m not sure why you think
I’d help you.”


“Cordelia told me about
you breaking into Bradley’s office.”


“Right,” she said,
and her phone vibrated. She’d given Cordelia help as a cover for her own covert
activities. 


“Do you need a
ride home? Jordan said she noticed you weren’t driving tonight.”


“No.” She held up
her phone. “I think this might be my ride.”


“Okay.” Mallory continued
to study her. “We will be talking again, Velvet. Count on it.” Mallory gave her
a nod, her blue-gray gaze blazing with determination. Then she drifted over to
where Sam leaned against a wall.


“Hello?” Kyra
answered tearing her gaze from them to fix on another dancer who was talking to
a bouncer.


“Changed your
mind?” Claudia asked in a husky tone that made Kyra go warm all over.


“Sort of,” she murmured.
“Can you pick me up? The cops are here, and they’ve closed us down for the
night.”


 “I’ll meet you out front.”


“See you then,” Kyra
said. She was still staying in town and considered this the safest place for
her right now since she was being hunted.


When this job was
over, she’d have to secure a new face before fading quietly back into the
background of life. The organization she worked for lived on the edges of
civilization doing jobs too risky for normal people to trust to the police. 


They’d all been
where their clients were at one time or another and understood the pitfalls of
going too far and living on the edge. Humans were social by nature for the most
part and very few could take the isolation the witness protection—self-imposed
or legal—pushed people into.


That was a half-life
that no one should be forced to live. Their clients didn’t want to disappear,
they wanted justice.


****


Claudia put her
phone in her pocket and got back on her bike. She turned around and headed back
to the club, wondering what had made the little dancer change her mind. 


Sam? 


Mallory?


Were they trying
to force her to choose them with Black Velvet as bait?


Were Sam and
Mallory mixed up with the cartel or just about to become statistics of
lawlessness?


She should just go
home, but she was too curious to tuck tail and run.


Claudia pulled
into the lot, cut the engine, and put down the kickstand. She climbed off and
laid her helmet on the seat before striding toward the building. 


“Mayor, you should
be careful about spending your money in a place like this,” a female cop said
coolly.


“I’m a big girl,” Claudia
retorted. She started toward the door and the woman stepped in front of her.
“What is it, officer?”


“Place is closed
for the night, ma’am,” she said.


“Thanks, Officer Janko,”
she said and stepped around her. The woman was quick, moving to block her
entrance, and Claudia growled at her. The officer’s eyes dropped, her wolf’s
dominance no match for the snow coyote’s.


The door swung
open at the cop’s back, and Claudia looked over her head, taking in the leggy
beauty in the short dress striding out. The black of her hair caught the light
and the scent of her carried on the light cool wind. 


Claudia moved
around the officer who lifted her head. The coyote snarled low at her, and the
wolf slunk away, going to join one of the other cops standing around looking
useless. 


And Claudia went
to meet the woman who was stealing a little more control of her animal every
time they met. That made Black Velvet dangerous in more ways than one.










Chapter Six


 


Kyra drank in the handsome
woman coming to meet her, and her coyote lifted its head as her heart beat
faster. Claudia’s black hair was combed neatly into place despite the helmet
she must have worn, and the hints of silver-gray glittered in the light. Her winter
frost eyes were filled with curiosity as they held hers.


The casual pants
were obviously expensive as was the silk shirt tucked into them. Over the
ensemble, was a leather jacket that gave Claudia the air of a very confident
woman. 


“Hello, Mayor,” Kyra
murmured. “Thanks for being so tolerant.”


“Tolerant?” she
asked with a hint of humor in her stare. “I issued an invitation and you
accepted.”


She smiled. “I
guess the right opportunity presented itself,” Kyra replied. “Shall we? I could
use that drink.”


“Where to?”


“My place,” she
said, and then gave Claudia the address.


“I have an extra
helmet, and you might need my jacket.” 


“Thanks. How sweet
of you. Can you store my purse?” 


“With pleasure.” Claudia
took the purse after removing her jacket. 


Kyra put the
jacket on, the warmth of it soaked into her and the scent of soap and cedarwood
with a hint of cherry captivated her senses. The scent was so Claudia. 


Claudia put the
helmet on her and got on the bike. “Climb on.” 


Kyra climbed on
behind her and wrapped her arms around Claudia’s waist. Claudia let the
kickstand up and started the bike before pulling out of the lot. 


The cool air was
barely a bite as they sped through the night. Claudia’s body was solid against
hers and the heat they both gave off was like a flame. Kyra tightened her arms
and leaned in a little closer and picked up a hint of ice to mingle with the
cedar and cherry.


The scent was
indicative of the snow coyote that made her animal nuzzle the back of Claudia’s
neck. It had been a long time since she’d been this close to a snow coyote.


A dangerous animal
whose prowess was largely underestimated due to its size. They had compact
bodies with heavy fur that was nearly white in winter, but silver-gray with
dark gray ear tufts in warmer climes. 


The snow coyote
was a vicious foe with a chilling bite that could kill. Some of them had the
ability to crush bones and were even more dangerous than hyenas because unlike
that animal, the snow coyote fought equally well alone as in a pack. 


Claudia pulled
into the driveway of the house Kyra was renting. She liked the privacy of a
house because it had a porch for her to lounge on in back, not that she had
much of a chance to.


As she cut the
engine, Kyra slid her hands down Claudia’s side to rest on her own thighs while
she waited for her to let down the kickstand. Kyra climbed off then and was
removing her helmet as Claudia slipped to her feet.


“That was fun,”
Kyra said, handing the helmet over.


Claudia took it
and stored both in the bike’s storage compartment. “That’s one of the things I
like about it,” she commented. 


“What’s the
other?” Kyra asked with a flirty smile. 


“It’s a chick
magnet,” she said in a teasing tone and Kyra chuckled. 


“Yeah. Who can
resist a hot chick on a bike? With all that power between her legs, it’s so
obvious she knows how to take control.”


“Is that what you
like, Velvet?” she murmured. “A woman who knows how to take control?”


Kyra shrugged one
shoulder. “Come inside for that drink,” she invited. “I think I have some gin
and vodka.”


“Either floats my
boat, but I’d rather not tonight.” She was on Kyra’s heels as she made her way
to the porch.


“Iced tea?” The
house wine of the South, her mama used to say. There was always some in the
fridge.


“That sounds
good,” Claudia replied. 


Kyra unlocked the
door and stepped inside to the soft glow cast by the automatic lights in the
entry. She removed Claudia’s jacket as they stood there. 


“Thanks.”


“Keep it for next
time,” Claudia invited. “I have a feeling tonight was just your first ride on
the back of my bike.”


Kyra stared up at
her, lips curving into a smile. “Could be. I like the way you handle your
machine.”


Claudia chuckled.
“And I like the way you handle yours.” Her gaze slid over Kyra’s body making it
clear what she had reference to.


Kyra grinned. “Are
you hungry? I could use a light bite myself. Dancing makes me work up an
appetite.”


“Me, too.”


Kyra laughed.
“You’re playing with me, Mayor,” she said as she turned and moved down the
corridor to the kitchen. She draped the leather jacket over a chair at the
table for four. 


“Isn’t that the
name of the game, Kyra?” she asked.


Kyra didn’t stop
in her stride to the sink. She glanced over her shoulder. “Seems as though,
Claudia.” She turned on the water and washed up.


As she dried her
hands, Kyra felt Claudia come up behind her. Her hands glided up Kyra’s arms
where they gripped lightly as Claudia leaned in to graze the side of her neck
with sharp teeth.


Kyra’s eyes slid
closed of their own volition as tendrils of heat slithered through her. Her
animal sighed, savoring the contact.


Claudia’s fingers
tightened slightly. “Why’d you call me, baby?” Claudia murmured in her ear,
warm breath a caress against Kyra’s skin. “Did Mallory or Sam put you up to
this?”


“Up to what?” She
turned, and Claudia stared down into her eyes, her own hardening. 


“I don’t mind a
good sex game, but I’m not into being played for the fool. So, why don’t you tell
me what’s going on?” Claudia ordered, crossing her arms over her chest.


Her breasts were
small, and she was almost straight up and down, with a telltale bulge in her
pants that said she liked to wear a strap-on.


“I’m not sure just
what you mean,” Kyra said and tried to move around Claudia, but Claudia grabbed
her arm and put her back against the counter to bracket her in with hands on
either side of her. 


“What’s going on
at that club?” Claudia demanded. “I heard Jenner was doing a drug sweep. Why?”


“Because he’s an
ass?” Kyra asked with lifted brows, a hint of humor in her tone.


“I don’t like
hitting a lady, sweetheart, but I’m going to bitch slap you if you keep fucking
with me. Now, tell me why you called me back when you made it clear you didn’t
date patrons.” Claudia’s tone was implacable, and her eyes glittered with
promise.


“Maybe—”


Claudia growled at
her, and Kyra glared. 


“Tone it down,
rabid animal,” Kyra muttered.


“If you think that
was rabid, just wait and see what happens when you ignore me,” Claudia warned.


“Sam didn’t ask me
to call you,” Kyra told her, not afraid of the animal staring at her with winter-frigid
eyes. She was both turned on and angry. “And I don’t know what’s going on in
the club.”


“One more lie, and
I’ll take you over my knee and paddle your ass like a schoolgirl sent to the
principal’s office,” Claudia threatened in an impassive tone. 


“Why do you care
if Jenner has a hard-on for them?” Kyra demanded. 


Claudia moved in a
little closer, pressing their lower bodies together. “Just humor me.”


Kyra suppressed a
shiver from the contact. Every cell in her body was suddenly alive and alert.
She could almost feel the air on her face, and the animal inside her raised its
head in fascination. 


Kyra wrestled her
libido down and brought her mind back to the conversation at hand with effort.
Her gaze lingering on Claudia’s lips, and she wondered if she was a good
kisser.


Focus, she ordered. This was part of why she
couldn’t even have a fling with Claudia, the woman could derail her train of
thought just looking at her. 


“All I know is
someone planted the drugs at Coyote Closet,” Kyra confessed. “I heard about it
at the bar the other night.”


Claudia’s brows
knit in a frown and concern filled her gaze. “Are you sure? Did you tell them?”


“Not exactly,” Kyra
answered. “I’m not sure getting involved with that is the best idea.”


“Who did you hear
it from? The guy I saw you with last night?”


“No,” she said.
That guy had sold her some information on the apartment she’d gone to and who
owned it. 


“Kyra, sweetie,
don’t be cryptic here,” Claudia said as if she were talking to a child. “Sam
and Mallory have enough on their plates without a drug charge.”


“I know that. So,
do you want that drink or not?” 


“I want to know
what else he told you,” Claudia said firmly. “Who’s setting them up and why?”


“No one told me
anything,” Kyra snapped. “If we’re done flirting, you should go. I’m suddenly
very tired.”


Claudia backed
away from her after a moment. “Fine, but this conversation isn’t over.”


Kyra sighed. “It
is unless you plan to use arts of seduction to get me to talk,” she replied. “I
invited you back here to make out, not talk about things I know nothing about.
So, goodnight.”


Claudia’s lips
tugged up and amusement danced in her winter-frost eyes. “Oh, I think I can
arrange that,” she murmured. “How about dinner tomorrow?”


“That’s probably
not the best idea,” Kyra replied.


“Oh?” Claudia’s
voice held a hint of interest. “You like playing hard to get, I see. I have a feeling
the club will still be closed and if it’s not, then I’ll see you there.”


“If I were you, I
wouldn’t brave that,” Kyra told her. “For your reputation and all.”


“Let me worry
about that, sexy dancer,” Claudia purred as she leaned toward her. “You just
keep on thinking of ways to turn me on with the swish of your hips.”


“In your dreams,”
Kyra retorted breathlessly. “Those dances aren’t personal, they’re a living.
Goodnight, Mayor.” She headed for the door, deciding she wouldn’t dance for
Claudia the next time she came in, if she was crazy enough to come back.










Chapter Seven


 


When Claudia got
back to her den, Dylan accosted her in the parking garage, tension in her face.


“I know, Dylan,”
she said in irritation. “I’ve gone over it and I approve.”


“It’s not that,”
she said. “Evan was out on a run with a few of the teens, and they spotted some
jackals. He’s still out there now pulling a shift. I put an extra team on the
eastern perimeter, but we also got a visitor on the water.”


“More jackals?”


“Coyotes.”


“Sam and Mallory?”
she asked with a frown, already whipping out her phone. 


“I don’t think
so,” Dylan told her. “Sam was out here last three weeks ago, but she was
leading a small team of three.”


“What was she
doing?”


“Just walking, and
she talked to a few of the sentries. Just small talk. Because she comes out
here at least once a month, I didn’t think much of it, so I didn’t mention it.
Now, with those strangers coming around I’m not sure what’s up.”


Claudia input
Sam’s number. “With the Coalition wanting me to side against them, there’s no telling
and the drugs—” 


“What drugs?”


“At their club. Sam,
what are you up to? Why’d you send your sentries to check out my border
tonight?”


“I didn’t,” Sam
replied coldly. “Whenever I want to check out your territory, I come myself.”


“And I’ve
tolerated your little visits because you’re civil, but I won’t put up with any
attempts to intimidate me. Keep your people out of my territory. Any unauthorized
visits will be seen as an act of aggression from now on.”


“I’ll call before
I come down,” she retorted. “But I didn’t okay any trips there and neither did
Mal. We’re busy with our shit right now.”


“Which is running
drugs and sending Black Velvet to work her voodoo on me so I’ll ally with you?”


“As I recall,
you’re the one who’s all rabid over her,” Sam said, amusement in her tone. “And
I don’t know her, so I damn well didn’t ask her to seduce you. If you took her
to bed that’s on you.”


“I don’t believe
that for a minute,” Claudia snarled.


“That’s up to you,
and we’re not involved with drugs,” Sam said acidly. “We did find some in the
club tonight, but they were planted and no doubt by someone who’s working for
Jen.”


“I don’t think
he’s into that,” Claudia said. “Has to be someone else, which means if those
coyotes weren’t yours, we need to meet. And just so you know, the girl told me
she heard someone was running drugs through your place.”


“Interesting
pillow talk,” Sam drawled. “You snow coyotes really don’t know what your mouths
are for in bed.”


Claudia grunted.
“I’ll see you at six. Your office.” She knew about the house that Sam ran her accounting
business out of.


“I’ll let them
know you’re coming,” Sam responded. “Out of curiosity, what made you think they
were mine or Mallory’s coyotes?”


“We’re the only
coyotes in town and they aren’t mine,” Claudia told her. “Which means we could have
a problem.”


The silence made
her wonder if Sam was thinking the same thing she was. They might have to form
an alliance despite what was going on in the Coalition.


“So it seems. Tomorrow.”


Claudia ended the
call and looked at Dylan. “We leave at five thirty,” she said. “I’ll take Delgado
and leave you to hold down the fort.” 


Dylan could handle
things here if anything happened to her. Delgado was one of her trusted
lieutenants, and Claudia would rather have him with her around Sam and Mallory
to avoid too many dominant females in one room.


He was a beta and
wouldn’t be as quick on any perceived act of aggression which is exactly what
she needed right now.


“I’d feel better
if you let me come with you. I’m sure Sam will have Syd there.”


“Delgado can deal,
but I don’t think it will be necessary,” Claudia admitted with a frown. “A week
ago, when Jenner was attacked, didn’t coyotes attack them?”


“Yeah. They
weren’t Sam and Mallory’s from what I’ve heard. Besides, if they’d ordered an
attack, they’d have been there, and Jenner wouldn’t be alive.”


Claudia nodded
grimly in agreement. Sam wasn’t the kind of coyote who sent someone else to
kill for her. So why was Jenner so hot to bring them down?


“I can’t imagine why
Jenner’s on their asses,” Dylan murmured. “It’s like someone’s setting them up
and that means wolves are ganging up on them for some reason.”


“That means we
need answers before shit really hits the fan.”


****


“I’m a little
nervous with you staying here alone.”


Lena sighed. “I’ll
be fine,” she said. “Besides, I’ll have a guard with me from now on, and
whoever was here didn’t take anything.” 


She was still
smarting over that attack. And the worst part was she hadn’t scented the
intruder. Not so much as a ripple of a change in the scent until that brief
moment and the window had been so small that it left her wondering if she’d
imagined it. 


“Are you sure?” Victor
asked with a frown. “I still don’t understand how you missed it.”


“I don’t know,”
Lena replied, irritated with him and herself. “But it won’t happen again. I’m
guessing it was Russo.”


“Probably,” he
muttered. “I had drinks with Carlo before I came in. He and his brother want
Snowbury no matter what it takes. They like the easy access to the water for
transporting down to the west coast.”


“And into Canada,”
Lena added. “We can’t give up the properties, so we’ll have to get rid of them.”


“He didn’t give me
any indication he be willing to compromise, so we’ll have to give the D.A. in
Hartford a little more help in convicting Carlo and Marco. Then, Russo will be
too busy back home to worry about this area.”


Lena smiled.
“You’re right, and I have just the right information to pass along,” she said.
“He’s been looking for answers to who killed his father and his father’s right
hand. The man was like an uncle to Russo.”


“How is that going
to help us?” Victor asked. 


“Rumors are very
useful tools.”


****


Kyra rolled over
to the soft ring of her phone. She pushed out a sigh and groped for the little
device in the dark. She snagged it and hit CONNECT. 


“Hello?”


“Sorry to wake
you,” the masculine voice rumbled in her ear. “But I have some news.”


“Wes. Couldn’t you
have picked a less inconvenient time?”


“I’m up,” he said calmly.


“What is it?” she
asked groggily as she shifted in the bed. Wes was her boss and the man who’d
raised and trained her after her parents’ deaths.  


“Russo’s brother
met with Carpenter this evening. I’m pretty sure they talked about Russo
vacating Snowbury. That land deal you told me about was mentioned. They both
want that land for their resort.”


“Right.” 


“Russo’s brother
is planning an attack on the Shadows to show their disdain for tonight’s conversation.”


“What do you think
they’ll do?” She was now wide awake as her thoughts went straight to the club.
“They didn’t find drugs at the club.”


“But word is out the
Shadows are using Coyote Closet as a stop to the ocean.” 


“I’m not
surprised,” Kyra murmured, thinking of the notes she’d found at Lena’s. Gaining
control of Coyote Closet to turn it into a dance club was high on Lena’s list
of things to do.


“Which one of the
owners do you think is working with the jackals?” Wes asked. 


“Neither, but I
wouldn’t put it past one of the wolf security personnel or a dancer. None of
Sam or Mallory’s people would betray them.”


“You better warn
them,” he suggested. “Their club is going to get hit hard, if not tonight, then
tomorrow while it’s full of patrons.”


“Great. I’ll have
to break cover,” she said with a sigh. “I hadn’t wanted to do that, but Mallory
already suspects something.”


“You’ll have to
take the risk of confiding in Sam or Mallory. This thing might well get very
ugly before we finish our case.”


“I know,” she said
softly and rubbed her temple. Wes had gotten them entangled with Dillinger, an
old friend of her family and his. She hadn’t been able to say no.


Kyra knew Wes
wanted Dill’s killer as badly as she did. However, Ava was the reason he hadn’t
called it quits. 


“Just decide soon
and remember the party line, K,” he said. 


“I remember,” she
replied evenly. She always remembered. Kyra didn’t even exist anyway, thanks to
the FBI.










Chapter Eight


 


Claudia climbed
from her bike in front of Sam’s place as Delgado pulled to the curb in his pick-up.
She stored her helmet and waited for him to join her before heading up to the
front porch where two guards lounged as if they were just hanging out in the
cold.


“Ladies.” Claudia
nodded to one and then the other while Delgado did the same.


“Claudia.” One of
the guards motioned for her to go in. “Sam’s expecting you.”


She opened the
door and stepped into the entry where another guard was posted. The woman led
them from there to a sitting room not far away. Sam was there with Mallory,
sipping coffee.


“Claude,” Sam said
as she rose to shake hands with Claudia. “Delgado.”


Delgado nodded to
her and to Mallory while Claudia and Mallory exchanged greetings. 


“So, what’s up?”
Sam asked, motioning them to the sofa. 


“Help yourselves
to coffee,” Mallory invited.


As Delgado poured
a cup for himself, Claudia explained to Sam and Mallory what Dylan and Evan had
told her about the coyotes sniffing around. 


“Sounds like the
same pack that attacked Jenner and his cousins,” Sam said grimly. “He thinks we
hired them.”


“The jackals
taking up residence in Stonington are a mixed pack of jackals and wolves
according to our information,” Claudia admitted. 


“We’re checking
into a pack led by Bennett Holcombe,” Mallory added. “He used to be one half of
a mercenary organization, but he’s on his own now.” 


“Owns a hotel in
Stonington,” Sam said. “He might be looking to expand, and he had ties to
Bradley. Looks like he might be working with Russo to gain Mystic Snow lands.” 


“With the drugs
being run through your club—did Jenner find anything last night?”


“No, we were able
to sniff them out and move them before he got there,” Sam answered. “Street
value was just under ten thousand. A paltry sum.”


“Not more than they
could afford to lose, maybe,” Delgado spoke up for the first time. “Evan didn’t
get any names of anyone in particular, but the mercenary, Holcombe, is dead.
Someone else has taken over his pack.”


“What about the
business?” Sam asked. 


“It’s still being
operated, from all appearances,” Delgado told her. “Evan has someone working
the angle.”


“I’ll have Delaney
see if she can find anything,” Mallory said. “We don’t need anymore unknowns in
the game.”


 “As it is, sounds like someone wants you out
of the picture so they can have your territory,” Claudia said. “Unless you’ve
got an enemy who wants to take you down a peg or two.”


“A wolf or two,”
Sam said. “But they don’t have the resources to pull something like this off,
and I don’t think Jericho was condoning running dope.”


 “You mentioned Black Velvet,” Mallory said.
“Did she say where she got her info? She helped us out with Bradley and Isaiah
by getting intel on them for us. She has to have a reason or an end game.”


“Any ideas?” Sam
asked, giving her a pointed look. “Did she give anything away?” 


“I saw her talking
to a guy in a bar the other night. I didn’t get a name and I doubt she was
going to tell me.”


“Get one,” Mallory
ordered. 


“She’s your girl,
you get it out of her,” Claudia muttered. “What about her background?”


“Nothing unusual,”
Mallory said. “She’s just your average Jane Doe with nothing noteworthy in her
life. Stripper here and there. High school diploma.”


“Sounds too good
to be true,” Delgado commented. “Too much of a nobody.”


“But she checks
out from the top to the bottom,” Mallory replied.


“The question is
how far are you willing to go with this, Claude,” Sam drawled. “The dancer is a
small matter that can easily be taken care of, but the larger issue is the
drugs, and the Coalition will be all over that.”


“I’ll bring it
up,” Claudia said. “However, I don’t think anyone will make that an issue
unless it applies to you two.”


“Which means
you’re going to have to make a decision. Pike and Bradley’s packs will replace them
with people who are just as against Mal and I as Pike and Bradley were. Isaiah’s
replacement could be just as problematic. With Astor against us as well, we’ll
be at another stalemate.” 


“We need someone
to investigate what’s going on independent of the Coalition’s ruling body,”
Mallory said. “Otherwise we risk having drugs inundate our streets and the
Coalition going after us as they run scared.”


“I agree that
something has to be done,” Claudia said. “But I won’t agree to an alliance with
you right now.” She didn’t think they were guilty, but they could be. No one
could have gotten drugs in their club without help.


“Think it over,”
Sam said. “Just don’t wait until the wolves are at your door.”


****


Kyra
studied the contents of the envelope she’d taken from Astor’s place yesterday.
She’d learned just this morning the place wasn’t exactly his, but it was rented
under the name of Kelvin Smith, a lawyer. 


However,
Lena Carpenter was living there along with a male Kyra assumed was her brother
since they shared the same last name. Carpenter was one face of the Shadow
cartel according to Wes, and Lena the other. 


Both
were very nasty when thwarted, but they were philanthropists who did more than
their share in aiding the poor. Lena ran some women’s shelter when she wasn’t moving
drugs. 


Kyra
ran her fingertip over the face of one of the pictures she’d pulled from the
packet. There was a note card attached to it, but she’d pushed it over for a
closer look at the victim. Putting it aside, Kyra studied the other shots before
taking up the sheaf of papers that had been inside. 


One
read through told her more than she wanted to know about why Lena and her
brother had the information. They were interested in turning Coyote Closet into
a dance club to run their drugs through. The very neatly drawn map included was
of the land right next to it. 


Sold
was marked in the middle of the space, and the last sheet contained information
of a different kind that had her frowning. 


 “Hey.”


She looked up to
see Cordelia standing at the table across from her. Kyra casually swept the
pictures into the envelope. “Hi, Cordelia.”


“Mind if I join
you?” she asked with a question in her green eyes. 


Kyra folded the
sheet. “Not at all,” she replied and tucked the papers away before closing the
brown envelope.


“You doing okay?” Cordelia asked and took a sip of the coffee
she’d brought with her. The paper cup held some foamy concoction that smelled
like vanilla.


“Good.” She
smiled. “What are you doing here?”


“Just grabbing
some coffee before work,” Cordelia answered. “What’s got you so intrigued?
Thinking about moving on?”


“Not yet,” Kyra
said with a shrug. 


 “Tell me what you know,” Cordelia insisted
gently as she put her hand on Kyra’s. “Did you find out something when you
broke into Bradley’s office?”


Kyra gave Cordelia
a faint smile. “How did you end up here, Cordelia?” she asked. “In Snowbury.”


Cordelia averted
her gaze. “I just needed a change.”


Kyra nodded. “And
this town came up over someplace in, say, sunny Cali?”


Cordelia snorted.
“I’d been there.”


“I guess so,” she
said. 


“I know you’re
hiding from something, too, or if you’ve gotten into something that you can’t
get out of, Sam and Mallory can help you. They can protect you.”


Kyra laughed
darkly. “I don’t need protecting, Cordelia. I’m not a lost sheep or a damsel in
distress.”


“Then, why are you
here?” Cordelia pressed. “I can’t imagine you just put your neck on the line
for them for no reason. So, who sent you and why?”


“I helped you
because it helped me,” she murmured. “No other reason.” Kyra patted Cordelia’s
hand. “I have to go. Is the club open tonight?”


“Business as
usual,” Cordelia told her. “Who brought the drugs in? At least tell me that.”


“So Mallory can climb all over my back for more answers?” she
quizzed. “She’ll use me until I run dry.” 


“It won’t be like
that,” Cordelia assured her. “They’re in desperate straits here. Mallory is
being prosecuted for murder. The A.D.A. just reinstated the charges this
morning, and she and Sam both are being investigated for killing Jenner’s
cousin. Now there’s this drug thing.”


“I’m sorry about
that,” Kyra said evenly. “I just don’t want to get involved.”


“I’m not asking
you for a lifetime commitment, Velvet, just a name.”


Kyra sighed. A
dancer and a bouncer were working against them. “I know at least one dancer who
thinks Mallory and Sam need to be taken down a peg or two, and another who
agrees. Look there.”


“Why are you being
so cryptic?” Cordelia insisted.


“Someone wants to
take over the club, a cartel,” Kyra told her and slid from the booth.


She needed to go
over the rest of the items from her camera and put together a picture of what
was going on to add to the one they already had. The sooner she solved this,
the sooner she could get out of this town.


She wasn’t just
dead in the eyes of the world, she was a killer, murderer of two federal agents
and a cop. She’d only killed one agent, but she doubted the feds would believe
he’d been crooked. 


She could go to
jail if those agents snooping around town got too close to her or if she
exposed herself too much. 


“Hey. I’m here for
you,” Cordelia told her, getting to her feet, too. “You can trust me.”


Kyra gave her a
smile, the animal inside her responding to the kindness in her eyes while the
woman hardened her heart. 


It wasn’t just her
life she had to worry about. Most of her co-workers were criminals, on the run
or presumed dead. She wouldn’t put them at risk by getting caught up in a
friendship that could lead to trouble.


“Thanks,” she said
and beat a hasty retreat.


Cordelia had the
life she wanted—sometimes. However, Kyra didn’t begrudge her happiness or the
love she’d found. She just wouldn’t allow their love to send her underground. 


There was little
solace in the darkness, which was why she would have to be careful with Claudia.


****


By the time Claudia
left the brunch, the day already seemed way too long to her. She had that
Coalition meeting that night and all she really wanted to do was skip it. The
politics of two positions of power was weighing on her.


She headed to the
restaurant on the pier for a late lunch having not eaten at the brunch, since
she’d just been too busy with the meet and greet to pick up a fork. They’d
expressed concerns over the issues shaking the shifter community—the humans had
no idea about shifters, but the deaths left them concerned and eager for
justice.


That meant Mallory
and Sam were on the hot seat of the human justice system as well as the animal
one. Claudia knew something would have to be done about Jenner and the wolves
in human law enforcement before long. 


And she was toying
with firing them all. She’d replace Jenner with the human Montana Summer who
seemed more than capable and less of a problem than Jenner.


She ordered and
removed her tablet to go over a file she’d received this morning on some of the
pack’s financial interests. Sam handled some investments for them. They had a
small building and plumbing company that kept the security teams paid and the
den from lacking. 


“Hello, Mayor.”


She lifted her
head fifteen minutes later to find Kyra sitting down across from her. “Fancy
meeting you here.”


“I saw you and
decided to come over and say hello,” Kyra told her. 


“Hello.”


Kyra smiled. “How’s
the day going?”


“It’s long,” she
admitted, putting aside the file. “What about you?”


Kyra shrugged.
“Nothing to complain about.”


“The day’s looking
up. Buy you lunch?”


“Sure. I’ve
already ordered.” Kyra sat back in her chair, and Claudia’s gaze slid over her.


She wore a simple
pink blouse with some detailing on the collar and her golden-red hair, now
sporting copper highlights, tumbled down around her face. Her pretty whiskey
eyes glimmered with a playful light that intrigued her. 


“Me, too.” Claudia
closed the file. “I didn’t see you when I came in.”


“I wasn’t in your
line of sight,” she replied with a shrug. “Winding down for the day or just
taking a breather?”


“The second one,”
Claudia answered with a sigh. “What about you? Meet up with any interesting men
this morning?” 


As if on cue the
waitress brought their meal delaying Kyra’s response. 


“Ladies,” she
said. “If you need anything, let me know. Separate tickets?”


“No,” Claudia said
with a shake of her head. 


The brunette gave
them a smile as she wiped her hands on her apron, stained with a curious red
spot. “Okay. Enjoy.” Then, she headed back the way she’d come. 


“So?” Claudia
asked after the waitress departed. She wanted real answers but wasn’t certain
she’d get them. 


Kyra struck her as
secretive, and Claudia didn’t expect anything useful to turn up in a background
check. If it had, Sam and Mallory would have said so.


Kyra’s expression
remained playful, but her gaze was a little guarded. “Did you have any
interesting meetings this morning?”


“What’s an
attractive woman like you doing working at Coyote Closet?” She decided to
change tactic to see if she could backdoor her way into an answer.


“Working,” Kyra
replied as she picked up her fork.


Claudia studied
her sensing a double meaning behind the single word and the weight it held. “DEA?”


“I’m not a cop. I
have a private client.”


“You’re a private
dick?” Claudia asked. That explained the very ordinary background that checked
without any red flags. “How interesting.”


Kyra shrugged. “At
times.”


“And the person
you’re looking for led you to where you are now?” 


“What do you
mean?”


“The drug tip,”
Claudia replied quietly. 


“More or less.” Kyra
lifted a spear of fish to her mouth as she held Claudia’s gaze. 


There was
something in her eyes that beckoned to Claudia, made her want to fall into
those fathomless whiskey depths swirled with darker flecks of brown.


Claudia leaned
forward. “Whatever you know could save lives,” she murmured. “Have you thought
about that? And I can keep you safe.”


Kyra’s eyes
clouded over briefly, pain flitting across her face. Someone had hurt her, said
those words to her before and let her down.


Claudia reached
across the table to rest her hand on Kyra’s wrist. “I mean it. I’ll be there
for you no matter what.”


Kyra sighed softly
and moved her hand back. “I can protect myself, but thanks.” She sampled more
food from her plate before taking a sip of lemonade. 


“If it’s not fear
holding you back, what is it?” Claudia pressed. “Are you part of whatever drug
cartel that’s attempting to move in on Sam and Mallory?” She let the anger she
felt infuse her words.


“No.”


“Then, trust me,”
Claudia implored. 


“Why do you think
I came over?” Kyra demanded keeping her voice low. “I could be talking to
Cordelia right now, but I don’t need the scrutiny that’ll come with talking to Mallory.”


 “I’ll let what must be known, be known, but
keep everything else to myself,” Claudia said. She would keep the beauty’s
secrets, but she didn’t know why.


“Two drug cartels
are about to begin a turf war here,” Kyra told her. “Coyote Closet is probably
going to be hit while it’s full of patrons just to make a point.”


“Don’t deal in my
territory?”


“The cartel that’s
going to hit the club wants to send a message to the other. They both want the
town because of its proximity to the ocean and ease of transporting from here
to the West Coast and probably Florida.”


“I can see how
that would make the area a feather in someone’s cap,” Claudia replied. “What’s
the name of the cartel?”


“I won’t say here,”
she said and cast a casual look around. 


Claudia did the
same and found a few curious eyes glancing over. She knew any of them could be
interested in their conversation, but they were probably more curious about the
dancer the mayor was having lunch with.


“What did your
client hire you to do exactly?” Claudia quizzed, wondering if the cartel was
what had brought her here or something else.


Kyra sighed. “I
was sent to find someone and gather information,” Kyra answered. 


“What kind?
Divorce, and that led you to where you are now? Are you working with the feds?”


“Too many
questions and too public a place,” Kyra told her quietly.


“When do you think
the club will be attacked?”


“Probably tonight
because of the drug movement last night,” Kyra answered. “What are you going to
do?”


“Let Mallory and
Sam know,” Claudia replied. “I won’t leave them to be sitting ducks.”


 










Chapter Nine


 


Claudia removed
her phone from her pocket. She sent a message to Sam and then one to Dylan. She
wanted to dive right into this and find out as much as she could before the
town was plunged deeper into this mess. 


Drug use around
here was low considering most of the population was shifter. Drugs messed up
their systems making shifting hard to impossible while high. 


She changed the
subject to lighter topics until Kyra announced she was done. 


“I’ll pay for this
and we can continue our talk outside on the pier,” Claudia suggested. 


“Okay,” Kyra
agreed.


Claudia was
surprised she was being so agreeable and signaled the waitress in hopes of
getting Kyra talking again before she changed her mind. 


Once the bill was
paid, they strolled out into the cold but sunny day heading to the pier.
Claudia led her to a deserted section that overlooked the ocean and the old
cannery. Below them was a rock outcropping that had no access unless one
dropped onto it from the pier.


“This is a
beautiful spot,” Kyra commented, glancing around. 


“There are a lot
of those around here,” Claudia said, barely containing the dismay. 


She’d lost her, of
that she was certain by the way Kyra closed her eyes and turned her face up to
the sun as if this was one of the most sublime moments of her life.


“How long has the
cartel been running drugs through Snowbury?” Claudia asked. 


Kyra didn’t look
at her right away. In fact, she walked a short distance away from her to rest
her hand on the railing.


“I’ve only been
apprised of the situation for a month, but from the looks of things it’s been
more like three.”


Under normal
circumstances, she would meet with Jenner and put together a taskforce. Then,
she’d alert the Coalition, but Claudia didn’t trust Astor or Jenner to do their
jobs any more than she would trust Bradley or Pike’s replacements. So, she’d have
to work with Sam and Mallory and see what ideas they had since they were
already coming under fire for this. 


“What evidence do
you have? Who is your client and why isn’t the DEA handling this? Or maybe they
are.”


“They were, but
the agents on the case ended up dead,” Kyra told her. “And they haven’t been
able to get another mole in.” She shook her head. “They don’t even know about
the cartels targeting this town or they’d be here fucking shit up.”


Claudia grunted.
“So, who hired you?”


“A prosecutor, he
was killed recently, and his replacement is prosecuting the case,” Kyra said. “He
needed outside help which the agency I work for was willing to provide. Don’t
go calling her up to verify my story because she’ll deny it.”


“Why is that?”
Claudia demanded tightly, suspicion eating at her.


“Because without
hard evidence the cartel will walk, but you can check out a few things that
should confirm some of my story.”


“Like what?”


Kyra met her gaze.
“Like the A.D.A. Dillinger—he was the senior counsel for the Hartford D.A.’s
office. He was killed and his replacement’s name is Ava.” She sighed harshly.
“The irony of this is that I came down here to hunt a killer and take him out.”


Claudia blinked.
“What? Who?”


“Jericho,” she
said grimly. “I was trying to find evidence he’d murdered and raped my client’s
wife. I stumbled upon this drug thing. Next thing I know my boss is calling me
up and telling me we have another case.”


“You told him
about the drugs?”


“No.” She shook
her head. “It wasn’t my concern. Jericho killed someone other than my client’s
wife about a week before he died. Well, he killed a lot of someones,
but this was in relation to the cartel.”


“Jericho, the Snow
Dogs alpha, was working for the cartel?” Claudia demanded in disbelief.


“Yes. He killed an
FBI agent while on a quick trip to Hartford. His involvement with the Russo—”


“Wait, Russo?” She
demanded, shocked.


“Yeah, why? Have
you come up against them before?”


“No, not me,” Claudia
said. “He bought off the former alpha of my pack. He wanted our territory. I
assumed that was all over.” 


“That was
Salvatore Russo. Everybody called him Sal, but he was killed, and Jeno, his son
took over.  He’s spent the last several years
trying to stabilize things. Now, he’s ready to make his move, I guess.”


“Shit. They’re
going to tear us apart if they get any of those opportunistic pigs to help
them,” she growled.


“He has contacts
around here,” Kyra said. “But he’s not the one after the club. Another cartel
called Shadow is. They have three moles in the club and at least two in
Mallory’s and Sam’s packs.”


Claudia grimaced,
and her phone vibrated in her hand. She forced herself to look away from the
bewitching gaze devouring her. Her nipples peaked, and she had trouble focusing
at first. 


We’d like to meet.


Just secure your club. We’ll talk after the meeting
tonight.


Fine.


She tucked the
phone into her pocket. “Okay. Let’s say I believe you about this cartel,”
Claudia murmured as she leaned toward Kyra. “Why are you telling me instead of
Jenner or those FBI agents in town?”


“I told you, the
feds can’t get close to this thing, especially with agents in Russo’s pocket. Plus,
I thought we might be of benefit to each other, since I’m assuming you don’t
want drugs in your town.”


“I don’t. So, how
do you propose we go about helping
each other?”


“It’s simple.”
Kyra shrugged and gazed out over the water. “We pretend to be dating. The fake
relationship provides ample opportunities for information exchange without
suspicion.”


Claudia lifted her
brows. “Is that the best you’ve got?”


“Okay. Fine. Do it
your way.”


“Suppose I just go
to the feds.”


“I’ll vanish and
so will any information I could provide to help you or your buddies.” Kyra met
her gaze again, and Claudia’s heartbeat sped up. “I’m the perfect go-between.”


“Sounds like you
need something as much as you think we do,” Claudia said. “What is it?”


Kyra gave nothing
away. Her pretty eyes remained enigmatic despite the faint hint of a smile that
curved her lips. Claudia didn’t know what game the woman was playing, but she
could be persuaded to play if only to bring her down when the time came.


“As a single woman
I draw some attention,” Kyra told her. “As your lover, I’ll draw less.”


“That could work,
but to convince everyone I’m seeing you, you’d have to actually be seen with
me.”


“Not a problem.”
Kyra shrugged. “You’re okay looking.” Her lips quirked in a smile. “I could
even fawn all over you and make out with you, too.”


“How sweet of you
to say so,” Claudia drawled, humor lacing her words. “But it’s not going to be
that easy. I want you in my bed, and I think that’s a fair exchange for
whatever you’re really going to get out of this.”


Kyra laughed
softly. “I’m not a prostitute.”


“No. You’re my
fake girlfriend with benefits.” She smiled.


“Here’s another
good faith tidbit,” Kyra said. “The Shadow cartel bought the land next to
Coyote Closet. It’ll make expansion easier once they take over.” 


 “I’ll pass that along. In the meantime, don’t
play me, baby. I’ll kill you without so much as a blink if you’re part of the
cartel and think you can use me to further your ambitions.”


“I’m glad you’re
not a pussycat,” Kyra replied without blinking. “Because I won’t have a problem
killing you either if it comes to that. However, since I’m not planning to
betray you, we’ll be fine as long as you don’t cross me.”


****


“I heard you were
looking for information,” Lena answered the question Jenner had asked. He was
an attractive man, and she knew his grief was going to be his downfall.


“And do you have
any?” he asked. 


“Yes. I know who hired
those coyotes who attacked you and killed members of your family,” she told him
and uncrossed her legs only to cross them again as she smoothed the skirt of
her dress. 


In order not to
fail the way Bradley had, she had to make sure she had this silly wolf, hook,
line, and sinker.


“How do I know
your information isn’t faulty?” he asked, sitting back in his chair to study
her with a critical eye.


“You don’t, but you
can always check it out,” she drawled. “That’s good police work.”


“Who’s behind it
and who supplied them?” Jenner asked. 


“They are
mercenaries,” she told him, thinking of the man Bradley had worked with. The
man was already dead, thanks to Russo, but this would help her kill two birds
with one stone as she separated Summerfield and Blacklaw from their club. 


Soon to be her
club. Then, she’d use him to help her take down Russo.


 “His name is Bennet Holcombe, and he furnished
the men that attacked you,” Lena told him. “Their employer was Samarra
Summerfield and Russo, Carlo Russo.”


He frowned. “What?”



“Russo is running
drugs through their club,” she said. “I think if you keep an eye on the club,
you’ll catch the next shipment.”


She was going to
hate to lose the product, especially after last night, but it would be worth it
to get Russo out of town and Summerfield out of the game. They’d just kill
Blacklaw after that.


Last night proved
the two together were a problem. They also had a mole, and she was willing to
bet it was the person who’d clocked her yesterday. The question was, who was
it, and what was their stake in this?


“Are you certain?
I don’t see those ladies involved with Russo.”


“I’m sure you
don’t, but he is a mobster, and they do own a business that can clean his
money,” she said. “I heard they were in talks with him about doing more business.”


The look on his
face wasn’t quite what she’d hoped for. The question in his eyes meant she’d
have to do some hard selling. 


“Go by the club,”
she said. “Tonight. You’ll see. Drugs are moving through there at least twice a
week. If you don’t find them, then you have a leak in your department.”


For the last three
months, she’d been moving drugs through the club and out of the state via the
ocean. They’d been having some problems moving them out of New York via boat or
plane. So, she and her brother had looked for someplace closer with water
access and Snowbury was what they’d found.


She rose. “I felt
it was my duty to report what I’d heard, especially after reading about the
attack in the paper.” She caught his gaze. “I did my civic duty.” She flashed
him a brief smile, turned on her heel, and headed from the office with a little
smile playing on her lips. 


She’d put the seed
of doubt in his mind, now all she had to do was finish the set up.










Chapter Ten


 


“Nothing about
this is going to be simple,” Claudia said to Dylan, Evan, and Delgado who lounged
in her office in downtown Snowbury. “The source is a bit questionable at best
at the moment, so I’d be a fool to trust without confirmation.”


“You want us to
work with the other packs to confirm or deny?” Dylan asked.


“Actually, the
only packs you’ll be working with are Snow Fur and Mystic Snow.”


“What about
Harding?” Evan asked. 


Claudia knew the
leader of the small coyote pack in Mystic. He had a rep on the Coalition’s
minor panel of information and security who wasn’t in agreement with the
majority’s plan to take Mystic Snow from Sam. She trusted Harding because he
was a fair man in most matters and a good judge of character.


“For right now,
I’m thinking we’ll keep the party small. If you can confirm there is a single
cartel operating in town, I’ll alert the panel and see if we can appoint a taskforce
to take care of the situation.” 


“That will be a
double-edge sword,” Dylan said. “I think the main panel will just attempt to
put this off on Sam and Mallory and even you. If we knew who your source was,
we might be able to save time.”


“Don’t worry about
the source, just stick to the plan I just laid out,” Claudia said.


“Who will you be
bringing in from the other two packs? Delaney and Mica would be my choices,
along with Carter and Ryerson,” Delgado said.


“If Camden and Syd
aren’t available, then Carter and Ryerson are fine choices,” Evan agreed. “They
all have field experience and Ryerson and Carter used to be cops. I’d suggest
Rowel as well as our mole inside the department and or Pear.”


“Dylan?”


 “I’ve only ever dealt with Delaney, Syd and
Mica,” she confessed. “I’ll defer to the guys.”


“Okay. I’ll bring
the suggestion to Sam and Mallory when I see them. In the meantime, I want you
guys to be vigilant. Evan have you found out anything new?”


“Only a few
things,” he said. “One, the Shadow pack slash Shadow cartel is stalking Sam and
Mallory. They’ve been running drugs through their club for almost four months
now.”


“Using who?”
Delgado asked curiously. “I can’t imagine they didn’t know.”


“They have been a
little busy,” Dylan said. 


“A dancer. No name
yet,” he said. “Someone connected with Jericho. The other thing I found out is
that a holding company called Radical has taken over Holcombe’s hotel, and the
company is associated with the Russo cartel.”


“And from the
little I’ve dug up, everything Russo wants, he gets,” Evan informed them.


“So, at least one
cartel is operating in the area,” Dylan said. “I don’t think Jenner will buy it
let alone do anything about it.” 


“But something
will have to be done,” Claudia said. “We can’t allow them to take our town
right from under us.”


****


“Did I just hear
you right?” Kyra asked Cordelia as she painted her toenails. The phone was on
speaker on the coffee table in her home.


“Yeah. Mallory
wants you here at six. Only half the girls are working tonight,” Cordelia
answered. 


“I heard someone
was going to set the club on fire or blow it up, so why are they opening? Lives
will be at risk.”


“The club is being
swept for bombs thanks to a tip from Claudia,” Cordelia told her. “So far
nothing has been found.”


“They could do it
last minute,” Kyra snapped. She could survive many things, but an explosion?
She wasn’t a goddess despite being pretty tough.


“You don’t have to
come in, but that will only cast suspicion on you,” Cordelia told her. “I mean,
what are we supposed to think? You could very well be part of the problem.”


“I guess that’s
true.”


“Mallory and Sam
could protect you if you just come clean with them,” Cordelia said in a
cajoling tone. “Tell them the truth about what’s going on and your involvement
in it.” 


Kyra made a face.
She’d worked for some bad guys in her life, and would never be accused of being
an angel, like Cordelia. “I have to go. I’m getting a call on the other line.” Kyra
hit a button on her phone and shook her head. 


They were crazy to
open the club at all tonight, but any deviation from the usual plan would alert
the cartel. The fact that she had to be there made her a little antsy.


She picked up the
polish, thoughts swirling in her mind. This wasn’t about Mallory and Sam so to
speak, but about getting at Shadow for moving the drugs through—shit!


She grabbed her
phone and input Claudia’s number. It rang several times, and Kyra expected it
to go to voicemail.


“Hello?”


The unfamiliar
voice demanded. “May I speak to Claudia?”


“Who are you?”


“Tell her it’s
Kyra,” she said with a frown wondering who the crabby pants was. 


“Are you that
dancer? She’s busy.”


“That’s obvious,
but is it with you? Or are you afraid I’m better in bed than you? Is that why
you’re being a bitch?” Kyra demanded. 


“You little slut,”
she ground out. “You could never compare to me. Don’t call Claudia again. She
has more important things to do than you.”


The line went dead,
and Kyra pushed out a harsh breath, the coyote growling. She dialed the number
again and it went straight to voicemail.


She tapped her
fingers on the phone. She could call Sam or Mallory. They had to close the
club. They couldn’t allow innocent people to die. 


She tried both, and
they too went to voicemail.  


****


“Is the search
over?” Lena asked the woman on the other end.


“Yeah, but they’re
being extra careful. Security has been tightened, but I think we can still make
this happen.”


“Do it,” she
ordered. “Keep it low-key and remember, be careful. The evidence needs to be in
place by nine.”


“Mallory won’t be
here tonight,” she said. “She’s going to the Coalition meeting with Sam.”


“Good. That should
ensure success,” Lena said. “After it’s done, go to the back door and let in
the cop.”


“I can do that,” the
dancer said. “But getting him up to the offices might be a challenge. Jordan
and Mica are both here tonight.”


“What about that
wolf you told me about? The one who would love to see Mallory in jail?”


“She’s here, too.”


“Then make sure
she’s the one guarding that office,” Lena said. She couldn’t afford to fail in
getting rid of the two owners. She needed that land and the club in case Russo
played hardball with the Mystic Snow territory. 


She didn’t want to
get into a pissing contest with him because he’d probably win at this point. If
she just got rid of Mallory and Sam, she’d be in the clear with the club at
least, and she’d be able to expand her personal territory, leaving New York to
her brother. 


 


 










Chapter Eleven


 


Claudia walked
into the meeting room in Mystic where the Coalition met. She glanced around,
spying a few new faces. She had expected replacements to make an appearance at
this meeting since they hadn’t at the last. 


The same topics
were open for discussion since no real agreement had been reached. Astor hadn’t
been able to tip the vote against Sam without the replacements, despite how
hard he and Jenner had tried.


So, it was the
same ball game with a few new players. She didn’t trust Pike’s pack nor
Bradley’s. Ambition as dark and dirty as they’d displayed could run in the pack.


“Claudia.” 


“Dunbar.” She gave
the brown-eyed man a nod. He was the vice-chairman.


“I’m hoping the
replacements will see reason, but I’m not counting on it,” he commented,
glancing around. “The good thing is we’ll have the opportunity to pick a new panel
to look into things. They’ll have to agree.”


That had been his
idea, and she wondered if Dunbar had some end game of his own he was running,
but it was hard to tell.


“It was a good
idea,” Claudia said. Maybe she could somehow use those people to look into this
cartel business. 


“With eight
people, we should get something we can work with,” he told her. “I’m not for taking
Mystic Snow just to have to divide part of my time between running it and
running my own.”


“I hear you,” she
said softly as Sam and Mallory entered the room. They were together as usual.
She would have thought they were lovers if she didn’t know they weren’t each
other’s type. 


“Astor is going to
suggest we widen the Coalition to include two jackal packs—one from Stonington
and the other has settled in Mystic.”


“Jackal?”


“My thoughts
exactly,” he murmured. “There are some wolves in the pack, but what bothers me,
I’ve seen him around with a jackal named Carpenter, the alpha of one of those
packs. I’ve got someone digging up as much intel on him as can be had, and so
far, I’m not liking what I’ve seen.”


“What reason does
he want to do this and what have you found?” she asked, moving her gaze from
Sam and Mallory to his face to find concern. 


“The Stonington
pack has some coyotes as well, and it used to belong to a mercenary, but he’s
dead and this new guy, took it over,” he told her and lifted his brows. “Don’t
you think it’s rather a coincidence considering coyotes attacked Jenner?”


“Jenner won’t be
thinking of vetoing them,” she said with a frown. 


“No. All he’ll see
is wolves. Threats to you, Sam and Mallory. He’s not worried too much about the
Stonington coyotes since they’ve been taken over by jackals. Their new rep
should be here tonight as well.”


“That could be a
problem if these newbies vote on a situation they know nothing about,” Claudia
murmured, concern rising in her. It would be easy for them to decide to go
after her once they were done with Sam and Mallory. 


Astor breezed in
with some newcomers on his heels. Claudia watched the three new faces, two of
which were male, as they made their way to the table. The determined glint in
Astor’s brown eyes had her on edge, and she had to wonder if he’d been working
with Bradley to get the Mystic Snow pack for a joint purpose or for one of his
own. 


This wasn’t going
to be a good meeting.


Jenner was the
last to enter and closed the door behind him before going to the table. He took
a seat across from Sam. Claudia took the vacant seat next to him while Dunbar
took his seat next to Astor at the head of the long table.


“Evening, all,”
Astor said. “I’m sure you all know by now that I’d like to expand the
Coalition’s main panel to twelve. I don’t think eight and the alternate ninth
isn’t getting the job done anymore.”


“Why the
proposal?” Mallory asked.


“As I just said, I
don’t think we have enough leadership,” Astor told her. “Pike and Bradley’s
replacements, Glory and Forbes, are here for this meeting, as is the new rep
for the old coyote pack which is now jackal and wolf majority and called Russ
Mountain.”


 “Let’s call the vote,” Forbes said. He was a
tall male with dark brown hair and cool brown eyes. 


“I agree,” Glory
spoke up. The woman had ice blue eyes and black hair. “Let’s not waste time.”


“All in favor?”
Astor said.


Claudia was torn.
“I think this is too sudden and, given the issues before us, I don’t think this
is the right time, Astor,” she said coolly.


“There will be no
better time,” he told her. “A show of hands for those for.”


Claudia watched as
five of the members raised their hands. 


“It appears we’re moving
forward,” Astor said. “Forbes, Glory, and Almens, take
your places at the table. You’ve been briefed on the items before the panel.”


“I’d like some
information on these new panel members,” Claudia said.


“You’ll have it
soon,” he said giving her a grudging look. “Also, I’m proposing each pack
select an alternate to attend the meetings if they have to be absent to avoid
postponing votes and decisions in the future.”


“Fine,” Dunbar
said.  


“Jenner has a
resolution he’d like to propose, so let’s move onto it before revisiting the
issue of Gray Tail,” Astor told them.


Gray Tail’s leader
had joined with hyenas and Jericho to take out Snow Fur. They’d lost, and Sam
had taken over the pack, renaming it Mystic Snow. 


“In our last
meeting we were unable to come to a decision about Gray Tail,” Jenner said. “I
propose we sanction Summerfield for Jericho’s murder as well as engineering the
murder of the former alpha of Gray Tail, unless she agrees to step down pending
investigation of that, as well as the true heir of those lands.”


“What?” Dunbar
demanded. “That’s just plain ridiculous. Even if Jericho is dead, he went up
against Summerfield and lost, not our problem and the same can be said for
Gray’s dead ex-alpha.”


“I don’t agree,”
Astor said coolly. “In fact, I think it makes perfect sense.”


“I also insist on
Cambrie being presented along with proof she owns the land,” Jenner said.


“You know she’s
pregnant, Jen,” Sam said angrily. “I won’t allow her outside of pack lands and
neither will her mate.”


“We can come to
her,” Jenner insisted, his gaze unrelenting. “But those papers are faked. We
all know it. We know you cooked up this scheme just to get your hands on that pack.”


“You’ve gone from foolish
to insane,” Sam snarled. 


“Just produce the
papers,” Glory said quietly. 


“I could do that,
but what will be next?” Sam asked, getting to her feet. “No matter what I say,
I’ll face sanction.”


“You will,” Astor
agreed. “Because you can’t prove you didn’t kill Jericho any more than you can
produce evidence that you aren’t behind the murders of other Snow Dog pack
members.”


Sam laughed, and
Claudia wondered if she was losing it. 


“And what
sanctions will she face?” Mallory asked quietly.


“For the murders
of the Snow Dogs, she, along with Sydney, will face the survivors of their
victims in a duel.”


Sam laughed again,
the sound bitter. “I’m not a gladiator,” she said coldly. “I won’t be put into
a ring for your enjoyment.”


“And you speak for
Sydney?” Astor asked.


“I do.”


“Then, you’re both
sentenced to death. Get your affairs in order. You have fourteen days.”


“No,” Sam replied.
“I reject your judgment. Jerry was a killer, and you all have proof of that. As
for Connie, Jerry had her killed, and we have proof of that as well, but I
suspect that will be in dispute.”


“I’d like to see
this proof,” Glory said with a frown. “If Jericho did have his own people
executed for his own gains, then any action against you would be moot as far as
I’m concerned.”


“I’m done playing
games,” Sam snapped. “I’m not going into hiding, and I will fight to my death
to protect my pack.” 


“Are you
withdrawing then?” Forbes asked, a hint of excitement in his tone.


“I am.”


“Then, there will
be a price on your head,” Astor told her calmly, his lips tilting into a smile.



“I’m right here,
you little wimp,” Sam growled. “I dare you to get off your ass and come down
here and show your buddies how easy it is to hurt a woman.”


Claudia smirked,
but the room was quiet as Astor stared her down. 


“Mallory, what is
your position?” Astor demanded. 


“What, you think
you can push Mallory up to taking me down?” Sam asked in a dangerously soft
tone that made Claudia uneasy. 


“I’m not talking
to you, Summerfield,” he snarled.


“She asked you a
question,” Mallory snapped. “Do you really think I’ll turn on Sam? I’m not
withdrawing either.”


“You’ll be subject
to the rules of sanction against Summerfield,” Astor said. 


“I’m not killing
her, and I refuse to participate in any attack against Mystic Snow.” 


“You’ll do it, or
you’ll be sanctioned.”


“You can’t make
her support you,” Dunbar said icily. “If she disagrees, it’s her right not to
participate in any action against Summerfield, free of retaliation.”


“Besides this
matter has to go to the security panel before anything is finalized,” Claudia
said. “Your edict could be overturned.”


“It won’t be,”
Astor assured her coldly.


“There is also the
matter of sanctions against Kamari and Mica for attacking an alpha,” Jenner
said acerbically. “They haven’t been dealt with for their attack against me and
the disturbance they created in town.”


“That’s true,”
Glory said carefully. “However, I did hear that was a human police matter.”


“It would have
been had she not come at me animal to animal,” Jenner said. “The behavior of
those under Summerfield’s guidance is atrocious and Blacklaw isn’t much better.
She should be dealt with harshly for supporting such lawlessness.” 


“As Summerfield is
wishing to withdraw, then Mica and Kamari will face death as well,” Astor said.
“And Blacklaw will face heavy sanctions to be determined later.”


“I move Blacklaw
be removed,” Jenner said. “She’ll merely tell Summerfield everything that goes
on at the meetings and when an attack is coming. On top of that, she and
Summerfield masterminded an attack against me as new alpha of Snow Dogs.”


Shit. She hadn’t
seen that coming. 


What the hell was
Jenner playing at? 


“Can you prove
that attack was them?” Dunbar asked quietly, and his gaze slid to Claudia.


“Yes.” 


“Jenner you two-faced
dog,” Mallory cried. “What the hell are you talking about? You know that wasn’t
us.”


“I also know they
orchestrated Bradley and Pike’s deaths because they had proof Cambrie was an
imposter as well as the fact they’ve committed murders in the name of peddling
drugs.”


Whoa.


“In light of the
revelation—”


“I want some form
of proof,” Glory interjected. “I’m not willing to vote to excommunicate both
women without it.”


“Check your
inboxes,” Jenner said smugly, and Sam snarled at him while Mallory got to her
feet, rage in her eyes. 


Claudia did as
everyone else did and the very little that she did watch of the video file she
found was indeed damning. She stopped the footage to glance across the table at
them. Sam was stoic while Mallory, who was studying her phone, wore a horrified
mask.


“This discussion
is pointless,” Dunbar thundered. “We’ve already decided to select a panel to
investigate Summerfield.”


“I think that would be pointless, considering the
fact she’s been linked with drug trafficking along with Blacklaw,” Forbes said.



“This video should
be authenticated before we pass judgment,” Claudia said evenly.


“Then,
Summerfield’s resignation should be accepted,” Forbes said. 


“I agree,” Glory
said. “We can’t have that kind of criminal element in our ranks.”


“Summerfield, you
can leave,” Astor said. 


Sam didn’t argue,
she merely strode from the room.


“We’ll continue
with the plans for investigation,” Dunbar said. 


“No
investigation,” Forbes snapped. 


“I agree,” Almens said. “We can’t waste time rehashing the same old.
We need to move on. We’ll eliminate Summerfield and her pack will be
confiscated. All opposition will be—”


“You aren’t the
voice of the Coalition,” Dunbar told him. “We’ll vote on the issue before
moving forward.”


 They voted by a show of hands and the decision
to call a subpanel was shot down which didn’t surprise Claudia.


“Now onto the
matter of drugs,” Astor said. “Blacklaw, we can suspend you from the Coalition
pending investigation, and if found guilty you will be banned from returning,
but that video said enough.”


“This is
outrageous,” Claudia growled “You’ve all turned this into a mockery of what the
organization stood for.”


“You can zip it,”
Astor told her in a hard tone. “You and Blacklaw will be outvoted and with
Blacklaw’s suspension, you’ll face the same result.”


“We can suspend
you, too,” Forbes said. “Give you time to think whether you want to continue as
part of the Coalition.”


“Zip it?” she
snarled. “You pompous little ass. How dare you sit up
there and act as if you’re a real man. You can’t roll over me anymore than you
can roll over Sam.”


“Claudia, let it
go,” Dunbar insisted. “You’ll be more good to
Summerfield if you aren’t on suspension.”


“You’re both on
suspension,” Astor said. “Blacklaw is a threat and you, Mayer, are a menace.
Out.”


Mallory got up.
“You just cut your own throat, Jenner, and we’re going to let you choke on your
blood.”


Claudia couldn’t
help agreeing with that, but the look on Forbes’ and Almens’
faces along with Astor’s told her the battle for Snowbury had just begun.










Chapter Twelve


 


Kyra did a turn on
the stage, coyote on edge. She came out of it and reached for the string
dangling from the ceiling. Sam had been reluctant to allow her to use the trick
that had come straight from an old movie, but she’d agreed.


She gave the cord
a tug and water rushed down over her, soaking her to the skin and the crowd
roared with applause. Before she could take a single step, the lights went out,
but the eyes of every shifter in the room went nightglow casting a dim glimmer.


An explosion
rocked the building, and she staggered. 


“Fire!”


Kyra hurried from
the stage, expecting the sprinklers to go off, but the only water was the puddle
she was leaving behind on stage. 


Smoke drifted into
the room, heavy and thick, and patrons rushed for the exits. 


“Everybody stay
calm,” Camden called.


Nobody listened as
fire flared to life right in the middle of the room and raced along the floor engulfing
everything in its wake. 


Kyra went to the
lounge, not wanting to expose herself. The area wasn’t on fire, but the dancers
there were rushing out. She headed to her locker, the scent of something
burning her nostrils and making her growl. 


“Come on,” one of
them said. “You can’t stay here.” 


She wrenched her
locker door open and grabbed a shirt from inside and tugged it on along with
her shower slippers before turning and sprinting back the way she’d come. 


She barely had
time to clear the doorway when a blast caused the building to tremble, throwing
debris at them and knocking them off their feet. 


“Oh, my god!”


Rolling to her
back, Kyra saw the reason for the woman’s panic. The bomb had been nothing less
than a firebomb and fire was rapidly eating away everything in its path as it
rushed toward them. 


She threw up a
hand and sent out a wall of light and the energy deflected the fire back on
itself. Kyra struggled up and followed the crush of bodies along the corridor. They
spilled out the employees’ entrance as smoke billowed above and fire crackled
gleefully behind them.


Getting out was
damn near impossible she realized after following the others to the employees’
entrance not far from their lounge. The doors wouldn’t budge. 


“We’re going to
die in here,” someone shrieked. 


That was an
understatement, Kyra thought, as the women headed for the main floor. She closed
her eyes for a moment and focused. She pushed out as much energy as she could
despite how light-headed she was starting to feel from the smoke. The door
shook, but didn’t open.


“Focus,” she
growled. She threw out her hand—laser energy cut through the door’s lock and
the door shot out. She rushed forward and heard cries of joy from behind her as
a couple of women came rushing toward her. 


“Go,” Camden
ordered from behind her. 


Kyra hurried from
the building, dragging cold air into her lungs. She stumbled away from the
building to the melody of women’s pants and groans. 


Kyra backed away
from the fire, scanning the crowd looking for anyone who seemed to be watching
with way too much interest. She spied two men, one she recognized from a file
she had on Russo. He was one of his cleaners.


Looks like the
game was really heating up. 


****


She saw the smoke
before she reached Coyote Closet. Her pulse hammering, Claudia kept going,
dread settling in her stomach like a leaden weight. When the club, or what used
to be the club, came into view, she almost lost her breath.


She’d expected
something, but not this.


Kyra!


God, where was she?


Claudia pulled into
the lot across the street from the club and turned off her bike. The fire
department was there along with a single cop car. One side of the parking lot
held several women in various states of undress. 


“Claudia,” Sam
called and came toward her.


“What is it?”
Claudia asked, distracted as she scanned the faces, hoping Kyra had stayed home
tonight. At the same time, a knot of anger formed in her stomach at Sam and
Mallory’s blatant disregard for life.


“Who’s your real
source?” Sam demanded. “I know the dancer didn’t tell you someone was going to
do this.”


Claudia glared at
her. “Who the fuck are you to question me? After that video and now this—you
have no right,” she growled. “You should have closed the club in case.”


“In case this was a
set up by maybe you and your buddy Astor?” Sam demanded. “I want answers.”


“You want
answers?” Claudia asked silkily. “You tell me about the drug buy you and
Mallory were making.” She didn’t bother mentioning the attack on Jenner they’d
also received footage on.


She knew Jenner
wouldn’t be alive if they’d wanted him dead but the drug buy…


“That video was a
cut and paste job if ever there was one.” 


“Right. You
screwed up with this, so you don’t get to hang your shit on me.” She saw movement
and looked past Sam. “Even if I believed you about the buy, this is something
different.”


Kyra came into
view and the animal inside her surged forward, propelling her around Sam despite
the rest of what she wanted to say to her. Claudia jogged across the street,
the coyote eager to get to the dancer. 


“Kyra.” Claudia
kept her voice low, yet Kyra turned to look in her direction. “Kyra.”


Kyra threaded her
way through the small pond of bodies to her. Soot darkened her face and clothes.
She looked damp in the white shirt that clung to her body. Quickly, Claudia
removed her own shirt and wrapped it around her.


“Thanks, but I need
more. I’m not wearing anything beneath this.”


“Damn it,” she muttered.
“Let’s get you out of here.”


“The cop doesn’t
want us to leave until they can take our statements, but they’re dragging their
feet for some reason.”


“We know why,” she
growled. “Come on. You can’t stay out here like this.”


“I can’t ride on
your bike either.”


“No,” she said
with a frown and glanced around and then led Kyra back across the street where
a truck was pulling up.


 “Black Velvet, what happened?” Sam demanded,
joining them. “In the club?”


“I was on stage
when the fire started,” she said quietly. “Then there was an explosion—”   


“Someone set the
place on fire?” Claudia asked tautly. “Then, bombed it?”


Kyra nodded, anger
in her lovely eyes. There was a hint of fear coming off her that had Claudia
moving a little closer to her.


“They used
firebombs and one of them watched, he was filming.”


“One of who?” Sam
demanded. “Your bosses? Tell me the truth, you conniving little twit.” Sam
grabbed Kyra by the shirt and Claudia tugged Kyra free, delivering a punch to Sam’s
stomach that had Sam grunting as she staggered back.


“You were just
waiting for that opportunity, weren’t you?” Sam snarled and came at Claudia.
She swung and her fist connected with Claudia’s stomach. Claudia let out a
growl.


“Stop it,” Kyra
screamed. “Both of you, damn it.” She was grabbed around the waist and pulled
back as they glared each other down. 


“Delgado,” Claudia
snapped. “Take care of the lady while Sam and I have a quick little chat.”


“Let’s get you in
the truck,” Delgado said, all business. 


“What is your
problem?” Sam demanded. “She’s just a piece of ass to you.”


Claudia yipped,
and she took another step into Sam’s personal space. There was a slight chill
running through her blood, and she forced herself to leash the animal. 


A snow coyote was
a dangerous creature but never more so than when it’s home, life, or that of
someone it loved or considered under its protection was being threatened. 


“Are you losing
your mind, coyote?” she demanded in a low growl, and Sam’s eyes flashed brown,
the coyote coming to the fore in her as well now. “Don’t you ever insult Kyra
like that in my presence.”


“Or what?” Sam
snapped. 


“Find out,” she
said silkily. 


Amusement flitted
across Sam’s face, but she didn’t step back. “Just tell me one thing,” she said
softly, but the taut line of her body belied any relaxation her face gave the
impression of. 


“What?”


“Is she just a
fling or under your protection?” Sam asked.


In the coyote
world, there were different protocols for dealing with an alpha’s woman. A
friend or a fling could be attacked, even killed. A long-time lover, a lover
with intentions attached, or a mate wasn’t.


The intentions had
to be stated and clear up front because even those didn’t always promise
safety.


“She’s my lover
with special interest,” Claudia said. She had known she would make Kyra a
lover, but not until this moment did she realize she had more than a casual
interest in her.


Sam arched a brow
at her, doubt in her stare. “I didn’t get that impression yesterday,” she said.
“But I don’t care which side of the road you’ve chosen, I want real answers.” 


“I’ll think about
it,” she responded coldly. 


“You do that,” Sam
said and turned and strode away.


Claudia headed
back across the street to where Delgado stood guard at the driver’s side of the
truck. 


“Take the bike,
but leave it, and take the truck back. First, call Dylan and tell her to send
Mono. I want him to watch my woman’s place for any and all suspicious
activity.”


“Gotcha,” he said
with a nod.


“In animal form,”
she said. 


“Where am I
going?” he asked after clearing his throat. 


“Follow me,” she
told him and then climbed into the truck, Jenner pulled into the club’s lot in
a police cruiser driven by Rowel. Claudia started the truck and looked at Kyra.
“Buckle up, baby.” 


Kyra gave her a
questioning look, but didn’t argue. 


Claudia maneuvered
the vehicle out into the street before turning down the radio. This attack on
the club had changed the tone of their original agreement a little. Where
Claudia had been concerned about a cartel moving drugs through her town, she
was concerned about a possible takeover.


And she didn’t care
what lines had to be crossed to prevent that from happening or who she’d have
to kill to keep Kyra safe. 










Chapter Thirteen


 


“Are you okay?”
Claudia asked. 


Kyra threw her a
look in the dark cab. “Fine. You took things a little far with Sam, don’t you
think?”


“You don’t know
how dangerous she can be,” Claudia said. 


“I have some idea.”



Kyra had seen Sam
in action recently. She’d taken down three men in a blitz attack. 


That she was a
shadow coyote had been clear, but she was no real threat to Kyra. If they got
into a serious confrontation, she’d wound her right off to avoid death or
painful injury.


“She’s on edge and
therefore not in the best of moods with strangers,” Claudia told her.


“That’s not my
problem.”


“She was about to
make it your problem, and I’m glad you didn’t dispute my right to protect you.
If you had, you’d have called into question our fauxmance.”


“I doubt that,”
Kyra murmured. “Sam would merely have continued to press until she and I came
to blows.”


“That can’t
happen,” Claudia snapped. “Sam isn’t an ordinary animal.”


“Who is these
days?” Kyra replied dryly. “Anyway, how was the Coalition meeting?”


“Who told you
about that?”


“I have my sources.”
Kyra shrugged.


“It didn’t go well,
unfortunately,” Claudia admitted. “There is a great bit of dissention going
on.”


“Mystic Snow’s
lands. The documents are good,” Kyra told her. “Bradley had someone forge them,
so someone he appointed owned the lands giving him rightful access to them. And
he had a witness lined up to back that up.”


“How do you know?”


“I broke into his
office,” Kyra said airily. “He had the proof stolen right from under Sam, too.
Deeds to the land.”


“What?” she
exclaimed. Damn. This was complicated enough without this minor problem.


“I guess that’s
going to make for one hell of a fight when the person who has them comes
forward.”


“If you know who
it is, you need to tell me,” Claudia insisted as she pulled into the driveway.


Kyra snorted.
“Possession is nine-tenths of the law, right? So, I guess whoever has those
documents would be the owner so to speak.”


“Don’t play games
with me,” Claudia growled. “I have nothing against Sam or Mallory, and I’m not
going to allow you to fuck them over. I want answers.”


“We all want
something, Claudia,” she said and released her seatbelt. “Thanks for the ride.”
Kyra climbed out, and Claudia turned off the engine and got out.


“Kyra, I’m not
screwing around.”


Kyra smirked as
she made her way up the steps. After unlocking the door, Kyra was forced inside
and nearly tripped. She collided with the wall that ran along the entry and
turned to find Claudia glaring at her.


“We aren’t going
to play games, tonight,” Claudia told her with a growl. “Only honesty or one of
us is going to get hurt.”


Kyra studied her,
the air taking on a definite chill as she pushed away from the wall, keeping
her gaze on Claudia. The dangerous glint in her eyes put her on edge, and she
growled.


“Yeah?” Claudia
asked softly. “What are you going to do about it?”


She could do a few
things, but the question was which of them did she want to do?


“I’m going to put
on some clothes and then we can have this discussion.” Kyra walked away weighing
the pros and cons of alienating Claudia right now. 


They could do this
without her, and she preferred to at this point. Her animal had an unnatural
attachment to Claudia. She had been the one moving closer to Claudia, allowing
Claudia to play protector. However, Wes thought she needed an ally.


She felt rather
than heard Claudia following her. Her own animal viscerally aware of the hint
of snow and the warmth of Claudia and her animal. She wanted to turn to her and
take her to the floor and ride her until she came so hard it blinded her.


“Help yourself to
a drink,” Kyra told her. Hell, she needed one to take the edge off her rising
desire. 


In her bedroom,
Kyra took a quick shower. When she reentered the room, Claudia was there looking
around. 


Kyra hid her smile
as she went to the dresser. “Did you find anything?”


“I didn’t expect
to,” Claudia drawled, and Kyra caught her gaze in the mirror over the dresser. Claudia’s
stare was darkening with lust as she slowly perused Kyra’s body.


Kyra shivered, the
heat of hunger snaking through her.


“You’re right,”
she agreed. “I’m not that careless.” Kyra removed a slip she sometimes used as
a gown and tugged it on before stepping into panties that left the curves of
her ass bare. 


“Sam will kill you
if she finds out you’re fucking with her pack,” Claudia told her. “Do you want
that?”


“I’m not afraid of
her,” she murmured, turning to lean against the dresser. “In fact, very little
actually frightens me.” What did only made her
determined not to become a victim or a statistic. 


Claudia came
toward her, a resolute look in her eyes. Kyra frowned, not sure how to handle her.


Claudia leaned
toward Kyra, resting her hands on the dresser on either side of her. “You
didn’t shower just for me, did you?”


“Does that turn you
on?”


Claudia gave her a
husky laugh. “It makes me—” she dipped her head, so she could whisper in Kyra’s
ear, “want you.”


“Mmm, that’s intriguing,” Kyra murmured. “Do you plan to
seduce answers from me?”


Claudia met her
gaze then and straightened to run the tips of her fingers down one of Kyra’s
arms. “I think that would be pointless. Girls like you know how to keep a
secret, don’t you, baby? You lie beneath men or women or both and engage in
their deepest desires. Afterward, you listen to their secrets.”


Anger snaked
through her, and Kyra’s hand shot out, but Claudia was quicker. She blocked her
palm before it could connect, and her fingers curled around Kyra’s wrist and
twisted her arm up behind her back before jerking Kyra against her.


Claudia’s eyes
were winter chill as she stared down at Kyra. She bared her canines in a silent
snarl. 


Kyra pushed
against her. “Get out.”


“Get out?” Claudia
demanded softly. “Are you sure that’s what you want, little tart? Whoever sent
you must mean to have me wrapped around your little finger or maybe pussy
whipped in no time.” She slipped her other hand between Kyra’s legs. “I’m sure
he’s banking on this being so good I can’t think straight.”


 “You bitch,” Kyra snarled and drew her nails
down Claudia’s arm causing Claudia to withdraw her hand. 


Only she didn’t
back away as Kyra thought she was going to do. Claudia closed her fingers
around Kyra’s jaw, eyes pale gray-blue as the animal stared back at her.


She wasn’t afraid,
but Kyra was intrigued. Then, Claudia lowered her head and kissed her hard.
Kyra bit her tongue, and Claudia drew back to stare down at her. 


“I told you, I
wasn’t a whore.”


“I never said you
were.”


“That’s exactly
what you said. Now, get out,” she ordered. “The deal is off.”


“We’ll see,”
Claudia told her. “Before Sam is done with you, you’ll be begging me to help
you.”


“I doubt that,
asshole,” she snarled. “You’ll all be lucky if I don’t just walk away and leave
you to drown in this cesspool of a town.”


Claudia gave her a
long hard look as she backed away, wiping blood from her mouth. “We’ll talk in the
morning, girlfriend.”


Kyra let out a low
growl and grabbed a bottle from her dresser and hurled it at Claudia’s head. It
just barely missed, smashing into the door frame.


“You make the
coffee,” Claudia called.


Kyra followed in
her wake, seething with anger. She snarled, the coyote breaking free. 


The front door
opened and closed, and Kyra hastened to lock it. 


What had she been
thinking, thinking she could get involved with an alpha snow coyote?


The woman was
nothing easy.










Chapter Fourteen


 


Claudia headed for
the truck, angry with herself for pushing too hard and upset with Kyra for
holding back.


What was the woman
thinking?


Contentious little
… damn her. 


She reached the
truck and tossed the keys at Delgado. “Is he out there?”


“Yep.” He climbed
into the truck, and she strolled down the block to her bike. Once there she put
on the helmet and climbed on. Claudia cranked the engine and let up the
kickstand before taking off slowly. She passed the wooded area where the coyote
should be. 


Claudia glanced
over, sharp eyes spotting a hint of white in the thicket before she stepped on
the gas. Claudia headed to the den where she took a quick shower before calling
Evan and Dylan to her quarters.


The knock on the door
had her calling “come in” as she took a sip of her drink. She grimaced from the
burn to her tongue and the coyote grinned at the memory of the injury. She
didn’t like weak women, and something told her little Miss Secretive was
anything but.


However, she’d
never force her sexually, no matter how badly she wanted Kyra.


Kyra was a bit of
a contradiction with her fears of being seen as a whore yet her obvious ease
with her body. Someone had hurt her just enough to make Kyra cautious.


 “How’d the meeting go, sis?”


She rolled her
eyes at the sound of her brother’s voice. “Good evening to you, too, Cameron,”
she said. “What do you want?”


Her older brother
came into view, His brown hair was tousled, and his blue eyes gleamed with
mischief. “How’s your dancer?”


“That’s not why
you’re here.”


“I heard there was
a fire at the club,” he said. “I expected you to be wrapped around your girl,
playing the big strong alpha.”


She made a face as
she thought back to the confrontation then took a sip of the gin and grimaced
as it burned her tongue. 


“Where’d you hear
that?” Claudia asked calmly. She needed all the information she could get with
Sam and Mallory caught on video in a drug buy, real or not.


“Around,” he said
coming to lean next to her. “Word is it was set because of drugs. Two cartels
going at each other. Do you think they’re in that game?”


“I don’t know
what’s going on, and the only person with any idea is playing hard to get.”


“What?” he asked
in a teasing tone. “Your killer charm not working on this one?” He nudged her
side. “Maybe your dancer is just afraid of ending up dead.”


“Cameron—”


“And she’s got you
hot under the dog tags, too,” he said with a grin. “She must be the real
McCoy.”


“Why are you here
again?” she demanded in irritation.


Cameron laughed.
“Damn, my little sis is hot for a stripper. First Sam and Mallory, now you.
Those girls must really bring it on stage and between the sheets.”


She growled a
warning at him. The very idea of anyone thinking of Kyra in that way other than
her pissed her coyote off.


He sobered. “I
already said why I was here. Well?”


“I’m not going to
say this but once,” she said in a growly tone. “Don’t talk about Kyra that way
again in my presence.”


He frowned. “I was
talking about the meeting, sis,” he said. “You’ve really got it bad for this
one, huh? Why not put your cards on the table? She might want to stay even with
the club being gone.”


Claudia ran a hand
through her hair in irritation. “Sam renounced her seat, and she’s probably
going to lose her land. Someone has some kind of proof Cambrie doesn’t own it.”


“Jenner has a hand
in this, doesn’t he?” Cameron demanded. “I know he hated to see Jericho taken
down, but the man was no god. He was a downright dog.”


Her brother had
been saying that for years now, as had some other men in her pack. Claudia had
a feeling that had nothing to do with how Jericho had treated her when she’d
taken over the Mist pack.


He’d made it clear
just how much he despised female alphas. 


She was about to
speak when a rap cut her off. “Come in,” she called in a growly tone. 


Dylan and Evan
strolled in, both nodding to Cameron. 


“How’d the meeting
go?” Dylan asked. “What can we expect from the Coalition?”


Claudia gave them
a rundown of what had occurred. “If that wasn’t bad enough, Coyote Closet was firebombed
while it was full of patrons.”


“What?” Dylan
exclaimed. “You’re kidding right?”


“No,” she said
grimly. “The problem is, that was probably just the beginning.”


“More than likely,”
Evan muttered. “I heard the Russo organization attacked the club to make a
statement.”


“What kind of
statement and to who?’ Dylan demanded. 


“The Shadow
cartel,” Evan answered. “Russo wants them out and the Shadow cartel was setting
Sam and Mallory up to take a fall for drugs.”


Claudia shook her
head. “This is fucked up.”


“Yeah,” Cameron
muttered. “They’ve come in and in one fell swoop they’re starting to take our
town apart, wage their war on our turf.”


 “We can’t allow that to happen,” Dylan
murmured, her gaze crackling with fury.


“We might not have
a say,” Claudia answered. “Jenner and his buddies are determined to buy into
the scenario the cartel is setting up.” 


“Then we have to
ally with Sam and Mallory and keep this from happening,” Cameron insisted.
“From what you said, sounds like it’s only a matter of time before they come
after you, too.”


“We’ll see what
happens,” Claudia said. “I called you two here because I want to know if you
have anything.”


“Shadow is living
in Stonington, but trying to get property in town. They’re going to petition to
be part of the Coalition. Jackals and wolves with a few hyenas.” 


“I bet they’ll get
it,” Cameron commented. 


“The Shadow’s
female alpha, Lena, has been whispering in Jenner’s ear,” Evan told them.
“They’re making plans to develop the land next to Coyote Closet, but they’ll
need to buy Sam and Mal’s land to make their plan
happen.”


“So, Russo is back
to try to finish what his brother or father started?” Cameron asked. “Who’s
more dangerous, him or Lena?” 


 “It’s hard to say yet,” Evan said. “But right
now, with Lena trying to win Jenner over and Russo going after the Coalition,
they’re running neck and neck.” 


“Astor has to be
in his pocket already or Lena’s,” Claudia said. “He’s pushing too hard to get
rid of Sam and Mal.”


“But taking them
down won’t be easy with so many packs already against Sam and Mallory,” Dylan
replied. “Damn the game.”


****


“How many lives
lost?” Wes asked.


“I’m not sure,”
Kyra told him quietly as she sat on the bed in her bedroom. Her mind kept going
back to that fight with Claudia. The last thing she’d wanted to do was fight.
She’d been so glad to see her and then everything had gone to hell.


She’d replayed their
conversation in her mind trying to figure out where it had gone wrong. She
wasn’t always the most forthcoming no matter a partnership. Kyra had learned
not to trust without some proof the other person was true to their word.


Her emotions
weren’t her barometer for that either. However, the coyote and her emotions
gave Claudia more than her due in trust.  


 “Make any progress?” he asked. “Ava needs a
little more intel for the trial. They got the continuance.” 


“Ava,” she
muttered. “You knew if things went south she’d be taking over the case, so why
the hell aren’t you here?” 


“Because you were
already there with a cover in place, remember?” he asked carefully. “What’s
eating you tonight? Did they refuse to work with you?”


“No,” she snapped,
running her finger over a button of Claudia’s shirt. A hint of cedar and leather
clung to it. 


Just then the
image of Claudia striding across the street to her filled her mind. She’d worn
a look of pure concern that had swept over her like a tidal wave and stole her
breath. 


Then, when she’d fought
with Sam … that had been so sexy. No one had fought for her like that in a long
time, even if it was a bit trivial when all was said and done.


“So, who are you
going to be working with?” Wes asked quietly, jerking her back to the moment.


“I’m still working
on it. I can’t just get an agreement based on nothing. This is a small town.
These people are nosy and don’t trust outsiders.” She lifted the shirt to her
nose, drew in a lungful, and exhaled softly. 


God, if the smell
of the woman didn’t mess with her head. She wasn’t going to be able to get the
job done if she didn’t stay strong.


Kyra never allowed
a handsome face to get to her. She’d learned too early the libido had to be
squashed allowing logic to take the lead. 


“Have you set
things in motion?” he asked. 


“Struggling.”


“Make it work,”
Wes insisted. “We need to close this case before Ava gets too far into hers.
Russo will kill her if he thinks his son is going to jail. Get what we need to
make sure both Carlo and his uncle spend the rest of their lives behind bars.”


“I’m working on
it,” she bit out, thinking of Russo’s half-brother. The connection was almost
invisible, but she’d found it, thanks to her snooping around Jericho’s office.
“What about Shadow?”


“They aren’t our
concern,” he said. “Let the damned secretive shifters that live there deal with it.”


“How can we, Wes?”
she asked coldly. She’d seen more than enough of the behind the scenes dirt
going on here in the last two weeks alone not to be so apathetic. 


She’d even gone a
step further to do a good deed that she knew Wes wouldn’t exactly approve of,
considering the trouble it could cause if anything went wrong. She’d taken care
in making sure the information got where it should be, but…


“Stay on point,”
he urged in her ear. “We can’t afford to make all their problems our own.”


“They connect.
Russo is the cause of the club being blown up because of the drugs. Shadow
won’t take that once they realize he’s behind it.”


“Don’t tell them,”
he replied. “Let them think Mallory and Sam had a hand in it.”


“No,” she snapped.
“No.” Kyra liked both women too much to allow them to be accused of killing
that many people, even though they were negligent in not closing the club.


“Have you even
found Russo’s brother?” Wes asked in an irritated tone. “We need to expose him,
or Carlo’s lawyer will find a way to cast enough reasonable doubt that Ava
won’t win, and her child won’t be safe anywhere.”


“You’re playing
bodyguard, that’s your problem,” she told him acerbically. “Mine is to get her
what she needs. We should both just do our jobs. Good night.” She ended the call
and ran her fingers through her curly locks.


Kyra climbed from
the bed to close the curtains and climbed back in it right next to Claudia’s
shirt. 


She fought back
tears as a wave of sadness washed over her. It had been a long time since she’d
felt this lonely.










Chapter Fifteen


 


Kyra frowned at
the knock on her door early the next morning. She was staring out the window of
the kitchen, a pot of coffee perking as she waited for the cinnamon rolls to
bake.


Before her was
part of the file she’d put together on Russo’s brother. She knew where he
worked, and she also knew he was a member of the Coalition thanks to the pack
he’d been affiliated with. 


From what she’d
learned about him, he wanted to run part of the Russo empire and how better
than to make his mark here. She also knew he had killed an agent, but she
couldn’t prove it had anything to do with Ava’s case.


She closed the
tablet and stuck it in a drawer before going to the door where a look out the
peephole revealed the good-looking face of the woman she hadn’t been able to
stop thinking about. After a brief hesitation, Kyra pulled open the door. 


“What do you want?”
Kyra asked blandly.


“Good morning,
sunshine,” she said mockingly as she slid in past her.


Kyra rolled her
eyes. “Come back to antagonize me some more?”


“We need to talk,”
Claudia said coolly. “Good, the coffee’s on.”


“Don’t you have to
work?” Work, right. She had to find some work to with the club being closed. Her
cover story was taking some time to figure out what she wanted to do next.


Without a job she
might look suspicious sticking around here.


“In a bit,” Claudia
replied. “Right now, we have more pressing things.”


“What is this ‘we’?”
she demanded and turned and led the way to the kitchen. 


Claudia took a
seat at the table for two while Kyra poured coffee and gathered the cream and
sugar before going to the oven to remove the rolls. 


“What are you
going to do now that the club is closed?” Claudia asked. “You can’t just leave
with a job to do.”


Kyra threw a look
at Claudia over her shoulder. The woman was watching her carefully, those coyote
eyes held more animal than human. 


Kyra turned away
to put the buns on a rack and ice them. 


“I don’t know,”
Kyra said finally. The case was the thing, it had to be solved, Russo and his
family put behind bars. 


“I have an idea or
two,” Claudia told her. 


Kyra wasn’t sure
she wanted to hear this, but said nothing as she put a few on a plate and set
that on a tray with coffee, cream, and sugar bowl. She added spoons and napkins
and took that to the table.


“You don’t strike
me as a runner,” Claudia murmured taking a cup from
the tray and sipping from it. “You’re beautiful. You use that to your advantage
along with whatever other skills you’ve developed for the job—whatever that
really is.”


“So?” Kyra would
call herself adaptable. She’d learned she had to be to get a job done.


“So, why not sway
with the wind?”


“And do what?”
Kyra added cream to her coffee and then sugar. “Being your girlfriend and
living off you isn’t going to convince anyone I’m anything other than a tramp
looking for a meal ticket.”


“What people think
is that important to you?”


Kyra frowned.
“It’s about self-respect,” she murmured. “Besides, nosy people are always
looking for something to talk about and they might notice that I’m not just
shopping and hanging all over you.”


“I doubt you’re
even capable of that,” Claudia replied with a hint of amusement. 


Kyra glared at
her. “Never have been.” Because she’d never had that as a choice.


“I have a small
team as mayor, but I rarely use it. My pack provides security when I feel I
need it.”


Kyra frowned. “You
ride a motorcycle,” Kyra said. 


“This is true,” Claudia
agreed. “But with everything that’s going on, a more closed form of transport
with a regular driver who can kick ass might be called for. Of course, you’d
share my security with a pack mate of mine.”


Kyra didn’t fear
Claudia, just the price working so closely with her would exact. The attraction
was already there. Both their animals knew it, and they’d be drawn to act on their
animal instincts at some point. 


She drew her lips
into a line and averted her gaze, Claudia’s gray one probing in its
calculation. Kyra picked up a sweet and bit into it. 


“What? You don’t
trust me?” Claudia asked sarcastically.


Kyra snorted.
“Should I? I know why you’re here making this offer. I’m sure you’ve talked things
over with Mallory and Sam, and you’ve all decided you’d be the better one for
the job.”


“Kyra, I don’t
know much about what you’re really up to, but I’m assuming having an ally
amongst this town’s ranks is high on your list of things to do. You’re getting
one and maybe three—three packs. You can do a lot of damage to us all if you’re
the enemy.”


“I’m not here to
hurt any of you,” she said. 


“Then act like
it,” Claudia snapped, slamming a fist on the table. “Drop the attitude and work
with me. Trust for trust.”


Kyra met her gaze,
the intensity of it blistering. The coyote inside her growled softly and
Claudia’s eyes sparked with something she didn’t understand, as if she’d picked
up the animal’s greeting on the mental plane.


That was
impossible. Well, it wasn’t technically, because that was how the snow coyote
and even wolves and hyenas communicated in animal form. That mental link to
pack was unshakable, though they didn’t hear each other’s every thought. On the
other hand, they felt the others, knew they weren’t alone.


And she missed
that right down to her soul.


“I don’t want a
repeat of last night,” Kyra told her.


“I told you I
wanted you in my bed, but I’m not going to rape you,” Claudia told her coldly.
“I don’t need to resort to force.”


“I’m not worried
about rape, Claudia. I meant trying to seduce answers from me. That is a
blatant violation of trust.”


Claudia’s lips
quirked up in a humorless smile. “That seems to be at a premium between us, but
I’d like it to change.”


“Really.”


“I am interested
in having you as my lover for real. The chemistry between us is incredible.”


Kyra shook her
head. “That could be a problem.”


“Not if you don’t
make it one,” Claudia replied. “There are no promises to be made, just an
affair and a job.”


“That’s true, but
I can’t do my job if I’m working for you,” Kyra said. “So, we’ll need to come
up with something else.”


“No games. Sam and
Mallory’s heads are on the chopping block, and I have no doubt I’ll be next.
The Coalition brought up the issue of drugs. Sam left the organization and Mal
and I are suspended pending an investigation.”


“With you three
gone how will the area be affected?” Kyra asked curiously. She knew what the
Coalition was and its function thanks to spying on Bradley and Jericho.


“My gut tells me this
is just a ploy to get rid of Sam and Mal. That leaves their packs in chaos as
new leaders try to take over.”


“They could be slaughtered
and the survivors assimilated,” Kyra said quietly.


“Exactly. I’m
thinking of allying with them to protect our town from the cartel. To do that,
we need your help. I’m not asking you to reveal any of your personal secrets,
just give us your expertise and knowledge.”


“Okay.” 


This seemed all
logic on the outside, so perfect to getting the job done all around, so why was
she hesitant? The look on Claudia’s face told her she had some misgivings of
her own.


“Well, help
yourself while I change,” Kyra said heading to her bedroom. 


“Just like that?
Why?” Claudia demanded. “And where are you going?”


“Stonington,” Kyra
told her. “When I get back, I need to meet with Sam. I have something I’m sure
she’ll want back.”


 Claudia followed her to her bedroom where Kyra
stood in the middle of the room in bra and panties. “What?”


“I have those
papers naming Cambrie as the owner of the land along with the fakes,” Kyra
replied. “I don’t think it will really matter because from all indications, the
jackals are going to move on Sam no matter what.”


“What indications
and why the hell didn’t you tell us this before?” Claudia demanded.


“I wasn’t sure I’d
be believed, but now I think it’s clear there is an actual issue,” Kyra said
and turned away quickly to keep from going to Claudia and kissing her. 


Last night aside,
her animal had really enjoyed Claudia’s touch. She wanted more and so did the
woman.


“If you’re really
serious, then let one of our people go with you,” Claudia said carefully.


“A test,” Kyra
murmured and looked at Claudia. “You want trust, but you don’t intend to give
any. How original.”


“How did I know
you’d say that?” Claudia said advancing on her. “What’s the name of the game,
Kyra, and how much of us do you want?”


Kyra pulled on a
pair of gold jeans, keeping her gaze on her form in the mirror. “I could ask
you the same, but I was taking you at your word when you said trust for trust.
I guess what you meant was I do the giving and you do the taking.”


“Damn it,” Claudia
growled, coming into her field of vision now. “This is bullshit.” She put her
hands on Kyra’s shoulders. “Forget about Sam and Mal for a minute. They’re just
muddying the waters of this thing.”


“What thing?” She
met Claudia’s gaze in the mirror.


“Us. Instead of
running from it, why don’t you try enjoying it? Let me enjoy you.”


Kyra tried to move
away from her, but Claudia held her fast and kissed the side of her neck. “Your
scent intrigues me to the point my animal can’t think straight sometimes around
you.”


Her breathing
hitched. “Claudia, don’t.”


“Don’t what? Don’t
be honest? You want trust, then I’m keeping it real.”


Kyra closed her
eyes. “You’re twisting things up,” she said breathlessly.


“Good. At least
I’m having the same effect on you,” she said. “This intense want that’s keeping
me craving you, thinking about you, could be dangerous.”


“Yes.” Kyra
nodded. “A real fling could be all kinds of bad.”


“Yeah.” Claudia
turned Kyra to face her. “The kind that leave you too tired to focus from
staying up all night just staring into each other’s eyes or talking. The kind
that has us thinking of each other when we should be working. The kind that
leaves a mark when the goodbyes are all said.”


“Exactly what we
don’t need,” Kyra said, her hands shaking as she raised them to rest on Claudia’s
arms. “It’s a mistake waiting to be regretted.”


“Maybe,” Claudia
said, drawing her closer. “But I’m willing to take the risk as long as I’m the
one you don’t cross in the long run.”


“Cross?” Kyra’s
eyes drifted to Claudia’s mouth.


“Fuck over.” She
lowered her head so their lips were mere inches apart. “Left with her ass in
the wind.”


Kyra glided her
hands up to Claudia’s shoulders. “So, you’re asking for promises?”


“Just that one,”
she admitted, her lips against Kyra’s as she spoke.


Kyra shivered, the
warm breath of Claudia teasing her skin. “What about me? What do I get out of
this?”


“The same thing
you give me,” Claudia told her. “A safe place to be who you are when we’re
alone. Someone who’ll keep your secrets and still respect you in the harsh
light of day. I just want the same.”


“You’re asking for
a lot from a fling.”


“Just enough,” Claudia
murmured, hunger blazing in her eyes. Then she claimed Kyra’s mouth.










Chapter Sixteen


 


Kira moaned as she
pushed her fingers into Claudia’s hair. She arched up against her, the coyote
surging into her mind.


Claudia deepened
the kiss, their tongues dueling as heat snaked through her. Kyra creamed and
her clit pulsed with life. Every nerve in her body roared to life as the slight
roughness of Claudia’s tongue pressed against hers before she withdrew to nip
at Kyra’s bottom lip.


Claudia skimmed
her lips along Kyra’s jaw while her hands glided down her hips to smooth over
her ass. 


“I couldn’t stop
thinking about touching you after I left you,” Claudia told her. “It was all I
could do to get any sleep last night.” 


“Claudia,” she
said breathlessly. Kyra didn’t want to involve feelings or thoughts, they were
messy, but actions, well, they spoke for themselves, leaving unnecessary
complications in shadows of doubt. 


She liked things
better that way. She didn’t have to deal with words a lover couldn’t take back
that turned into a haunting regret.


“Don’t,” Kyra
said. “Just touch me.”


Claudia’s fingers
skated between them, and she released the button of Kyra’s pants before tugging
the zipper down. 


“The last thing I
wanted last night was to make you feel dirty or threatened,” Claudia said in
her ear. “I wanted you to feel stripped down to nothing but longing.”


Claudia’s fingers
whispered over the plump lips of her pussy, drawing a moan from Kyra as she
shivered. Claudia slipped a finger past her labia to the secret treasure beyond
where she was already catching fire. The tip stroked from the erect nubbin of
her clit down to the opening of her body to slip into the moist cavern.


Kyra creamed, her body
dampening itself even more for the delicious penetration she hoped was to come
as Claudia nipped her earlobe and then kissed to her neck. Her warm mouth
sucked at the sensitive flesh as she pressed her finger deeper into Kyra’s
pussy. 


Kyra moaned, the
rapture of the caress making her toes curl. “That’s what I want.” 


Claudia drew her
fingers out and lifted her head to look down at Kyra. She pinched her clit and
the bite of pain ricocheted through her, creating a wave of heat that swept
over Kyra clouding her mind even further. 


All she could do
was feel, want, and the charcoal depths gazing into her own was a hotbed of
desire that threatened to smother her. 


Claudia pushed two
fingers inside her and ground the heel of her hand against Kyra’s clit as she
thrust her fingers in and out of her in a steady rhythm.


“Oh, yes. Oh,
yes!” Kyra breathed. “Claudia, fuck me harder.”


Claudia gave her
what she needed, hard strokes driving in and out of the slick heat of her pussy
while her clit was deftly caressed, driving Kyra to near madness.


She pulled
Claudia’s hair, her head spinning as she struggled to maintain some control. 


“God, Claudia,”
she begged. 


“You’re so
beautiful, all hot and hungry for me,” Claudia said. 


Claudia drew her
hand out and pressed her fingers in deeper, crooked them and teased the sweet
spot that had Kyra throwing her head back. She was so close. Her body was
screaming for release.


Claudia licked the
column of her throat. Sharp teeth scraped her flesh. Then, Claudia withdrew her
fingers and delivered a stinging tap to her clit and Kyra exploded, body
jerking as heated cream eased from her and her fingers tightened in Claudia’s
hair. 


As she was slowly
coming down, Claudia bit her and she came again to her surprise. The spark of
pain a featherlike stroke to her clit. 


Her knees weakened,
and Claudia curved an arm around her, pulling her against her as she kissed
her. Kyra trembled, and Claudia swept her up in her arms and took her to the
bed where she laid her on it. 


Claudia laid next to
her, stroking her back as she held her close. That’s when Kyra felt the bulge
pressing against her thigh. 


The woman was a
strap-on butch? 


Well, that suited
her just fine. She enjoyed the soft skin of a cyberskin
dildo inside her. It made her all kinds of hot when a woman who was confident
knew how to use it.


Kyra kissed the
side of Claudia’s neck and nuzzled her as she glided her hand down her body. Claudia
caught it. 


“Not yet,” she
said. 


“Why? Are you
worried about being late?”


“I will be,” Claudia
admitted with a hint of humor in her tone. “But that’s not my biggest concern
right now,” Claudia murmured and rolled Kyra onto her back, moving between her
thighs. 


Kyra moaned from
the press of the toy against her sensitive clit. “What is it then?” She ran her
hands down Claudia’s back. 


“Us,” Claudia said
looking down at her as she braced herself on her forearms. “No games, are we
clear?”


“Perfectly,” Kyra
said. “Was that a—”


“That was me
satisfying my ache to have you,” she cut in. “Call it selfish.”


“I call it good,”
Kyra murmured. “Now, let’s get to work since you want to make
sex a business transaction.”


Claudia cursed and
rolled off her. “That’s not what I meant,” she muttered.


Kyra climbed on
top of her, straddling her as she leaned down, hands braced on the bed on
either side of Claudia. 


“What did you mean
then?” The damn toy was too damn hard to be a toy. She moved her hips as
Claudia gripped them and grimaced.


She was feeling
this? In her experience those toys weren’t that good.


“I meant, I wanted
you, but you know that. I never made a secret of it when you danced for me.”


“True.” Kyra moved
her hips in a slow circle, and Claudia growled. “But this is now.”


“And it’s getting
way too hot in here,” Claudia said in a choked tone before rolling them over
again and pressing the bulge firmly against the pad of Kyra’s pussy. “You’re
going to make me lose it.” She climbed out of bed.


Kyra laughed,
truly amused, yet puzzled at the same time. She got up, too. “Okay. This is one
of those moments that make you go “mmm”,” she said. “I’m going to clean up and
finish dressing. I really have to make that trip.”


“Right,” Claudia
said. “What’s in Stonington? I can have someone look into it.”


“You could, but
I’d rather do this myself.”


“What time are you
returning?” Claudia asked. 


“Late this
afternoon, I guess,” she said and turned on the water. “If you can arrange that
meeting with Sam let me know.” 


“I’ll pass the
information along, but I can’t promise any connection.”


“Tell Sam the
information she thinks she has to prove Cambrie’s the owner of the property was
stolen by one of her packmates,” Kyra said. She wet a washcloth and used it to
clean the cum away. 


“Damn traitors,”
Claudia muttered and was in the doorway of the bathroom within seconds. 


“They are
problematic and even more so in the work force.” 


She tossed the
towel in the hamper before washing her hands and pulling her pants up. She
brushed past Claudia and out into her bedroom to the closet. 


“Bradley and
Isaiah weren’t nearly what they seemed on the surface,” Kyra told her. “Isaiah was
the most transparent. Bradley had plans to not only cut him out of the deal, but
the cartel had already ensured the land Bradley had secured next to Sam’s was
his.”


“I’m not
following.”


“Bradley and
Jericho had bought some land for their resort deal,” Kyra told her. “Land that
Bradley stole from his own pack. To make the deal work they needed most of
Sam’s. From what I could tell, Jericho had planned to take the land from the
former Gray Tail owner, not buy it.”


“How?”


“He was going to
use extortion, and if that didn’t work, he was going to have him killed, take
over the pack, and evict everyone from the land.”


“What a traitorous
killer,” Claudia muttered.


“Yeah, the thing
is a tangled little web,” she said. “When Bradley was killed, his part of 


the land went to
the cartel. That guy was killed, so the land is in Sam and Mallory’s hands.”


“How?”


“I don’t know,”
Kyra told her. “Some fancy paperwork. They were going to attempt to own over
half this town.”


“How did the
cartel figure in?” Claudia asked. “Both of them.”


“I’m not sure
about one of them, but Russo’s father wanted this town years ago,” Kyra told
her. “The son is just picking up where the father left off. Curiously enough,
Jericho had the same plans as Russo—to own this town, but he was going about it
smarter.”


“I’ll bet.” 


“The machinations
going on right under your noses is incredible. How did Sam not realize Jericho
and Bradley were planning to take her pack like a thief in the night? They were
good. The moles Jericho managed to create within Mystic Snow is amazing.”


“You know who they
are?”


“Some of them,”
she said. “He had moles in two other packs, too.”


“Which ones?”


“Snow Fur and Mist,”
Kyra said as she put on her boots. 


“I need those
names,” Claudia ordered. “We’ve got to put together our own plan to stop them.”


“I don’t remember
off hand, but I have the notes in my file. I’ll bring them back with me,” Kyra
said. “I don’t know how useful they’ll be to you, but the ones on Mystic Snow
are extensive, right down to pictures and video.” 


“Bring it all,” Claudia
ordered.


Kyra gave her a
look. “Fine. The Mist pack?”


“It’s mine.”










Chapter Seventeen


 


Claudia’s morning
was only slightly busy, and she spent part of it in meetings with the FBI and
police. She barely held onto her patience during them, thanks to Jenner pushing
for prosecution and investigation of Kamari, a former agent and member of Sam’s
pack.


The FBI had no
desire to arrest or investigate her, but they were more than curious about
Jenner himself, as well as a few of the cops who worked for the department,
both alive and dead. 


“We do have some
proof that Jericho was the serial killer we were looking for,” the agent in
charge told them, his black eyes gleaming with anger. “We’ll pursue him should
he resurface, but honestly, if he’s dead, we won’t be interested in going after
his killer.”


“I wonder what
your boss would say to that,” Jenner snarled. 


“Good riddance to
bad rubbish, but he’d never own it,” the man said coldly. “We’re also investigating
you and the D.A. for obstruction of justice.”


“Me?” Jenner
demanded, confusion on his face and Claudia almost felt sorry for him. 


 “We have enough on him already to make a case
for accessory in Bradley, Jericho, and Collier’s cases.”


“What kind of
proof?” Jenner asked, glaring at the man from his chair next to the agent. 


Claudia was eager
to hear this. However, she was surprised.


“We have proof the D.A. was involved in laundering money for a drug
cartel called Shadow. An investigation that has ties to both Jericho and
Bradley. We also have some evidence of collusion and conspiracy to commit
murder.”


“The D.A. was
involved in all this?” Claudia asked carefully.


“Yes,” the agent
told her, his eyes filling with determination. “We have proof that Jericho
killed that girl in the club, not the club owner the D.A. is going to try.
We’ll be passing that along to the State’s Attorney.”


Looked like
Mallory might be off the hook.


“I want to see
that proof,” Jenner thundered.


“Agent Moreau, I
wasn’t aware of this,” Claudia said evenly as she leaned back in her chair.
“You didn’t mention you’d found anything useful to your investigation.”


“We didn’t plan to
because there are myriad signs of corruption in law enforcement in this town.”


“Well, I’m not in
law enforcement, and I don’t interfere in police business to avoid any signs of
impropriety. However, if you have proof of wrong-doing, I suggest you pursue
it.”


“We are doing just
that, and I can promise you, Mayor, we’ll be making arrests soon.”


She lifted her
brows and gave Jenner a look. “Will my police chief be one of them?”


“Perhaps,” he
said. “We’ll see. Now, if you two will excuse me, I have to head back to my
hotel.”


Claudia and Jenner
rose as the agent stood. He tipped his head to her and turned on his heel and
marched from the office. 


“I hope your dear
cousin isn’t one of those involved in collusion, conspiracy to aid and abet
serial killers, and money laundering,” Claudia said quietly. “I also hope you
aren’t on that list because then we’d have to find a replacement for you both as
a cop and on the Coalition.”


“You’re behind
this or Kamari is,” he growled. “Sam will pay if I lose my job or any of us are
arrested.”


“Better be
careful,” Claudia told him as she strolled to the door and gripped the knob.
“You might end up as invisible as Jericho.”


“You know Sam
killed him, don’t you? And you’re withholding that from the Coalition, which is
punishable by—”


“Report me,” she
said mockingly. “I don’t give a shit any more than I care if Sam did kill
Jericho because the more I learn about the kind of bastard he was, the more I
rejoice at his death.”


“You bitch,” he
snarled and came to stand toe-to-toe with her, eyes snapping with rage. “You
think you and those coyote butches can take over this town, you have another
thought coming. I’m going to make sure you’re buried.”


“When you get out
those shovels, make sure you dig your own grave first,” Claudia told him
softly. “Because you can’t take all three of us on and survive, even with Astor
and Forbes’ help.”


“Watch me.”


“Coyotes don’t lay
down for wolves, especially we alphas.” She pulled open the door. “Have a good
day and try not to get hit by any arrest warrants.” She gave the empty space a
pointed look before meeting his gaze. 


Jenner snarled and
stepped over the threshold only to turn to look at her. “You’re going to regret
sticking your nose in this, Mayer.”


“The only regret
I’ll have, Jenner, is not killing you dead where you stand right now.” She
closed the door in his face.


He was a fool, and
she hoped she didn’t have to be the one to kill him. He was being used by someone
and poisoned by his own anger. Misdirected in her opinion, but he was the one
who’d regret he started this fight because he’d just made her an enemy.


****


Surveillance wasn’t
the most boring way to spend a morning, but the fact the man was doing almost
nothing was, Kyra mused as she leaned against her seat, eyes glued on the
building where Marco, Russo’s brother worked.


He worked for an
export/import business near Stonington. She’d already put a tracker on his car,
but it looked like the operative Wes had sent down to help her would be
tracking him tonight.


She drummed her
fingers on the steering wheel and her heart jumped when Marco came strolling
out of the building in his expensive navy suit and white shirt. He got into his
car and she glanced at her watch, realizing it was just past noon.


Kyra started her
car and followed him as he pulled out of the lot. He drove until he came to a
park and pulled in. She drove past the park and came back to find him getting
out of his car and strolling toward the interior of the tree laden grounds.


She parked, but
before getting out of her car, Kyra drew in a deep breath and let it out. Light
filled her entire being making her invisible. Then, she climbed out and tracked
them easily using her keen sense of smell and direction. 


She thought she’d
been mistaken when she didn’t find them, but their voices drew her in their
direction.


“Why are we
meeting right now, Carlo?” Marco asked impatiently. “This isn’t the best place
or time.”


“Dad told me to
deliver the information in person,” Carlo said. “He’s concerned you haven’t
made any progress in gaining the Coalition.”


Kyra’s ears
pricked up and she leaned against a tree and removed her phone from the holster
attached to her pants. She set it to record before bending down to set the
phone on the ground atop a fallen tree. The partially raised branch obscured it
a little. 


Then she made
herself invisible again.


“I’ve done my job
so far,” Marco said coolly. “There will be no more problems there as long as
you do yours tonight.”


“I always hold up
my end,” he muttered. “Why do you think I’m on the hook for murder?”


Marco snorted. “I’m
the one who put the kill shot in Timmons and his wife. I’m the one who blew up
that damned agent’s home in New Haven, not you. I’m the one who set that bomb
at Coyote Closet last night, so don’t come around here with that bullshit.
You’re just a snot nosed kid still learning the ropes.”


“I’ve proven
myself,” he growled and paced away from his uncle a few steps. “I’m the one who
killed that new prosecutor’s FBI agent brother when he got too close,
remember?”


Marco laughed.
“One kill and money laundering. Big whoa.”


Kyra bit back her
own laugh at that. She’d had more kills to her name by the time she was
nineteen than he had in his entire life of crime it seemed.


“Have you at least
managed to track down the person who snatched Bradley’s property right from under
us?”


“I got the deeds
last night from his office,” he said. “Summerfield and Blacklaw tried to steal ownership
with some cyber shit, but our people have already killed that. All we need for
you to do is make sure the Coalition squashes them.”


“Make sure they
don’t get the property back,” Marco told him. 


“What about Mayer?
I heard she was a problem.”


“From who?” Marco
demanded and the growl in his voice made her coyote growl, too.


The very thought
of them turning their attention on harming Claudia made her animal angry.


“Our ally on the
Coalition,” he said. “He said she won’t be any easier than Summerfield.”


“I’ll have her
removed,” Forbes said. “I’ve already gotten her suspended. It won’t be hard
with most of the Coalition having something to gain by allying with us.”


“She has a smaller
pack than the others, but I hear she’s not to be underestimated,” Carlo
commented. “Maybe I should have our friend talk to her.”


“Don’t. She’ll be
suspicious,” Marco said shaking his head. “I’ll deal with her.”


“She’s recently
started seeing someone or it could be just talk,” Carlo murmured. “Small towns
are notorious for gossip.” 


“I’ll test the
waters,” Marco said. “Who is it?”


“A dancer from
Coyote Closet. Kyra something. She’s relatively new to the town.”


“Send me what you
have on her, including a picture.”


“I’ll get on
that,” Carlo agreed. “Dad also wants you to take that meeting with Astor and
Carpenter tomorrow night.”


“Why can’t you do
it?” Marco demanded. “I’ve got enough on my plate making this thing happen and
hunting down your grandfather’s killer.”


“I need to be in
court tomorrow and from now on,” Carlo told him. “Dad wants you to take
Carpenter out of commission permanently.”


“You do it and set
Summerfield up for it,” Marco ordered. “Just don’t use Bradley’s moles. Use the
other two.”


Other two?


She smelled
trouble brewing and saw a picture of this pretty little town after Russo had
taken it over. Snowbury would no longer be the idyll it was now once he’d
brought drugs and violence to it. 


“Fine, but what
about Lena?” Carlo replied. “With them gone, that will give Lena courage to
continue with her plans.”


“With her brother gone,
she won’t be much of a threat. Once she has things running smoothly here,
she’ll go back to doing what she does best—running her shelter.”


 “It’s a risk we can take for now.” Carlo
shrugged. “I need to get back if I’m going to set my plans in place before I
leave.”


“Call me after.”


Carlo gave him a
nod. “Will do, but don’t forget who this town belongs to. You’re just the front
man,” Carlo said and walked away.


“Keep dreaming,”
Marco said to himself.


Kyra leaned
against the tree as Marco trekked away from her. She stood where she was until
she heard Marco leaving. She picked up her phone and pocketed it before
following in his wake. 


He turned and
growled, low and menacing as if he sensed her. She looked up for a low hanging
branch and jumped as he reached into his jacket pocket and removed a small
weapon. 


Just then a bird
exited a tree and a squirrel scampered over the ground where she’d been
standing. It stopped, and Marco watched it a long time before turning and
striding away. 


Kyra let out a
slow sigh and released the limb to land lightly on her feet allowing the cloak
of light to fade.


She retraced her
steps and when she reached the parking lot, Kyra spied Marco leaning against
his car talking to a man. She tilted her head up to the sun and drew in its
light allowing it to blur the features of her face, making them
indistinguishable as she moved in closer.


“Don’t waste time
on this,” Marco was saying. 


“No.” 


She moved closer,
and Marco’s gaze riveted on her. He growled and leaned toward the man to speak
to him in a low voice. Kyra slowed in her stroll across the lot, the coyote
sensing the sudden shift in climate. 


The man with him
pulled out a gun and started for her. Kyra cursed and turned to head back into
the trees, though with the vast majority of them being bare, there would be
little cover. 


His footsteps
pounded the ground behind her, and her heart beat a harsh tattoo as she tried to
think where she could hide.


Then she heard a
low howl. He was closer than she thought, fast, too. Kyra stopped in the middle
of a clearing and the tell-tale snarl of a jackal had her slowly turning
around. 


“Back off, mutt,”
she ordered as her own animal came to the fore. Her eyes narrowed slightly, and
light shot from them to slice across the jackal’s forehead. 


The animal whined,
but started for her. Kyra’s coyote filled her mind. She felt the power and the
heat of it surge through her. More light shot from her eyes and into those of
the jackal. It stopped in its tracks to whine and writhe on the ground.


Kyra turned and
took two steps only to pull up short as a man jogged from around a tree. He let
out a howl, and Kyra didn’t waste time, or her animal didn’t. She threw out a
wave of golden light that went wide taking bark from a tree and setting a few
leaves on fire.


The man charged
her and knocked her off her feet moments later. She let out a cry as the
strength crushed her beneath it. He straddled her and grinned darkly down at
her.


“You like to spy
on other people’s conversations?” he whispered. “Well, too bad you won’t live
to tell anything you heard.” He closed a hand around her throat. “I’m going to
enjoy watching the life drain out of you.”


She growled. “Get
off of me, idiot.”


He laughed and
tightened his grip. “Who are you working for? Who sent you here, pretty girl?”


“Your maker,” she
told him acidly.


He laughed. “Funny
you should say that when I’m the one with his hands around your throat. Now,
who sent you?” He gave her a shake. “Did you record anything?”


“Everything
pertinent,” she said. “Like your death for posterity.”


“Where are you
two?” Marco called.


Kyra allowed her
face to fill with light then, not ready to kill Marco. When he blinked, a thin
sliver of golden laser light tinged with red-orange protruded from her forehead
and burned into his. He collapsed on top of her soundlessly, his face contorted
into a mask of horror. 


Breathing hard,
Kyra used the strength of the animal to shove him off her and got to her feet
just as Marco’s footsteps drew closer. Kyra drew on the sun’s energy. 


Again, Kyra was
nothing more than light, a shade invisible to human eyes as she watched him
with a dispassionate stare. 


“Naren,” Marco raced over to him and Kyra walked past him.
“No!” Marco let out an enraged cry, but she kept going. “Show yourself, you
coward.”


Kyra kept walking,
the animal uninterested in exacting vengeance for him setting those men on her.
On the other hand, the very human part of her wanted to cook him. She warred
with her conscience, the mental fight a brief and bloody one when the darkness
of her animal nature was spurred by the chance of getting rid of an enemy.


In the end,
humanity won out, and she left him with his dead bodies and an anger that hung
in the air thick as a cheap perfume.










Chapter Eighteen


 


“I’m going home
early, if that’s okay, Mayor,” Annabelle said from the doorway. “I’m not
feeling well.”


“Fine,” Claudia
told her. “I’m heading out myself.” It was only fifteen to five so it wouldn’t
hurt for either of them to call it an early day.


“I’m kind of
surprised,” she said. “I would have thought you’d be working late after that
agent’s visit.”


“Why would I be?”
she asked. “He has a job to do and mine is done for the day.”


“I just think you’d
want to try to protect Jenner and the others who might be arrested.”


“Why would I,
Annabelle?” Claudia asked with raised brows. “They’re cops and lawyers. They
all have a job to do. If I interfere, it’ll look like I have something to hide,
and I don’t. The truth will be their best defense.”


“I guess you’re
right,” she said with a frown. “People are saying, though, that Mallory
Blacklaw is a killer. Why aren’t they here for her?”


“Whatever crimes
she might have committed weren’t interstate,” Claudia explained. “Jericho’s
crimes and those possibly involved in them were from what I’ve learned, which
isn’t a lot right now.” 


She wasn’t
surprised Annabelle was pumping her for information. Her mate’s cousin was one
of those on the hot-seat. His reputation as a banker could be tainted by association.



“Oh. Well, I guess
that makes sense,” she said with a frown. “But how did the FBI come to the
conclusion that Jericho and the others actually committed crimes when the D.A.
ruled Kamari’s information to be false?”


“They did their
own investigation, Annabelle, and there is more than a hint of impropriety on
their part in handling the information Kamari gave them.”


“I think the
coyotes have just found a way to set them up,” she muttered. “How can you be a
party to that?”


“I’m on the side
of right here,” Claudia told her coldly. “If there are arrests, I’m sure
everything will be done properly.”


“I doubt that,”
Annabelle retorted. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”


“Good evening.” Claudia
sighed as Annabelle closed the door. 


She wouldn’t lift
a finger to help the wolves who found themselves in the cross-hairs of human
law. They’d done this to themselves by aligning with criminals. So, they had to
deal as best they could.


The muffled voices
outside her door drew a groan from her. A rap followed.


“Yes, Annabelle?”


The door opened,
and Annabelle stood there wearing a smile. “It’s Mr. Forbes. He would like a
word with you.”


“Show him in,” she
said with a frown. What the hell was Forbes doing here? Did he seriously think
he could turn her against Sam and Mallory?


“I’m Marco Forbes,”
he said after closing the door behind him. “I replaced Bradley, remember?”


“What do you
want?” Claudia asked, motioning the man to a chair. His brown eyes were
enigmatic as they held her, and he moved with the confidence of a man used to
getting his way.


“I thought it
would be a good idea for me to introduce myself to you personally. We might be
working together a great deal in the future.”


She studied him, but
her coyote couldn’t pick up anything. Bradley had led a wolf pack, but this man
didn’t have that slightly musky scent male wolves tended to have in their human
form.


“I didn’t get the
impression you really gave much of a damn about my opinion so why are you here?
I suspect it’s because mine and Mallory’s absence is creating a problem for you
wolves.”


“Not really,” he drawled.
“We know where we stand. I just wanted to establish a sense of you as an
alpha.” He slid into one of the chairs, and she took her own seat. “Bradley
didn’t have a great deal to say about you or your politics.”


“So?” She asked
coolly.


“The duo of
Summerfield and Blacklaw is intriguing. They work in concert, but you seem to
act alone or with Dunbar.”


“Get to the
point,” Claudia ordered. “I have plans for the evening.”


“My point is, they
are both going to be expelled from the Coalition. The investigation into their
drug issues will be brief and to the point, especially after the fire at their
club. There is some rumor that they knew of the possibility of a problem and
did nothing.”


“And you’re
telling me this instead of talking to Mallory, why?” 


“Blacklaw will
fight her expulsion rather than merely walking away as Summerfield has done and
this will be problematic for her, considering her relationship with the drug
cartel, Shadow.”


Claudia studied
him, sensing a dark malice in him that told her he was or knew who’d been
behind that video of Sam and Mallory’s drug buy. “I’m not buying that video,”
she said patiently.  


“You should. The fire
was a warning, the dead a message,” he said conversationally. “If she’s smart,
she’ll walk away before this gets any uglier, and you’ll make sure you don’t
back her or Summerfield’s plays whatever they are.”


The coyote
bristled at the threat and the light of malice in his eyes. “A man who passes
messages through an emissary rather than going straight to the source, is the
mark of a weak leader. I’d check that if I were you.” 


His eyes flashed
black with obvious offense, but she merely gave him a benign smile. 


“Make no mistakes,
Mayer, I’m not a weakling. I was merely giving you a warning to stay out of
their fight. The Coalition will be dealing harshly and swiftly with Blacklaw.”


“Your little
attempt to frighten me into backing the Coalition in action against Mallory
just ensured I won’t, and neither will I stand by and allow you or any of the
other members of that body to hang a charge on her that isn’t true.”


“Think carefully,”
he said softly. “That is a mistake you might not live to regret.”


Claudia fought
back the growl threatening to bubble from her throat as she stared into those
hard eyes, so sure he had the upper hand. 


“Again with the cryptic cowardice,” she remarked. “If you
have something to say to me, say it straight out.”


“The Coalition is
about to go in a new direction. You can support that or get ground to dust.” He
rose then and she stood as well, holding his gaze. 


“Says you?”


“I speak for the
body as a whole,” he said. 


“Since when? Astor
and Dunbar are the chairs, not you, and even if one of them were here
delivering this convoluted speech, I’d tell them the same thing I’m about to
tell you.”


“Which is?” he
demanded. 


“Kiss. My. Ass.”


He lifted his lip
in a silent snarl. “What a lovely young woman you’re dating,” he said
conversationally. “I wonder if she’ll scream when your arrogance rebounds onto
her.” 


Claudia clenched
her fists even as her nails elongated and rage cycled through her, frigid as an
Arctic blast. 


“Your cowardice
will lead you down a path of no return if you go after my woman, Forbes,” she
said in a deceptively calm tone. “Now, I think you’ve outstayed your welcome. Get
out.”


He held her gaze
for a long time, remaining where he was, and she wondered if he was weighing
the possibility of her taking her claws to his back. She came around her desk,
and he backed toward the door, determination in his gaze.


“Maybe there
should be sanctions levied against you for betraying the Coalition.”


“Levy what you
wish, just do it from the other side of my door,” she growled. 


He took a step out,
and she saw a black-haired male clad in a suit in the reception area. The man
came to attention and his hand went to his waist, pushing his jacket open wider
to reveal his weapon.


“You are a
coward,” she whispered. “You bring an armed man to my office to take up your
slack. You must be cartel yourself.”


He snarled at her,
and Claudia laughed. Fury filled his eyes, and he turned on his heel and strode
quickly away, the other man at his back.


“Asshole,” she
muttered. They must really fear losing Coalition support to attempt to frighten
her into backing them.


Well, all Forbes had
done was make it clear to her that the Coalition couldn’t be trusted, and she’d
be their next target. Her best defense was a good offense.










Chapter Nineteen


 


As Kyra pulled
into Mystic, she noticed a truck falling in behind her on the highway. At first,
she assumed it was her imagination, but after five minutes, she realized she
was being followed. 


Russo, maybe? 


No. Carlo had left
and not looked back. Besides, Marco hadn’t seen her face well enough to make
out her features, so he hadn’t been able to put Carlo on the task of tracking
her.


Claudia or Sam had
to be behind this then, she decided. Where was that trust Claudia had spoken
of?


Kyra didn’t alter
her course. She went straight home as she’d planned. She’d stopped by the bank
before getting to work and for that Kyra was thankful. As she drove along, she
replayed what she’d heard and seen. She sifted through the contents, weighing
them against things she’d already learned. 


  When
she got home, she saw the truck park down the street from her. The driver
didn’t get out. She was in the process of grabbing her bag from the backseat when
the purr of a motorcycle made her heart race. 


Kyra looked up to
see the black Harley gliding toward her. She straightened and headed for the
porch.


Behind her, she
heard Claudia pull in and cut the bike’s engine as she stepped inside. 


“Kyra?”


“In the kitchen,”
she called. Her skin went warm at the sound of Claudia’s voice. 


She could be a
little excited, Kyra allowed. She knew the rules. Never get emotionally
involved, and this wasn’t emotion, it was just too lonely too long. And the
eager anticipation of another round of good sex.


And there was
nothing wrong with enjoying sex.


“How was your day?
Productive?” Claudia asked as Kyra dried her hands and went to the fridge to
pour herself a glass of tea.


“In a manner of
speaking,” Kyra told her. “Did you meet with Sam?” 


“We spoke briefly.
She was busy fielding questions from Jenner and the fire marshal about the fire
at the club.”


“That’s par for
the course,” Kyra said with a frown. “They should have closed that club knowing
what could happen.”


“You could have
been lying,” Claudia said mildly as she moved to stand across from her at the
center island.


Kyra took a long
drink of tea. “That could come back to haunt them,” she said. 


“I agree and for
the record, I do think they should have closed the club,” Claudia told her, her
eyes drifting over Kyra. “I didn’t know your job was particularly dirty.”


“Not normally,”
she admitted with a wry smile. “I was attacked. I miscalculated. I know Carlo,
Russo’s son, is always with at least two guards. I just assumed his uncle was
completely alone to preserve his cover.”


Claudia snorted.
“Seriously? What makes you think mob boys ever go anywhere without protection?
They can’t even hold their own jocks.”


Kyra chuckled. “He
can’t just walk around with guys covering his ass without calling attention to
himself.” She leaned on the island and Claudia did, too, to her surprise. 


She caught the
leather and cedar and cherry mingled with ice. It was going to take her a long
time to forget that smell.


“What’s this guy’s
name?” Claudia asked. “I doubt he’s just hanging out in a chain store
pretending to be an average citizen.”


“He works for an
import/export business in Stonington. But he lives in Mystic, and he’s part of
the Coalition or—”


“Who is he though?”
Claudia cut in urgently.


“Marco Forbes.
He’s the half-brother, illegitimate son of Sal Russo,” Kyra told her.


“Are you certain?
The asshole took Bradley’s place on the Coalition and he came to see me just
before I left work. When did you run into him?”


“Just this
afternoon,” Kyra said. “I thought he was going out for lunch and maybe meeting
someone, so I followed him. He met someone all right.”


“Who?” Claudia
asked. 


“His nephew,” Kyra
said wrinkling her nose. “The little phisher is more of a loser than I thought.
But I have enough evidence to implicate Marco, too, so I’m pretty done with my
case unless my boss wants something else.”


“They confessed to
their crimes?”


“Yes,” Kyra said
with a laugh. “That is pretty much all that’s needed. I’ll have to testify
maybe.”


“And just like
that you’ll be gone?”


Was that anger in
Claudia’s voice?


Kyra sighed. “I
was only here to get evidence.”


Claudia shook her
head. “We could use your help around here, you know,” she said. 


Kyra could feel
the tug between them even now, and Claudia seemed to be fighting it as much as
she was. That was the human half of them. 


 “Russo is planning to go after Sam.” 


“How? When?”


“Soon. Tonight.
Carlo’s going to attempt to frame Sam for murder, but with the way his mind
works, that means Sam will have to be on the scene and possibly die.”


Claudia frowned
and pulled her cell phone from her suit jacket and input a number. 


“Are you calling
them?”


“Maybe nothing’s
happened yet,” she said. 


“One can hope, but
that’s probably a bit of a stretch,” Kyra said. “Marco is going to finish up by
putting Mallory out of commission and then he’s coming after you.”


“He’s already made
that clear,” Claudia told her. “Will they be arrested right away?”


“Probably. I
haven’t had a chance to call it in. I’ll do that now.” Kyra walked away from
her, allowing her to make her call as she made hers. 


If Wes said that
was all he needed, she had to leave. She couldn’t stick around here snuggling
up with Claudia. That wasn’t part of the game. Besides, Claudia had gotten one
of her packmates to follow her. That lack of trust wasn’t good for even a
fling.


She pulled her
phone from her pants pocket and called Wes.


“Hey, Kyra,” he
said groggily. “What’s up?”


“Sleeping in the
middle of the afternoon? That’s not like you,” she murmured. “I didn’t think
you ever slept.”


“Do you have
something?” he asked. 


“An admission of who
did what,” she said. “Is that okay?”


There was a
silence.


“Wes?”


“Yeah, that’ll be
good,” he said. “Maybe Carlo’s bail could get revoked.”


“Actually, he’s
not behind Timmons’ murder. He shot him, but Marco fired the shot that killed
him. Carlo killed Ava’s brother, but there was no incrimination of the other
guy that was there.”


“And you’re
certain?”


“I have it on video,”
she said. 


“You need to get
me evidence,” he muttered. “Hard proof.”


“Look, Wes, I got
it in a park,” she said. “There was no reasonable expectation of privacy, so
it’s admissible.” 


“Okay. That might
pose a few complications. Ava will have to vacate the murder charges currently
against them and then arrest Carlo for that crime.”


“I’ll hang out
here until she’s ready for me to come in,” Kyra said. “Let me know how things
go tomorrow.”


“I’ll call. Make
copies and keep the original. Send me a copy.”


“I’ll do that in
the morning,” she said. 


“Great, and watch
your ass,” he said. “There’s word in the wind that Russo is looking for you.”


“I already assumed
that,” she retorted. “That’s why I’ll stay here until she’s ready for me.”


“Let me know when
you’ve sent the recordings.”


“Right.” She felt
Claudia behind her in the living room and turned to see her standing there,
gray eyes enigmatic. Kyra allowed her gaze to slowly move down Claudia. “I have
to go.” She ended the call. “So, are we still on for that meeting?”


“Sam wants proof
you aren’t screwing with us.”


“Sure,” Kyra said
and took a step toward Claudia. Claudia stepped back, drawing a frown to her
face. “I brought the papers and the file back.”


“I’d like to see
what you have,” Claudia answered and went to the window to lean against the
sill. “But I need to tell you something if I’m reading you right.”


Kyra nodded,
moving toward Claudia, picking up the slightest bit of fear.


“Mind if I shower
first? We might not have time before the meeting. Once Sam’s done talking to
Mallory, she might want to step up the timetable, and I don’t blame her.”


“There are clean
towels in the guestroom,” Kyra replied. “Why don’t you say what’s on your mind
first, and I can mull it over.” Claudia didn’t trust her, or she was planning
some kind of stunt with Sam to force her to tell them everything she knew.


There was that
thing with trust again. 


“It’ll keep a
minute. I’ll grab my bag from the bike.” Claudia left her, and Kyra stared
after her a minute before heading to the kitchen where she’d left her bag. 


She was halfway
there when she got a call. She connected after a glance at the keyboard.


 “Hi, Max,” she said. Max was one of her
co-workers. Wes had sent him down to do surveillance on Carlo. “Have you gotten
anything yet?”


“Carlo’s been a
little busy this afternoon since the park meeting,” he said. 


“Doing what?” she
asked with a frown.


“He’s met with a
couple of people, and one of them was a guy named Almens,”
he said. “I think Carlo is going to try to undermine his uncle.”


“Not like they
need that here,” she muttered. 


“He met with the
head of Radical, too, at a restaurant. I haven’t tapped his place yet, not that
it will do much good. He’s due back in town in the morning, so I’ll get on his
uncle if you tell me who he is.”


“I’ll send you a
picture with his info.”


“Look forward to
it. Stay sane,” he said with a chuckle. “This small town must be starting to
get to you by now.”


“I’ll get you that
intel. Keep me in the loop.”


“Will do, but we
probably won’t be here that much longer. Wes said you had the goods.”


“Yeah. I need to
go.”


“What’s so
pressing in Nowheresville?” he demanded, humor in his
tone. “A cute neighbor wanting to borrow a cup of sugar?”


“Do people even do
that anymore?” She made a face, shaking her head. “Bye.” She ended the call and
sent him the electronic file she had on Forbes before going to her bag and
removing a box. 


Kyra took out a
small plastic case and inserted the tiny black card into her phone. Once the
file was booted up, she opened it. Kyra searched for the pictures. She went
through them until she came upon what looked like footage from a surveillance
camera. 


“I’m not willing
to compromise, man,” Jericho was saying.


“You’re a young
alpha, I can bring you power you’ll never have on your own.”


“No. I won’t agree
to this,” Jericho said on a sigh. “I’ve already gone above and beyond the call
for you. All you have to do is go in there and take over. Their alpha is
waiting for your command.”


“You’re going back
on our agreement, Jericho,” the other man said heavily. “I think I need to make
myself a little clearer.”


“I understand you
perfectly, Sal.” He glanced behind him and so did the other man. As the other
man did, a female stepped into view with a dart gun and pulled the trigger
twice. Two darts hit him, and the man Jericho had been arguing with fell to the
ground. 


“Kill him,”
Jericho ordered. 


Two wolves came
trotting into the room and attacked the unconscious man.


Kyra shook her
head, seething with anger at the man’s cowardice. Jericho hadn’t even been
worth taking apart with teeth and claws. A bullet to the head was all that he’d
deserved. 


When she was
finished watching the footage, Kyra closed the file in disgust and headed to
her bedroom to change and found the bathroom door ajar. Steam wafted out along
with the faint scent of snow mingled with a hint of lavender.


“You were supposed
to use the guest bath,” Kyra called and set her phone on the dresser.


“Why?” Claudia
appeared in the doorway wearing only a pair of briefs and a tank top. “We’re dating.”


Kyra snorted. “You
were snooping,” 


Claudia gave her
an affronted look. “Not just now, sweetheart. Who were you talking to?”


“A co-worker who’s
doing surveillance on Carlo,” Kyra answered. “Tell me about your pack,” Kyra
said.


 Kyra took in the gold encircling Claudia’s
throat. The tags were similar to those military men wore, but were black and
her mind mulled over what it meant.


“We’re the Mist,
and we live on the edge of town. Our lands move partially into Stonington.”


Another pack on
the water.


“Your lands border
Mallory’s?”


“Not really, but
Sam made it her business to spy on us from time to time. We returned the
favor.”


Kyra pointed.
“What’s that?”


“My tags? I got
those when I was seventeen.” She curled a hand around the jewelry. “Those with
the mark of hunter get them.”


“What’s the mark
look like?”


“It’s not just
physical,” Claudia replied. “It’s our abilities—longer range of hearing, we’re
faster, and we can track anyone down, find and kill them.”


“You’re deadlier,”
Kyra murmured, sliding her gaze over Claudia looking for the mark. Not that a
snow coyote alpha wasn’t deadly enough. Add the title of hunter and you had a
honed killing machine and fierce leader in one.


“Does that scare
you?”  


“No.” Kyra shook
her head. “It’s odd that there are three coyote packs and only one wolf. Is the
Snow Dogs pack bigger?” Kyra asked.


“Yes. There are
more wolf packs in the tri-state area. In fact, there are only four coyote
packs, which is a relatively small number when you add in the packs from this
part of the state in total.”


Kyra nodded, her
gaze sliding slowly down Claudia’s body. She was lean and tanned, but it was
hard to miss the scar on her forearm, as well as the one on her upper thigh or
the bulge in her briefs.


Bulge?


That was not a
strap-on.










Chapter Twenty


 


Kyra lifted her
gaze to small breasts. Claudia looked all woman but—god. She had nothing
against transgendered people, but she didn’t want to be attracted to a guy who
was transitioning into a woman. 


“Some call it
intersex, but most call it hermaphroditism. Either way, it’s never really that
good for those who have the anomaly. It’s not genetic and no one really knows
the true cause of it.”


“What are you?
Male or female?”


“Genetically, I’m
female.” Claudia’s expression went neutral, but her stance remained relaxed.


“Do you—I mean, do
people make you feel like a freak?” Claudia’s gaze chilled and Kyra regretted
the words she knew she should have held back. 


“Do you think I’m
a freak?” Claudia asked softly, her expression becoming calm again.


Kyra shook her
head. “I’m not sure.”


“I learned a long
time ago that no one can make me feel inferior without my consent, Kyra,” she
said evenly. “And I stopped consenting around sixteen.”


“What happened
then that changed so much?” Kyra asked curious. 


“It was then that
I realized that the dominant males were jealous because I could beat them at
anything, outrun them, out last them and their attacks on me were just to beat
me down, keep me from being aware of it.”


“And girls?”


“Girls could be
cruel, too,” Claudia said. “Most of them learned to respect me as both a woman
and a dominant.” Claudia shrugged. “Sure, some people, male and female. still
talk about what a freak I am, but I’m secure in both my womanhood and my status
as an alpha.”


Kyra’s gaze slid
down Claudia again. “I can tell,” she said. “I don’t know if I’d have the
courage to stand there like that if I were you.”


Claudia stepped
out of the bathroom. “I’m not ashamed of my body, Kyra. Every scar, every cut and
blemish is a badge I wear with pride. I fought my way from shameful, cowering
coyote to where I am today.”


“You’re
beautiful.”


Claudia reached
her. “So are you, sweetheart, but I’ll understand if you don’t want in my bed.”


“You’re a woman,
right?”


“Yes.” Her voice
was soft, her gaze intense and searching as if she was trying to see right into
Kyra’s mind to read it.


“And you’re disease free,” she said rather than asked. She knew
it was a requirement of Sam and Mallory’s since Claudia had asked for a private
room where sex might take place.


“You know I am,
I’m sure,” Claudia said.


“Then, whether sex
occurs or not is strictly up to how you behave,” Kyra said swaying toward her. 


“You’re curious if
it’s real,” Claudia murmured and reached for her hand. 


Kyra didn’t jerk
back because Claudia was right. She was
curious. 


Claudia glided
Kyra’s hand over her breast and down to rest between her thighs. “Squeeze it.”


Kyra opened her
hand and pressed it against the firm flesh. “It could still be a toy.”


Claudia withdrew
her hand and leaned back against the wall. She glided her hands up it to rest
above her. “Touch me, sweetheart.”


At first, Kyra
just held her hand where it was. Then, she moved it over Claudia’s groin
tentatively as she held Claudia’s gaze. Her eyes darkened to a charcoal gray,
with silver flecks.


Kyra’s heart beat
faster, her blood rushed. She drew in a mental breath and stroked the bulge
slowly. Against her hand, it grew.


Claudia hissed,
pleasure clear in her face, and intrigued, Kyra cupped her through the soft
fabric and massaged the girth. She’d been with women who loved using strap-ons, but this was a little different.


A lot different
and a bit taboo.


She leaned in and
traced a kiss along Claudia’s jaw. It felt so good she licked the corner of
Claudia’s mouth and her nipples hardened. Kyra’s eyes went to Claudia’s lips
and the well-formed shape of them drew her in. 


Kyra brushed her
lips against Claudia’s and Claudia closed her eyes, keeping her hands where
they were.


“You smell good,”
Kyra murmured. “You always smell seductive.”


“Kiss me,” Claudia
urged. 


“I’ve wanted to
kiss you since the moment you looked at me in the kitchen,” Kyra admitted,
thinking of how soft Claudia’s lips looked and how much she wanted to feel them
against hers. 


So, she kissed her,
and for a moment, Claudia didn’t move. Kyra just soaked in the warmth before
pressing a hand against the wall and leaning closer to Claudia. Claudia’s lips
parted, and Kyra’s tongue darted into her mouth, tasting mint on her tongue.


Claudia moaned and
closed one arm around her waist, pulling Kyra closer. Claudia turned, putting
Kyra against the wall as she deepened the kiss. 


“Mmm,” Kyra moaned and ran her hands up Claudia’s chest
before pushing them up beneath her tank. Her skin was warm and soft, and Kyra
wanted her naked.


Kyra stroked her
fingers lower to caress Claudia’s cock. 


“I want to see all
of you.”  


“Kyra,” she
murmured and tore the tank over her head and tossed it aside before meeting
Kyra’s gaze again. “Undress me.”


With unsteady
hands, Kyra dragged Claudia’s briefs down, her eyes following the progress to
take in the long cock, devoid of the hairy nest. Kyra pushed the underpants
down muscular legs. She shoved Claudia to the bed and Claudia tumbled onto the
mattress.


Kyra followed,
straddling her, and dipping her head, she claimed Claudia’s mouth again.


Claudia moaned
softly, and Kyra trailed kisses down the column of her neck to slowly lick the
hollow at the base. Claudia growled, her hands moving up Kyra’s back to slip
beneath her blouse.  


Kyra traced kisses
along Claudia’s jaw before running her hands down her chest and cupping her
breasts, she squeezed and drew a deep rumble of a growl from Claudia whose eyes
were dark with lust now.  


 Kyra lowered her head to lick one taut peak
before sucking it lightly. 


“Oh, yes,” Claudia
moaned roughly.  


 Kyra pinched her other nipple and Claudia
gasped. Kyra looked up to find pleasure on Claudia’s face and drew her tongue
over her dark nipple again before scraping the tender flesh with her teeth. 


“Kyra, baby,”
Claudia rasped out and pushed her fingers into Kyra’s hair. 


Kyra turned her
attention to the abraded peak. She circled the swollen bead before biting it.
Then she blew over the abused flesh before sucking it hard.


Claudia moaned.
“You’re wearing too many clothes. Take some of them off,” she ordered. 


Kyra got to her
feet and quickly kicked off her shoes as Claudia watched her. She drew the
zipper of her pants down slowly and smiled at the heat in Claudia’s eyes. Then
she unbuttoned them and pushed them down her thighs. Claudia took her cock in
hand and stroked it.


Kyra’s breath
quickened, and she got rid of her panties before putting one hand on the bed
and bending to lick over the swollen tip of Claudia’s prick. She was surprised
at how soft yet how firm the flesh was. 


She drew her
tongue down the rigid length, her eyes still holding Claudia’s. 


“Fuck,” Claudia
growled. “Suck me, baby, just the tip.”


Kyra had seen
enough porn to know the basics, so she closed her lips over the head and
sucked. Claudia’s hand went to her head, to twine around her braid as she
thrust her hips up. 


The thick length
slipped deeper into her mouth, and Kyra relaxed and closed her free hand around
Claudia’s dick and pumped it as she bobbed her head up and down.


Having the cock in
her mouth felt funny, but there was a sensuality to it that made Kyra wetter as
she curled her tongue around the rigid length. The look of pure heat glowing in
Claudia’s eyes made Kyra even hungrier. 


She cupped the
small sac and rolled the balls in her hands. Claudia gasped, her face alight
with the fire burning inside her. Kyra wanted to make Claudia come apart, to
revel in her sensual power over this sexy alpha. 


Claudia hissed and
drew Kyra’s head up and kissed her hard before tugging Kyra onto her. Kyra
looked down at her, and Claudia ripped her blouse, sending buttons flying. She
pushed the cups of Kyra’s silky bra up and leaned up to close her lips around
one nipple.


Kyra gasped and
sank her fingers into Claudia’s short hair, the sensation going straight to her
clit.    


Claudia’s moist
tongue played over the areola. She kissed the small nipple before kissing her
way from one nipple to the other. Sharp teeth scraped, caught the hard bead.


“Oh, God, Claudia!”
Kyra cried, heat turning her blood to lava. Claudia ran her tongue around the
areola before blowing over the damp nipple. She took it between her teeth and
Kyra gasped, the bite of pain a pleasure snaking through her. 


Claudia pinched
her other nipple before turning her attention to it fully. She licked over the
dark berry and sucked it into her hot mouth. 


Kyra groaned,
moving against her, dragging her erect clit against the hard ridge of Claudia’s
cock. 


“Oh, damn,
Claudia,” she cried unable to stop the hunger rampaging through her, not that
she wanted to. Her head was swimming with the incredible strength of desire
pumping through her.


Then, Claudia was
kissing and licking lower, nipping, biting, and tasting the planes of her flat,
hard stomach. 


Claudia moved
between her thighs. Pushing them further apart, she traced kisses along the
inside of one, making Kyra cream as her breathing quickened. 


Claudia licked
over one plump pussy lip as she used the fingers of one hand to part the
flushed lips of Kyra’s pussy and run her tongue up the juicy slit. 


“Mmm. I’ve been dying for a taste of you,” Claudia said and
drew her tongue around the nubbin before gliding the tip down one side only to
glide it up the other. 


Kyra growled
softly, bliss suffusing her blood. 


“Claudia,” she
cried raggedly. Claudia gave Kyra’s mound a light tap, and Kyra shivered. 


“Claudia,” she
cried out, trembling as waves of rapture washed over her. 


Claudia drew a
finger around the opening of Kyra’s body. “Your pussy smells so sweet,” she
said and pushed the tip of her finger into the dripping entrance. 


Kyra groaned.
“Please,” she begged.


Claudia slipped
her finger deeper and lowered her head to lick over Kyra’s clit. She closed her
lips over it, sucking it as she pressed a second finger into Kyra’s pussy.


Claudia rested the
flat of her tongue against Kyra’s clit and pressed as she fucked her harder.


Kyra writhed
against her hand, gripped her hair, and whimpered. 


“Oh, fuck. Don’t
stop!” She mewled as Claudia fucked her faster, slamming her fingers in,
stroking them against that sweet spot that threw Kyra over the edge with a
scream. 


 










Chapter Twenty-One


 


Claudia came to
her knees as Kyra trembled beneath the force of her orgasm. She looked down at
the lovely face, eyes dark in their desire. The heat of it reached out to her,
licking over her, making her cock harder. 


She had wanted
this since the moment Kyra had danced for her. She’d dreamed of touching her
soft skin, feeling her body tremble with release. But reality was a bright
light that burned her.


Claudia gripped
her throbbing, leaking cock and stroked the tip as she sought to prolong the
entrance for just a moment. She knew she wouldn’t be able to hold back once she
was inside the wet cavern. 


Claudia positioned
the mushroom head at the entrance of Kyra’s body. 


“Claudia!” Kyra
draped one leg over Claudia’s hips, her gaze pleading and the hands that
reached for her demanding. The nails scraped at the skin of her arms, a
coolness that caressed her.


“Do you want to
see how I feel inside you?” Claudia asked. God, if she said no, she’d have to
get the hell out of here to keep the animal from taking what it wanted, what it
seemed to need more than breath itself. 


“Yes,” Kyra
begged. “Please, give me all of you.” 


Claudia thrust
into her and the moistness of Kyra’s pussy sucked her in. Her eyes almost
crossed from the tight grip. 


She groaned. No
woman had ever felt so inviting. 


“Oh, fuck,” Claudia
cried. 


The liquid heat
surrounded her, urging her to lock inside Kyra and claim her, but she fought
the animal’s primitive response.  


Claudia set up a
steady rhythm of hard strokes that drew harsh cries from them both as pleasure
took them over. Kyra’s hands glided down Claudia’s back, her nails raking her
skin, penetrating it as they both got lost in the passion. 


Kyra arched up to
her, moved beneath her, as if she was as hungry for this as Claudia was. The
animal inside her growled, seeking the animal in Kyra and her eyes paled, the
animal staring back at Claudia with drowsed gold with copper rays. The heat
reached out, wrapping her like a lover’s embrace.


It startled her,
but the animal didn’t lose rhythm as it stroked into Kyra’s willing body again
and again. The coyote dipped her head and bit Kyra’s shoulder and Kyra released
a huffing-growl.


Claudia pulled
free of her and quickly flipped Kyra onto her stomach. She leaned down, her
breathing ragged in the quiet room. She kissed a trail from Kyra’s shoulder to
the middle of her back where she bit the supple skin.


Kyra arched and
let out a tiny cry of pleasure. Claudia licked the bite and a blue film
appeared on the surface. Kyra moaned and rubbed against her. 


Claudia stretched
over her, rubbing her front against Kyra’s back and a little snarl escaped her.
She bit the side of Kyra’s neck as she reached down to guide her cock back
inside her.


Claudia gripped
Kyra’s hips and took her with even thrusts, her animal intent on claiming what
she thought was hers.


“Oh, my Goddess!”
Kyra screamed beneath her as she reached back to drag a caressing hand along
Claudia’s jaw. “Claudia.” 


Claudia drove into
her again and a second orgasm was torn from Kyra.


Claudia’s coyote
surged forward filling her mind completely now. She bit Kyra as she came, harder
than she ever had, her teeth locking in the flesh as her body shuddered from
the force of her orgasm. 


She felt the start
of the knot, the thickening of her cock which would allow her to lock firmly in
Kyra, and jerked free of Kyra’s body. Claudia refused to steal her choice. Not
today, not this first time.


****


The animal inside
her told her something about this moment, this sexual interlude was different,
but Kyra shoved it away, not wanting to think beyond the fact of great sex.


She rolled onto her
back to find Claudia looking down at her with eyes so pale they could almost be
translucent. Then Claudia looked away for a moment and when their eyes met again,
they were merely dark with lingering desire.


“Are you okay?”
Claudia asked huskily. “I tend to bite a little during sex, and I’ve heard it
stings.”


Her bite had been cold
and deliciously sharp. Every nerve in Kyra’s body had screamed for more while
the coyote wallowed in the sensation.


“Just a little,”
Kyra told her as she sat up. She brushed her thick braid over her shoulder and
leaned toward Claudia. “You were fantastic.” Her shoulder still tingled as she
climbed from the bed. “Maybe we should have a bite to eat after we clean up.”


Claudia nuzzled
the back of her neck and pulled her back. Kyra turned, and Claudia kissed her
slowly, stealing her breath. 


“We’ll have to try
this again when we have all night,” Claudia said and released her.


Kyra gave her a
curious stare and then got out of bed. All night?


She could last
that long, but did she even want to try?


Good sex was one
thing, but too much cuddling afterwards only led to complications she couldn’t
afford. 


Kyra took a quick
shower and when she entered the bedroom, she could tell Claudia had showered
again, too, because she was wearing a fresh coat of lavender. Her ebony hair
was slightly spiked, and she wore faded jeans and a button-front shirt with the
top button open showing off a hint of the gold.


Kyra crossed to
the closet and removed jeans to pull on over her panties. She grabbed a t-shirt
from the dresser and tugged it over her head before running a hand through the
hair she’d covered with a shower cap to keep it dry.


She hadn’t wanted
to dry the thick mass of curls. They were the combination of her mixed
heritage, a gift and a curse at times. 


“Did anything else
happen in Stonington that I need to know about?” Claudia asked. 


“Not really,” Kyra
said and then pushed out a harsh sigh. “You’re not the first person I got
sexually involved with on the job.”


“But?” Claudia
asked, a hint of a growl in her tone. Her stare was one of consternation. 


“But you are the
only one who’s made it hard to think,” she said. “I came here to do a job, but
we never thought it would end up being this complicated.”


“Your boss wants
you back home, and that was what? A long kiss goodbye?”


Kyra frowned.
“Uh—yes, but not right away. The A.D.A. is going to have to do a few things
first. That could take a couple of days.”


“Then you’re out
of here,” Claudia said coldly. “I guess I didn’t expect you to just leave this
undone.”


“It’s not why I
came here,” she snapped, clenching her fists at her sides and then looked away
from Claudia’s furious stare. “I think your pack might be in even more trouble
even if Sam and Mallory manage to—”


“Don’t worry about
me, okay?” Claudia cut in. “My pack will be fine. Let’s just get this meet over
with, and I’ll leave you alone.”


“Don’t be such a
jerk,” Kyra bit out. “You knew this was—”


“Nothing. It was
nothing. We just agreed to play a part. The fact that the game’s up sooner
rather than later doesn’t change reality. This was never going to go anywhere.”


Kyra didn’t reply.
Her skin was cold, and her stomach rolled. She wanted to throw up, but she
forced herself to grab some boots and a leather mini pack from the closet.


“Are you ready?”


Kyra nodded. “We
can leave.” 


Claudia grabbed
her wallet and keys. “Are you okay to ride on the bike or should we take your
car?”


Kyra looked at
her. “I like riding on the Harley, all that power between my legs turns me on.”


Claudia came to
stand in front of her. “Is that a back-handed compliment to my anatomy?”


Kyra grinned and
lifted one shoulder. “I’ve never been with a man before, and I never want to
be, but you’ve got the goods.” She let her gaze slide slowly down Claudia’s
body and caught her bottom lip between her teeth. 


Claudia lifted a
brow. “I’m glad you approve,” she said tightly. “Let’s ride then. The sooner we
get this over with the sooner you can get back to your real life.”










Chapter Twenty-Two


 


Kyra backed away
from Claudia, slowly turning away to retrieve the leather jacket Claudia had
loaned her that first ride on her bike. She felt a little cheated, too, which
she hadn’t since the night she’d lost her mother and aunt. Everything had been
taken away from her in a matter of hours rather than days. 


She’d gone from
beloved child with a family who’d die for her to all that was left of her
family line. Survival had been her primary concern while she waited for Wes and
his brother to come for her. 


Even then, she
hadn’t cared about much in those first hundred days following her loss. She’d
been numb even after the kills. Kyra had been young, vulnerable, and damaged.
Then, she’d just been. 


She’d never
trusted or opened up to anyone completely, not even Wes. She expected him to
betray her the moment it became convenient. That he never had didn’t change
anything. Now, there was Claudia, the only person she’d ever met that could be
a game changer. 


You’re not falling for her, she told herself
sternly. You either, she told her
animal. 


She’s a liability.


Kyra grabbed a plastic
bag from the pack she’d brought in with her and followed Claudia out to the
porch. As she locked up, Claudia put on her jacket. Kyra followed Claudia to
her bike where Claudia unlocked a box on the back and removed a helmet. Kyra
put it on as Claudia climbed onto the seat, and Kyra climbed on behind her.


Claudia let up the
kickstand and started the engine. She pulled out of the driveway and rolled
smoothly down the street with Kyra holding on tight. She tried to put mental
distance between the woman in front of her and herself. 


And what about the
sex?


Claudia had parts
she didn’t even want to become acquainted with. 


Oh, yeah, right.
The woman had made her come harder than she’d ever come, and Kyra couldn’t stop
wanting her all over again. 


So, what was she
going to do about that?


Claudia parked in
a parking lot what seemed like minutes later and cut the engine. Kyra let her
feet fall to the ground as she quickly climbed off. She had to keep her head
together, Kyra warned herself angrily.


Claudia faced her
as she removed her helmet, her silver-gray eyes watchful as they lighted on
Kyra. Kyra saw a brief flash of heat and looked away as she took off her own
helmet. 


As she put the
helmet into the box, Kyra glance casually around, the coyote’s senses wide open
as she cast out for the wild energy she could sense.


Sam and Mallory
came out of the shadows of the trees edging one side of the lot and Kyra
exhaled softly. She didn’t want to fight tonight.


The two women
strolled towards them and Claudia’s hand came to rest on Kyra’s waist, drawing
Kyra toward her. 


“Let me lead,”
Claudia reminded her. “Sam won’t cut you any slack if she thinks you’re just a
fling to me.”


Kyra wasn’t
worried about that. She wasn’t here for a popularity contest. 


“Did you bring the
papers?” Sam asked.


Kyra shrugged out
of her bag and opened it. She removed a baggie which contained only one set of
the promised papers, the air vacuumed out. 


“Why didn’t you
just tell me about the drugs the other night?” Mallory demanded. “Cordelia’s
sure you know more than you’re saying.”


“Cordelia needs to
learn to keep her mouth shut,” Kyra said. “But when it comes to you, that’s
probably impossible.”


“Tell us,” Sam
commanded. “Everything and don’t hold back. I won’t be so nice if I have to ask
again.”


“Watch yourself,
Sam,” Claudia warned. “I’m not going to keep telling you that.”


Sam looked at her.
“Let’s drop the shit. She means no more to you than she does to me or Mal. I
think Kyra just came to you first because you’re unmated. She’s probably
working with the cartel.”


“I could be,” Kyra
replied as she held her gaze. Sam stared her down, making her feel like a tiny
bug, but Kyra refused to look away. “I came here to kill Jericho not screw with
you.”


“Save it,” Sam
snarled. “You were up to something helping Cordelia. What was that? Stealing
the paperwork that gives Cambrie claim to her family land?”


“I can let you go
to war over that land—you are anyway because those papers mean nothing,” Kyra
said coldly as she leaned toward Sam. “The men who want your land mean to have
it even if that means killing every member of your pack to get it.”


“That’s been tried
and it’s failed.”


“Not with the
moles activated,” she said softly. “This thing with Bradley ran deeper than
even Bradley understood.”


“Meaning?” Mallory
held up a hand when Sam started to speak. “Talk to us, Kyra.”


“I’m trying to,
but Sam is under the impression I have a true stake in this, and I don’t. I
just needed to make a case, and I’ve got what I need. I don’t have to stop
anything, just take my ass back to the city until I get another case.”


“Who set the bombs
and which of our people helped?” Mallory asked. 


 “The Russo organization’s boss ordered the
bombing,” Kyra answered. “The reason I ended up with these papers is that
Bradley had one of your people steal them, Sam. I took them, along with a few
other things from him.”


“Like?” Claudia
asked. 


“Intel on moles,
but Russo has his own. I think they were created years ago when Salvatore Russo
was in town.”


“That would be
crazy,” Claudia insisted. “It would be like saying he reached into the heart of
every pack in this city.”


“You spent time
snooping around Bradley’s—why?” Mallory asked. 


“Bradley’s
connection to Jericho,” Kyra said. “My client wanted all information on   anyone involved in raping and killing a
loved one of his. That’s how I found evidence of their killer club and turned
it over to the FBI.”


Claudia gave her a
curious look. “You’re the reason the feds are here, not Kamari. They’re going
to take several wolves.”


“Bradley just had
proof of his crimes lying around?” Sam asked incredulously. 


“They all had
little mementoes, but Bradley had video files on everyone’s crimes and so did
Jericho. I put what I found on Bradley and Isaiah in the cannery hoping it
would be found.”


“We have you to
thank for that?” Mallory asked. “Cordelia found it.” 


“I know. I saw her
down there that night. I thought it would help you get Bradley and sway Jenner
to sense. I even helped his sister by giving her some of it.” 


“You might have
gotten her killed,” Sam snapped.


“That’s not on
me,” Kyra said coldly. She hadn’t led the girl to that cannery that night or
even told her to take her ass down there. “Anyway, I never went over all the
names I found because I didn’t think they were necessary to my case.”


 “Did you kill Jericho?” Claudia asked. 


“You know Sam and
Kamari did that,” she said. “I enjoyed the show, took pictures of him roasting
for my client.”


“And you just so
happened to have a few copies for Jenner,” Sam growled. “If you turn them over
to him, you’re dead.”


“Sam,” Mallory snapped
in warning.  


“I don’t have them.”


“How do we know
that?” Sam demanded. 


“I’m not out to
get you,” Kyra said softly. “I didn’t come to you because I didn’t think you’d
believe me or even trust I wasn’t involved.”


“I do think you’re
involved,” Sam told her, crossing her arms over her chest. 


“You know, when I
was staking out Russo’s brother today, I heard him say he had something you
thought you had,” Kyra told her icily.


“What?” Claudia
asked. 


“Remember that
land you thought you stole from Bradley?”


“What’d you do?”
Mallory demanded. 


“Me? Nothing, but
Russo’s people took it back, and they’re already planning to get you both out
of the way.”


 “We need a list of the moles,” Mallory told
her. 


“Why does the son
want the land now?” Sam demanded. 


“I don’t know,”
Kyra confessed. “Russo had your club blown up because his competition is
attempting to quietly take over your club. They’ve been running drugs through
there somehow.”


“Who’s been
helping?” Claudia asked.


“The dancer and
bouncer involved weren’t working with Bradley, but the cartel. They’re
jackal-coyotes and Isaiah brought them into the deal.”


“Who are they?”
Sam snapped.


Claudia growled in
warning at Sam who’d taken a step closer to Kyra with her hand clenched. 


Kyra wasn’t afraid
of the alpha shadow coyote. She could kill her far easier than she could take
out Claudia. However, she’d have Mallory and maybe Claudia to deal with.


“Both are working
with the Shadow cartel. That cartel is working with a Coalition member.” 


“Which Coalition
member?” Claudia asked carefully.


“Astor.”


“What?” Sam,
Mallory, and Claudia exclaimed at once. 


“The bouncer who’s
screwing you is a wolf named Hadley. The dancer is Megan, but there were others
they used to help plant the drugs. Dancers who wanted to see you get your due.”


“That can’t be
right,” Mallory said. “Both of them are nothing but loyal.”


“To Jericho and
the cartel,” Kyra told her. 


“I can’t believe
this,” Sam muttered. “You have to be wrong. Hadley is straight as they come.”


 “It’s simple, money talks and loyalty walks.” 










Chapter Twenty-Three


 


Silence reigned
for a moment before anyone spoke. It was heavy, and Kyra could feel the anger
rising.


“But Astor has to
be dealt with,” Claudia commented.


“And Jenner is slowly
being drawn in,” Kyra told them. “The Shadow is using him to get to you.” 


“No wonder he
turned on us,” Mallory said. 


“Yeah, well, get
ready for the next attack,” Kyra said. “Russo will attempt to annihilate you,
but I don’t know what Shadow will do.”


Sam pushed out a
harsh breath. “Jenner might back off if he sees we legally own the land.”


“He won’t,”
Mallory murmured. “He’s certain we killed his cousin and nothing is changing
his mind.”


“Get ready for a
fight then,” Kyra told them. 


“How do you know
all this?” Sam asked casually. “I know you didn’t get this all from Bradley’s
office.”


“No. I got it from
Jericho’s,” she said. “And surveillance.” 


“How much are you
being paid to snow us?” Sam demanded. 


“For a job like
this, my cut would be weighty but light enough to go over cyberspace. I travel
light and often,” Kyra replied. “But lucky for you, I’m not working for the bad
guys or you’d still be in the dark.”


“Who are you
working for?” Sam pressed.


“I’m not going to
let you get my client killed,” Kyra told her. 


“Then, we’ll just
kill you.” Sam reached for her, and Claudia was between them in a matter of
moments shoving Sam back. 


Mallory moved
closer. “Claude.” She held up a hand. “Don’t do anything foolish.”


Sam punched
Claudia, and Claudia drove her fist into Sam’s stomach. Mallory reached to grab
Kyra, and Kyra sent an arc of warm energy into her side before pouncing on her.
She kicked Mallory in the knee and gave her a hard shove.


Mallory fell to
the concrete, and Kyra sent out a thin line of golden light. Mallory’s eyes
widened, and she rolled out of the way. Mallory got quickly to her feet and
Kyra raised a wall of light energy. Mallory jerked back when she would have
reached past it.


Kyra turned to
find Sam with her claws out, hand around Claudia’s throat. The two were
snarling at each other like rabid animals.


Sam brought her knee
up and it connected with Claudia’s stomach. Then Sam shoved her. She reached
for Kyra, but Mallory knocked Sam off her feet. 


“Sam, don’t touch
her,” Mallory exclaimed. “Her touch is deadly.”


Kyra stared at
them through a haze of light, the animal enraged. She pushed out her hand, and
Claudia was there grabbing her from behind and jerking her off balance. The light
ball went wide hitting the ground next to Sam.


“Don’t,” Claudia
said in a whisper in her ear. Her breath hot against Kyra’s skin. “Sam is just
on edge, and Mallory is just being a friend.” Claudia moved in front of Kyra. 


Kyra didn’t really
see her at first, the animal still in attack mode. 


“Pull it together.”
Claudia gave Kyra a shake. 


The coyote fixed on
Claudia, its vision filling with her tense features even as she remained aware
of Sam getting to her feet a short distance away. The shadow’s aggression was
pouring off her in waves that slammed into Kyra.


Claudia’s eyes
flashed pale blue-gray, the animal sensing the threat Sam still might be to her.



“Don’t pull
another one of these bullshit attacks on us, Sam, or you’ll walk with a limp
for the rest of your life,” Claudia said acerbically. 


“You wanna test that theory?” Sam asked in a dangerously low
tone. 


“We’ll work
together from here on out,” Mallory said breathlessly. “We can’t afford to be
divided if we’re under attack from jackals.”


“I have no problem
with that,” Claudia retorted. “We need teams to do some recon and intel. I
already have my people at work.”


“I’ll have Delaney
and Mica contact Dylan to set up a meet. They can work things out among
themselves and run it by us for approval.”


“Evan will handle
it,” Claudia said. “He’s already working the streets.”


“Sounds good for
now,” Mallory said. 


“Is there anything
you haven’t told us?” Sam demanded of Kyra.


“Maybe,” Kyra
retorted with a shrug.


“Sam,” Mallory
said. “Relax. You’ve pissed her off enough for one night. She’s not going to
talk. Let’s go. We’ll pick this up after we’ve talked things through.”


“We can meet
sometime tomorrow to discuss our aims and plans for dealing with Astor and the
new people he’s brought to the Coalition,” Claudia agreed.


“Right,” Mallory
agreed. “I’ll call you.”


They left, and
Claudia turned to look at Kyra. Kyra growled at her. 


“Chill, baby,”
Claudia ordered. “There’s a time for killing and now wasn’t it.”


Kyra gave her a
hard stare and walked away. 










Chapter Twenty-Four


 


“I’m not sure how
receptive they’ll be to selling,” Astor said to Lena
as they ate their dinner of lobster and shrimp, the soft glow of candles
flickering over them.


“Don’t worry,” she
said. “I’ve planned a bit of extra incentive.” Another video like the first was
planned and it would go to the DEA. 


“Meaning?” he
asked with a frown and Lena studied him. 


“Are you losing
your balls, honey?” she asked. She cared about him a great deal, but she wasn’t
ready to tell him everything yet.


 “I’m just thinking if you push them too hard
Summerfield will only dig in more. She’s preparing to go to war with the
Coalition, and I’m sure we can take her and Blacklaw. I just don’t want to have
to with the possibility of Dunbar and Mayer siding with them.”


“I thought you had
some sway over him,” she said, spearing a bit of lobster meat and dipping it in
lemon-butter sauce. It was essential he did his part in controlling a possible
threat or he was going to be as irritating as her brother as a business
partner.


“I can’t figure
what or who got to him. I know it wasn’t Mayer. She’s out there on her own.”


“What about Glory
and Forbes?”


“Glory is a
wildcard, but Forbes seems to have an agenda of his own. I’m thinking he’s on
Russo’s payroll.” 


She nodded. “I’ll
get as much information on Glory as possible. With Jeno having fired the first
strike by burning down the club and a good hundred K of our profits with it, we
need to strike back.”


“I’ve been trying
to work out a way to do it without tipping our hand,” Astor replied. 


 “His club will go up in a blaze around eleven
tonight, and I’ve arranged to send patrons flying from that swanky little hotel
they took from Holcombe.” 


“You should have
found a way to link that to Summerfield and Blacklaw. If he kills them off for
us that will save us a lot of problems.”


She smiled.
“That’s what my brother said, but why throw stones and hide our hands? Jeno
needs to know we’re not cowards,” Lena told him, her tone hard. 


“Things are about
to get interesting,” Astor said with a little grin. 


****


“What was that
back there?” Claudia asked as they sat across from each other in the restaurant
off the pier twenty minutes later.


Kyra turned her
gaze from the window. She’d been staring out at the darkness interspersed by
light from the old lighthouse thinking things over. Not just tonight, but the
developing emotions that made her uneasy.


“What was what?” She
glanced past Claudia taking in the emptiness of this part of the restaurant. 


“Cordelia has a
wicked little ability dealing with cold and ice,” Claudia murmured. “I think I
heard it called cryo-kinesis.”


“So?”


“What’s your
ability called?”


“It’s like
pyrokinesis only it’s a form of electrokinesis. I throw light, laser light
instead of electricity,” Kyra explained quietly. “It’s a mutation. My family was
comprised mostly of laser kinetics.”


“Sun coyote,” Claudia
murmured in awe. “A rarer breed than mine and even Sam’s. Descendants of the
Incans.”


“Right,” Kyra
agreed. “We were only one of five sun packs in the world.”


“Were?”


“My pack is gone,
annihilated by a pack of jackal-hyenas. Organized crime. They went to war with
my pack over land and money.”


“What did your
family do?” Claudia asked.


“We were farmers
with some of the packmates in business. I don’t know everything, but I do know
it got nasty. In the end, no one walked away.”


“Except you.”


“I’m dead, too.
The FBI got me to testify against the crime boss, and they put me in witness
protection. There were three attempts on my life and they decided to declare me
dead and give me a new name and identity.”


“That must have
been hard for you,” Claudia said, reaching across the table to cover Kyra’s
hand with hers.


Kyra shrugged. “Life
is a journey with many roads.” She slid her hand away. 


Things hadn’t been
quite that simple. The crime boss had arranged a hit on her and a crooked agent
had given her up taking away the rest of her family.


“Are you in contact
with the family who took you in?”


“Oh, yeah.” She
nodded. Wes had made sure he and his brother got custody of her when the dust
cleared. “What about your family?”


Claudia stopped
when the waitress bustled to their table carrying their plates. “Here you go.
Enjoy,” she said with a smile. “Call me if you need me.”


“Will do,” Claudia
assured her, and she glided away.


“My brother and I
are close,” she said. “My pack was betrayed by our alpha and then attacked by
jackals and wolves. Broken, we rose anew.” She smiled.


“With you as
alpha?”


“Yes,” Claudia
confirmed. “I’ll do anything to keep them safe.”


Kyra took a sip of
her wine. “It must be nice having that.”


“Family? Pack?”


“Both,” Kyra said,
thinking of Wes. She was getting tired of being a nomad, tired of being under
his control. He was like a big brother to her in so many ways, and she just
wanted to break away and live her own life. 


However, she felt
stuck, bound to them knowing there was no place else out there that would
accept someone as broken as her.


“You said you were
in contact with them,” Claudia said with a frown.


“I work for them,”
Kyra said and dug into her meal.


Neither of them
spoke for a long time as they ate. Both women were lost in thought. 


When they finished
with their meal, Claudia paid the ticket, and they headed for the door. 


“Things are
getting a little off track,” Claudia said as she opened the door for Kyra.


Kyra stepped out
before looking over her shoulder at her. Claudia saw a question in her eyes. 


She let the door
close and fell into step with Kyra, putting a hand on her back. Her emotions
were rioting which was a change for her. Well, since she’d met Kyra. No woman
had ever so held the attention of human and animal as this woman. 


Claudia wanted her
in her life and she knew that’s why she’d been so angry with Kyra earlier. She
couldn’t believe she was just going to leave after the incredible sex they’d
shared.


“What do you mean,
off track?” Kyra asked looking up at her. 


“I’m crazy,” she
said. “I never do things like this—never wanted to do anything like this. When
I became alpha, my entire world became pack. Being mayor just happened on a
dare more or less, but I enjoy it most days. It’s similar to running a pack.”


Kyra snorted.
“Right.”


“The point is I’ve
never been as interested in a woman as I am in you.”  










Chapter Twenty-Five


 


Kyra stopped
walking to face her fully. Claudia was surprised by the shock in her face and
reached out to cup her jaw.


“It’s not just how
hot a dancer you are,” she murmured. “Or how attractive you are, Kyra, that
turns me on.”


“What is it then?”
she asked curiously.


“You. The way you
are. I like the way you say my name, the way you look at me, and the fact you
stand up to me,” she said. “I like how you make me feel.”


Kyra blinked, and
Claudia groaned inwardly for saying so much. She didn’t do attachment or
emotions mostly because she didn’t think she had the time, but also because
she’d always been slightly afraid despite her comfort with her own body.


Claudia had long
accepted and kept in a place in the back of her mind that no woman would ever
want to be with her long term. She was an alpha with a complicated job and she
had distasteful parts—a dick. 


What woman would
want that every day of her life?


“How do I make you
feel?” Kyra asked carefully.


Claudia sighed.
“Let’s just go.”


“No. Tell me,”
Kyra said, desperation in her eyes.


They were
serenaded by howls as she opened her mouth to speak. The sound almost beautiful
as it was eerie in the dark.


“Shit,” Claudia muttered.
“Let’s get to the bike,” she said and glanced around. 


Kyra didn’t argue,
which told Claudia she was either relieved or didn’t want to risk a
confrontation either. Shadows seemed to encroach and the lamps that normally
lit the lot were out in most places leaving only a scant bit of illumination.


Her animal snarled
at the idea that someone—no not someone—Forbes had engineered this attack to
prove his strength and show her who was boss. 


Kyra pulled up
short before reaching the bike as two jackals came around the bumper of a truck.



“Don’t make this a
problem,” Claudia said coldly. “Get out of here before you’re facing time for
attacking the mayor.”


****


Kyra exhaled as
two more jackals sauntered around the front of the car and the quartet stared
at them before launching themselves at them. 


Kyra instinctively
raised her arms in a block and they slammed into a shield of golden energy and
staggered back, whining. 


Claudia looked at
her. “Interesting light show.”


“Thanks.” Kyra
nodded and released the shield. 


One jackal
recovered faster than the others and came at them again. Claudia braced her
legs wide and caught the animal. The momentum carried them to the ground, and
the others descended on Kyra. 


Kyra backed toward
the pier, drawing the cold air into her lungs. The animal inside her surged
forward. She felt it shifting inside her, filling the human cells without
changing her form, as it prepared to attack. 


A jackal leaped at
her, followed by one going around behind her. Kyra sent out an arc of golden
energy. The light smashed into the jackal even as its buddy bit her leg from
behind. Kyra let out a scream of pain and the third animal banged into her leg
knocking her off balance. 


As she stumbled,
it jumped up, paws on her shoulders, it snapped its teeth, just missing her
nose. Behind her, she was bitten in the back and let out a harsh breath as twin
rays shot from her eyes into the jackal’s. They filled with light, turned red,
and the pupils pulsed. 


The one in front
fell away with a howl of pain, and Kyra shook the animal on her back loose
before whipping around to throw a lighted ball at it. The jackal dodged it and
leaped toward her. She stepped out of the way avoiding the takedown.


The heavy thwack
behind her had her turning to find Claudia taking out the animal’s      throat in a swift and efficient move.
Blood spit out on his coat and stained her cheeks. Her silvery eyes were winter
frost, the silver flecks like snowflakes. 


Claudia dropped
the animal at her feet and it became human quickly and convulsed before them. Kyra
gasped. She’d never seen a snow coyote kill, let alone the power of an alpha. 


Claudia was reaching
into the pocket of her now blood-stained leather jacket and jerking out her cell
phone. Kyra watched the man’s face frost over lightly as he finally stopped
moving.


“Come on.” Claudia
took her hand and pulled Kyra to the bike. “Tires are flat,” she muttered.
“That bastard Forbes had to be behind this.”


Her tone held a
promise of retribution that snapped Kyra out of her fog. “Do you think it was
him?”


“Those punks
focused on you,” she said, anger lighting her eyes. “He more or less threatened
your life if I didn’t fall in line.” She pulled her phone from her pocket. 


Had to be that
since the man hadn’t seen her, and in her light form, she gave off no scent
whatsoever.


“Delgado, I need a
tow for the bike and a pick-up for me and my woman.”


Kyra drew in light
and focused her attention on the bites. Heat surged through her, coalescing on
the wounds to heal her. It was an ability that took training, and she had to be
careful with the sunlight and know just how much to infuse herself with or
she’d do more harm than good.


 “Okay?” Claudia asked turning to Kyra. Her
eyes were filled with concern as they took Kyra in. “Do you need medical
attention?”


Kyra shook her
head. She was in some pain from the bites, but she would heal. “No. I’m good.
It’s not that bad.”


“Are you sure? Let
me check.”


“No,” Kyra told
her, stepping away from her. She knew how her back and leg would look. The
cells moving around the skin knitting itself together was … interesting. 


“Kyra—”


“I promise.” Kyra
gave her a smile. “I’ve never seen any shifter do that.”


Claudia shrugged.
“We all have our strengths.” She wiped blood from her mouth as footsteps raced
toward them.


“What happened?” a
male voice demanded. 


“Some dogs
attacked,” Claudia commented as she slid an arm around Kyra and pulled her
against her possessively. “You might want to call the chief, but I doubt if
he’ll come running. He’s being weighed down by that big stick that’s been
suddenly shoved up his ass.”


The man grunted
and cast a look around the lot. “He won’t be too happy with this mess, and
you’re lucky I kept the human customers inside.” 


“Right,” Claudia
muttered. “Just take care of this, Rod.”


The man stomped
away, and Claudia growled, her hand clenching in Kyra’s shirt.


Kyra looked up at
her, finding rage etched in her face.  


“That jerk,
Forbes,” Claudia said. “He’ll regret dragging me into his fight with Sam and
Mallory.” 


“That was a
message,” Kyra said.


“A badly delivered
one,” she growled. “I’m going to have to send him a reply as soon as I get the
chance.”


Not if she beat
her to it, Kyra thought darkly. He was a coward for not coming to kill them
himself.


Claudia started to
speak but stopped as a truck glided into the lot and stopped a short distance
from them. A siren screamed in the distance and Claudia shook her head. 


“Someone’s coming
to take the bike away,” Delgado said from out the window. “You wanna hop in?”


“No. Not yet.
Jenner’s sending someone to deal with this mess. He’ll want to talk.”


“Gotcha,” he said,
and his gaze drifted to her. Kyra saw him checking her out.


“Are you
especially attached to your eyes, Delgado?” Claudia asked in an icy tone.


He quickly looked
away with a hint of a smirk. “I’ll ride in back,” he said. 


“In the bed, since
you can’t control your wandering eyes,” Claudia told him. “You’re one of my
favorite packmates, and I’d hate to blind you when this could have been easily
avoided.”


“I hear ya.” He cut the engine and climbed out. His gaze went to
Kyra’s face and Claudia grabbed his shirt and shoved him into the side of the
truck.


“She’s mine, Del,”
she said coldly and the air around them seemed to get colder. “Don’t forget it.
Kyra, get in the truck.”


Kyra started to
protest, but Claudia growled at her, the chilled air dropping another degree to
Kyra’s surprise. Kyra stared at her, shock cutting through her. 


Claudia wasn’t
just putting on a show, she was publicly staking a claim, or her coyote was.
Her own animal recognized the behavior for what it was, but the human side of
her shot Claudia a glare before getting into the truck.


Delgado moved away
from the vehicle, and Kyra marveled at his speed and the power his alpha had
over him. Was that the kind of woman she really needed to be involved with,
even superficially?


No, but she wanted
to be. Wes cared for her, but Claudia’s animal would never betray her, would
die for her. Wes was no longer capable of that with Ava and her child now part
of his personal pack.


As the police
pulled into the lot, Delgado came to stand on Kyra’s side of the truck. He
looked in, his gaze curious. 


“I guess you’re
the one,” he said.


“One?” Kyra asked
curiously.


“Claudia never
gets possessive over a woman,” he said quietly. “She’s never given off that
cold mystique either. I’ve heard about it happening to coyotes like her. They
increase in power when it happens.”


“You’re imagining
things,” Kyra replied. She didn’t need to hear the word. That would make it
real—too real, and she wouldn’t be able to hide from it.










Chapter Twenty-Six


 


Claudia woke the
next morning to a sliver of light coming in through the window. It landed on
her face and the scent of rich coffee permeated the air.


She groaned and
rolled over and the events of last night played through her mind. The attack
and the mere officer in blue Jenner had sent to write up the incident report.
He’d treated her with a marked lack of respect.


That damned wolf.


If Jenner thought
that was going to win him any prizes with her, he damned well had another
thought coming. They all fucking did. She wasn’t going to be backed into a
corner or intimidated. 


Claudia threw back
the covers and climbed from the twin bed, missing her own firm queen with its
curved headboard. They were going to the den tonight, she decided. 


Well, she was. She
couldn’t force Kyra to do anything she didn’t want to. Besides, she’d made it
clear she was leaving very soon. The very thought cut, making Claudia wince at
the pain. There had never been a woman…


Kyra was probably
more than happy to get away from not only this small town, but her too. 


“Claudia?” Kyra
called and rapped on the closed door.


“Come in.”


Kyra pushed open
the door, appearing in a camisole and shorts so short they barely covered
anything at all. Her golden-red hair, lush curls that tumbled around her
shoulders. Her full pink lips were slightly parted, and her whiskey eyes were a
warm inviting pool that Claudia wanted to dive into.


“You didn’t tell
me what time you needed to be up,” Kyra said. 


Claudia glanced
around for a clock. “Uh, I need to leave by nine. I have a ten o’clock
meeting.”


“It’s 8:00.”


She swept her gaze
over Kyra who stood there with a hand on the doorframe looking a bit
indecisive. “What is it?” Claudia asked. 


“Did you still
want me to work for you?”


“I thought you
were leaving soon,” she said swinging her legs off the mattress.


“I could hang
around a while. I mean, I won’t need to be back right away,” Kyra said. “Even
with the Russos out of the way, you guys might need
an extra hand getting rid of Shadow.”


“Is that it?”
Claudia asked as she stood. “You don’t have to stick around just for that.
We’ll find a way to handle them without you. Just tell me what you know about
them.”


Kyra gave her a
one-shoulder shrug, but there was something in her eyes that gave Claudia hope
that she knew she had no right grasping at. 


This was fleeting
or should be and the power blooming inside her, the strengthening of her animal
was temporary. She knew that was a lie even as the thoughts formed. 


“Delgado brought
you a garment bag and a car.” Kyra broke the silence. 


“Great. You did
have on a robe when you answered the door, didn’t you?” she asked sharply,
though she’d meant to sound teasing.


“I’m not ashamed
of my body, Claudia,” she replied coolly. 


Claudia growled.
Her animal snarled in rage at Kyra’s outright rejection of it.


“Get me the suit,”
she ordered through gritted teeth.


“Come get it
yourself,” Kyra snapped and whirled around to leave. 


Claudia caught her
before she got two steps and jerked Kyra around to face her. Staring down at
her, she gripped Kyra’s jaw and forced her head up so their eyes met.


“Damn, you’ve got
me so crazy right now,” Claudia said roughly as she pressed closer to Kyra. “I
know you don’t really understand the dynamics of pack or even—fuck it.” She
released her quickly as she struggled to pull the animal back. “I’m out of
line. I apologize. Where’s my suit?”


Kyra ran her hand
up her arm, and Claudia closed her eyes, drawing in a shaky breath. 


“Sweetie, I can’t
take that right now. I’m in heat.” She was in the worst kind of heat. She’d go
into a freaking rage if Kyra stayed in town much longer and didn’t at least stay
away from other women. 


“Tell me what’s
going on with you,” Kyra said. “You’ve been aggressive before, but this is
different.”


Her voice was
soft, so soft a plea, Claudia looked at her. “I’m in heat that’s all. It’ll
pass.”


“I know, but it’s
just starting so you shouldn’t be this grouchy.”


Claudia laughed,
and Kyra’s hand wandered down to rest on her hip. Claudia leaned into her, the
coyote aching to be near Kyra. “You can’t talk. You’re snarky just for the hell
of it, at least with me.”


“Does being close
to me do that to you?”


She looked up,
suppressing her fear. “I’m in heat. The smell of a pretty woman can have that
effect.” Claudia was aroused and it was worse when she was in heat. Normally,
she didn’t wake up with a hard-on, but that time of the month was a
game-changer.


She backed up. “I
better get ready.” 


“I don’t think
you’re a freak,” Kyra said quietly, moving with her. 


“My dick is an
interesting thing, but for how long, Kyra? I can’t just take it off when you
get grossed out by it.”


Kyra laughed,
transforming her face into one of true amusement. “You’re a little
self-conscious about that thing, aren’t you?” Kyra said coming to a stop
toe-to-toe with Claudia. 


The look on her
face turned to hunger and her voice was low and breathless to Claudia’s
surprise. 


“No.”


“Yeah, you are,
but you don’t have to be with me.” Kyra gave her a wicked grin. “I loved every
inch of it inside me.” 


Claudia snorted.


“You make me crazy,
too,” Kyra told her. “So crazy leaving is the last thing on my mind.”










Chapter Twenty-Seven


 


Claudia’s pulse
beat faster. But this was dangerous. As long as she didn’t get any closer to Kyra
she could get past her leaving. If she didn’t mate her, she could let her go.


“We’re adults,”
Kyra said in a husky tone. “Sex doesn’t change the course of a day.”


“No.” Not
normally.


Kyra ran her hands
up Claudia’s chest. “My mind has been so full of you since last night. I don’t
think I’ve gotten enough of you yet.” She brushed her lips along the corner of
Claudia’s mouth.


Claudia shuddered
at the contact and closed her arms around Kyra, crushing her to her. Their
mouths met, and Claudia saw sparks as Kyra’s tongue darted into her mouth to
tangle with hers. 


Claudia took over
the kiss, her tongue slightly rough against Kyra’s as it tangled with hers,
glided against hers, and plundered hungrily. Kyra closed her arm around Claudia’s
neck, wanting to be closer to her to feel her skin against skin. 


Her body was on
fire, need snaking through her fast and hard. 


Claudia’s fingers
slid through the mass of curls as she traced kisses along Kyra’s jaw, nipping
at her skin. Kyra moaned, running her hand up Claudia’s side beneath the tank
she’d worn to bed. She glided her hand around and up her back, scratching. 


Claudia pressed a
kiss to Kyra’s throat and drew her tongue down the slim column to the hollow at
its base. Sharp teeth lightly scraped over soft flesh and Kyra’s pussy
clenched, her juices hot as they eased from her to dampen her panties.


Her head was
spinning, her body catching fire. 


Claudia lifted her
head then and smoothed her hands down Kyra’s sides to grip the hem of her
camisole. As she lifted it, Kyra raised her arms and Claudia slipped it over
her head to toss it aside before peeling her shorts and panties away, leaving
them to pool around Kyra’s feet.


Claudia pushed
Kyra onto the mattress before shedding her shorts. Then she bent to kiss a path
to Kyra’s breast, swirling her tongue around the dark areola. She let the tip
trace the soft flesh before flicking over the taut peak. Claudia pinched the
bud before slapping it and plucking it harder. 


Kyra huff-growled
softly and dragged her nails down Claudia’s back as desire intensified in her.
She didn’t want to think about the consequences of her actions, just the
pleasure they could enjoy right now.


Claudia sucked the
nipple hard, moaning. She released it to turn her attention to the twin while
her fingers pinched and plumped the other turgid peak. She squeezed the fleshy
mound, sucked, and then scraped her teeth against the delicate peak before
sucking it.


“Claudia,” Kyra
cried roughly. Her blood was like lava flowing through her veins causing beads
of sweat to pop on her brow. Claudia was going to send her woman and coyote
into overdrive with the sensations racing through her body.


Claudia gave her
nipple one last pull with her lips and pluck with her fingers before kissing a
path down over Kyra’s flat stomach.


Kyra’s breathing
was harsh, as she fought to maintain just a thread of control.


“Claudia, baby,”
she cried as soft lips brushed her skin and warm tongue lapped at it before
Claudia bit her inner thigh. She gasped, the sting making her clit pulse.


Claudia licked the
abused flesh before brushing her fingertips up over Kyra’s labia.


“I bet you’re
dripping wet,” Claudia rasped out. 


Breathing rough,
Kyra reached up to stroke her fingers down Claudia’s arm. “Why don’t you find
out?”


Claudia gave her a
tight smile. “Do you think I hadn’t planned on it?” Claudia moved between her
thighs, pushing them further apart before using the fingers of one hand to part
the plump lips and run her tongue up Kyra’s juicy slit. “Mmm.”



Her tongue played
around the nubbin before gliding down one side only to flick up the other.
Kyra’s stomach tightened, pleasure skittered through her. 


“God, Claudia.”


Claudia stroked a
fingertip into Kyra’s moist cunt.


She mewled. Her
head thrashing on the pillows as bliss caught her in its grip.


As Claudia lashed
at her clit, she pushed two fingers into Kyra’s tight sheath. She drew them out
slowly and thrust them back into her. Kyra growled softly as the pleasure raged
out of control inside her.


“Yes!”


Claudia’s fingers
shuttled in and out of her. Kyra’s fingers pushed into the thick dark strands
of Claudia’s hair, tangling in them and pulling as she thrust against Claudia’s
warm tongue. Her body trembled, her hips pumped faster.


“Ye—oh, god!” Heat
suffused her, washing over her in a rushing tide. 


Claudia slammed
her fingers into her dripping pussy and Kyra’s body tightened, bucked. Her
orgasm tore through her. She cried out hard as her body pulsed with release.


Claudia moved
quickly going to her knees. Kyra’s mind was hazy as she basked in her
afterglow.


“I need you,” Claudia
said roughly as she gripped her dick.


“Show me how much,
baby.” Kyra groaned as the head of Claudia’s dick nudged at the folds of her
pussy.


“Are you sure you
want me, Kyra?” She caressed Kyra’s thigh.


Kyra held her gaze
seeing the barest hint of uncertainty. “I want you deep inside me, gorgeous.”


Claudia pushed
into her slick channel, the thick girth parting her tight tissues, sending
flares of pleasure racing along her nerve endings as her wet channel sucked
Claudia in. 


She closed her
eyes, savoring the penetration as Claudia’s dick slowly claimed her pussy. She
wanted it all now, but didn’t attempt to impale herself on the shaft. This was
too new.


Claudia’s fingers
tightened on Kyra’s hips. “Look at me,” Claudia ordered. “Be right here with
me, angel.”


Kyra met her
silvery gaze, catching her breath. 


“You’re so slick
and tight.” She slammed the last few inches of her dick into the heat of Kyra’s
body.


Kyra’s muscles
clenched on Claudia’s length. She breathed roughly. “You feel so good.” She
stroked her hands down Claudia’s back to cup her ass.


Claudia drew out
and thrust back in. They both moaned.


“Sweet, Kyra.”
Claudia set up a steady rhythm that built the pleasure in Kyra with each
stroke.


The glide in made
her gasp and the withdrawal made her moan. The strokes were slow and deep,
hitting her sweet spot with mind-blowing accuracy. 


Claudia drove into
her hard and fast, one hand gripping Kyra’s hip as her balls slapped against
Kyra’s ass. Needy little growls tore from Kyra’s throat as bliss rocked her. 


Then Claudia was
rolling them over so Kyra was astride her. Kyra ground against her, hunger
tearing at her. Claudia’s stare was one of determination and passion as she
gripped her hips and thrust up to meet Kyra’s strokes.


Claudia flipped
them over again before getting to her knees and slipping from the bed. “Turn
over, Kyra,” she ordered and all but did it herself. 


Kyra bounced on
the mattress and Claudia tugged her so that her feet were braced on the floor
before she was kissing the back of her neck as she slipped inside Kyra. 


Claudia drove into
her, each stroke pushing her closer to that spiraling out of control moment of
orgasm. 


“Oh, fuck,
sweetheart.” Claudia’s hot breath brushed Kyra’s neck as the fingers of one
hand played with Kyra’s clit. 


She was going to
explode, and Kyra knew it even as she clawed at the sheets, shredding them. A
hard press of her clit and Kyra was coming.


“Claudia,” she
screamed over and over. 


Claudia’s teeth
raked her sweat damp flesh where shoulder and neck met and then sharp teeth
penetrated her, detonating another orgasm. 










Chapter Twenty-Eight


 


Claudia felt it
happening and horror had her pulling back. She couldn’t. She couldn’t tie Kyra
to her even though it would kill her slowly a little every day when Kyra left. Her
stomach clenched, and she growled as her animal fought for the reins of
control. 


“Damn it,” Claudia
breathed out roughly. She ran for the bathroom and closed the door to escape
the sweet temptation that would have her doing something that was against
everything she stood for. 


Mating your mate
against their will or without their knowledge was wrong to her. Her father had
driven that home to her with every talk about what it meant to be stronger,
more dominant than every other man she knew. 


“Claude, what’s
wrong?” Kyra asked, irritation snapping in her voice. 


“Kyra, please,
go,” she begged. “I can’t—need to get ready.” She turned away from the door
grabbing on to the only thing she could, her work.


Claudia grabbed her
toothbrush and fumbled with the case and took several deep breaths. 


“A real man never takes from a woman, Claude,” her
father told her. “I know you’re woman, but you’re part
male, too. That part of you that is all man will have you doing all kinds of
crazy things. Resist.”


“Dad—” She’d been so indignant at the insinuation that
she was anything but a girl. Seventeen and on the cusp of walking down the path
to the woman she’d become.


“I mean it.” Her father shook her. “I know you’re a woman.”
The truth of it blazed in his eyes. “But you’ve got hormones like your brother
and an animal inside you like any male snow coyote. It’ll want to claim, to
take, but you never hit a girl. You never force a girl. If you do, I’ll beat
some sense into you, girl.” 


Tears filled her
eyes as more memories of her father rushed her. 


“So far you’ve made me nothing but proud to be your
father. Don’t give me cause for shame, ever.”


“I won’t, Dad,” she’d assured him. “I promise. I’ll be
a good soldier.”


He laughed. “You already are, my precious girl. I love
you.”


She finished
cleaning her teeth and turned on the water in the shower and climbed beneath
the cool spray. The animal retracted from her mind with a jolt. 


She didn’t want to
be alone. Her coyote would never take another as long as Kyra was alive, but
she’d be damned if she dishonored her family’s name by taking a woman who
wouldn’t want that.


She finished up
her shower and turned off the water. Coffee pricked at her senses, and she
jerked the curtain open to find Kyra there.


“If you’re going
to work for me, you need to get dressed,” Claudia told her curtly. “We don’t
have much time.”


“What happened?
Why did you just pull away and take off like a bat out of hell? What did I do
wrong?”


Claudia frowned
and then laughed as she climbed out on to the bathmat. “Nothing, sweetie. You
were divine.”


“But not worth a
few minutes of cuddling? I mean, I don’t go in for that long drawn out—”


“I’m sorry, I hurt
you,” Claudia said hearing the delicate strains of hurt in Kyra’s tone. She
drew a breath and let it out. “I’m stressed. I’m not thinking straight.”


Kyra gave her a
puzzled look. “You confuse me, Claudia.”


“You do a hell of
a lot more than that to me, but let’s leave it at that for now,” she said as
she briskly dried herself. 


“I’m not sure what
that means, but fine. I put your garment bag on the bed.” She made a quick exit
leaving Claudia silently cursing herself.


Mating
complications was the last thing she needed after last night. With everything
going on in town, she needed to be focused, to bring her A game to the table as
mayor and an alpha. 


Her phone rang as
she finished dressing, and Claudia picked it up from the dresser. A glance at
the display revealed Astor’s number. She connected. “What is it, Astor?”


“We need to meet,”
he said. “How is eleven?”


“No good,” she
said. “I have plans. You can call my secretary for an appointment.”


“Don’t play
hardball, Mayer” he growled. “There’s no need to make this into a federal
case.”


“I agree, so make
the appointment.” 


“I’ve been trying
to contact Blacklaw, but she’s not returning my calls,” he said, clearly
perturbed. 


“How is that my
problem?” Claudia quizzed, heading out of the bedroom.


“I want a copy of
those papers Summerfield claims prove she’s the owner of that land. We can put
this mess to rest sooner rather than later in a special session I’m calling
tonight.”


She shook her
head. Judging by the way Kyra acted last night, she’d only turned over part of
the document or a copy rather than the original.


“I’ll call Mallory
and find out if she can get them to you soon,” she replied. “Anything else?”


“I think you’re
making a mistake aligning yourself with Blacklaw and Summerfield. We will take
immediate action against Summerfield with or without your approval.”


“Doing so will
only provoke instability in the area, or maybe that’s what you’re going for,”
she said. “If you and the others make moves against Sam you can take the lands
by force. To the victor go the spoils, but that’s if you win.”


“If that’s what
has to be done,” he said softly. “And anyone standing in our way will be next.”



“You know where I
am, Astor,” she growled. “Bring your weak-ass down to my den when you’re ready
to settle this wolf to coyote.”


“Don’t push me,
Mayer,” he said icily. “You’re a small pack, and you won’t win this or any
round against me.”


“Don’t count on
it,” she retorted. “I’ll pass your message along.” She ended the call and let
out a snarl. 


Fucking jackass
thought he could beat her?


Sam was right in a
way, but she’d been way off base. Sounded to her like the wolves had already
planned to eliminate all coyotes here in Snowbury.


****


Kyra answered her
cell after pulling on boots. “What is it?” she asked distractedly. 


“Have you seen the
news?”


“No? Why, Gravel?
What’s up?” Gravel was her other boss with Wes’s brother running an office in
England. He was like an uncle to her. 


“Russo ordered a
few hits last night and one of them was on Ava and Wes,” he told her. 


“Oh, my god,” she
gasped. “How is Wes? Why?”


“Ava dismissed the
charges against Carlo, but refiled on new murder charges including Russo, his
brother, and Carlo. Max was executed as well. I can’t even imagine how Carlo
made him.”


“It was probably
Forbes,” Kyra told him. “Russo’s brother. Max was going to keep an eye on him,
though I can’t imagine why since I had the evidence.”


“Ava wanted more,”
Gravel told her. 


“Damn her,” Kyra
muttered. “How are they?” she demanded shakily, a pit in her stomach. 


 “Wes is in a coma, he took some serious hits
protecting Ava. Ava is conscious, but she’s in bad shape. All of the
information you sent them is gone. There has to be a leak on the team for Wes
to have been found.”


Kyra let out a
shaky breath. “I’ll come there and guard Wes.” She didn’t want to leave
Claudia, but she owed Wes so much.


“Don’t. I need you
to stay out of sight while we deal with this. Can you rebuild the file?”


“I can try,” she
said. She had all the information, but as Wes had taught her, she was prepared
and cautious.


“Wes is the only
one who knows what you look like, right?”


“Yes.” She nodded.
“Why?”


The face she was
using wasn’t one of the specially made masks several of the operatives wore for
work. It was her real face. She hadn’t wanted to have to deal with them here
when her cover was so uncomplicated.


“Russo lost his
club in New York last night and Max sent me a message that a hotel the Russos recently came into had been destroyed as well.”


“The Carpenters?”
she asked. Russo had caused them to lose several thousand in drugs.


“More than likely.
Could be a retaliation for the club they hope to own,” Gravel replied. “Stay
low. I’ll contact you when we want you back and trust no one but me or Wes.”


“Right.”


“Kyra?” His voice
was tired.


“Yeah?”


“I mean what I
say. Wes would lose it if anything happened to you, kid,” he said in a warning
tone. “Take care, baby girl.”


“You’ll let me
know when Wes wakes?”


“You have the
burner?”


“Yeah.”


“I’ll send a
message to it,” he said. “Later.”


“Bye.” Kyra sighed
as she ended the call. “Wes,” she said softly, tears swelling in her eyes.
“Wes.”


“Kyra?”


“I’m coming.” 


She drew in a
steadying breath and released it slowly before heading to the living room where
Claudia stood waiting for her, clad in navy pants, olive shirt and navy jacket
with the shirt open at the throat revealing a hint of gold.


Claudia’s gaze
slid over her. “You’re joining us?”


“If that’s okay,”
she said.


Claudia walked
over to her, a frown on her face. “Are you okay?”


“Umm, yes.” She
nodded.  


“Beautiful, you’re
lying,” Claudia murmured. “I can smell the salt.”


Tears. Right. 


“I just got some
sad news,” she said. 


“About?”


“The prosecutor on
the case was attacked last night. She’s in the hospital and so is my boss, but
we knew the case might get nasty.  I just
don’t think he was prepared for this.”


“You’ll stay here
in town until things are settled there,” Claudia told her firmly. “And we’ll
move out to my den. It’ll make more sense for right now with you not having a
job at the club.”


“Cl—”


“Everyone will
think we’re really serious,” she said quietly and there was a fleeting hope in
her eyes that took Kyra’s breath away.


“Oh. Yeah, right.
Our fauxmance.” She didn’t understand why Claudia didn’t just say it. Maybe she
didn’t want to be mated to her.


Claudia gave her a
brief smile. “There’s nothing that says it can’t be something of substance for
however long you’re here.”


Kyra frowned. The
woman was confusing the hell out of Kyra’s coyote. The animal felt the
connection with Claudia’s and wanted to deepen it. Yet Claudia was sending her
mixed signals.


“Is that your way
of saying we’ll be sharing a bed and a room?”


“We don’t have
to,” Claudia assured her. “Whatever you feel comfortable with.” She slid her
hands into the pockets of her pants. “Let me know.”


“We should if
nothing more than to keep up appearances,” Kyra said with a flirty smile that
made Claudia’s eyes dance with humor.


“If nothing else,”
she agreed. “Shall we?”










Chapter Twenty-Nine


 


Kyra sat behind
the wheel of the SUV, watching through the windshield as Claudia made her way
up to the building in the town’s Historic District. She moved with easy grace
and confidence that made her stomach flip-flop.


Looking away, Kyra
ignored the man seated next to her. Delgado.


She could feel his
eyes on her as she looked out the window unseeing as she said a small prayer
for Ava and Wes. 


“Where are you
from?” he asked quietly. “How many people have you guarded before becoming a
dancer?”


“Enough,” she
answered, her tone matching his. Her phone rang, and she pulled the sleek
little device from the holster she’d attached to her hip. It wasn’t the burner
she normally used, but the one Wes had issued her with a secured line. 


She glanced at the
display and then climbed out of the car. “I have to take this.” Kyra closed the
door and walked several steps away, taking a look around to make sure she was
alone. 


“What is it?” She
asked. The contact she’d met at the bar. He’d told her he was getting out of
town, so this had to be a setup or an attempt by Carlo to flush out whoever was
working with Max.


“I heard Marco was
planning to take out the mayor,” he said. 


She bit back a
growl. “How?”


“I don’t know, but
he’s going to do it himself. He likes getting up close and personal.”


“Proof?”


“I can send you
the file for a price,” he said. “I need enough to get out of town. I have a stash,
but I can’t get to it with the scrutiny.”


“I can get you a
thousand.”


“Now?”


“I just need an
account number and the papers.”


“I’ll also send
you a recording,” he told her.


“Of what?” she
demanded. 


“Carlo arranging a
hit on a cop,” he replied. 


“Which cop?” she
asked. If it wasn’t in Hartford where Ava wanted him, it wouldn’t be useful.
Jenner didn’t look like he was on his Ps and Qs at the moment.


“Jenner. It’s a cop
here. I also have evidence he was behind the attack on the Harford prosecutor,
Ava, and her bodyguard, not his father.” 


“How much more for
it?”


“Another
thousand.”


“Send it,” she
said.


“Sending now. If
you don’t give me the money, I’ll rat you out to Russo.”


She’d hunt him
down and kill him. “How do I know you aren’t already planning to?”


“Because you’re my
only ticket out of here right now,” he muttered. “I can’t get to my account
here because we’re all being watched. If we try to leave, we’re dead. We’ll be
suspected as a traitor to the organization, but once I’m gone, I can get a new
face.”


“I thought you
were a mercenary.”


“I was until Russo
killed my boss and took over our pack and the business,” he muttered. “I’ll
even send you that. Check the Dropbox. Download the files now. I’ll erase the
footprint.”


She checked the
Dropbox and downloaded the files. Kyra checked one and deciding it looked
legit, sent him the money. The account was a dummy one used for such
transactions. It couldn’t be traced to her or the company.


 He called her back as she studied the files
trying to decide which to view first. 


“Has it shown up?”
Kyra asked.


“Got it,” he told
her. “It was a pleasure doing business with you.”


“Would you happen
to know who killed a guy doing surveillance on Carlo?”


“One of the guys
with Carlo. I think his name is Christian. He caught him nosing around. Why?”


“Someone was
asking. Safe trip.”


“Happy hunting.”
He ended the call.


****


“Russo staged a
little attack last night on the mayor,” Carpenter said, and Lena frowned. 


“Why? What’s his
problem with her? She’s not an issue yet.”


“According to
Sleepy, she’s the only other woman in the area who can be a threat should he
not be able to gain her support or get her to turn a blind eye to this,” her
brother replied.


“What are the
chances of either?” Lena asked as she reached for the cup of coffee on the
kitchen table where she was having a light breakfast.


“According to Astor,
she’s certain to support Summerfield and Blacklaw.”


“What about the
newcomer, Glory? Where does she stand?”


“She’s
corruptible,” he said. “Just like Pike, but the question is what’s her
weakness.”


“Everyone has
one,” she murmured. “Find it before Russo does.”


“We’re working on
it,” he said. “Just like they have no idea Russo’s brother is in their midst,
they have no idea one of our men is. That gives us both advantages, but we have
to play this close to avoid ending up in the DEA’s crosshairs.”


“We’re there already,”
she replied. “What function is Marco serving?”


“He’s on the
Coalition, he’s taken over Bradley’s pack,” he told her. “He’s been living in
that pack for years.”


She hadn’t known
that. 


“No one is aware
of our contacts here or our plans for this area yet. We need to move on Carlo
fast. How do you suggest we handle him?”


“We’ll have to
kill him and Marco,” Lena said with a frown. 


“We have to be
careful,” Carpenter replied. “Russo will just come at us full force, and I
don’t want a war with him yet.”


“Put on your big
boy pants,” she said in a steely tone. “We might not have a choice.”










Chapter Thirty


 


“They’re moving a
shipment tonight,” Forbes told Russo as he stared at his brother’s tense
features in the screen of his phone. 


“Make sure it goes
awry,” Russo said. 


“Already planned
to.”


“I heard you
arranged for an attack on the mayor. Why? I told you I wasn’t ready to tip my
hand on that yet.”


He ignored the icy
anger reflecting in the brown eyes. “She needed it,” he replied. “She’s a
threat that needs to be neutralized as quickly as possible.”


“What makes the
mayor such a threat?”


“She’s going to
back Summerfield and Blacklaw. I can feel it. Plus, her land is what we really
need. There are tunnels in that den that lead right to the New York border. That’s
why our father wanted it.” 


“Do you have
schematics?” 


“I’ll send them,”
Marco told him. “We need that land, and we won’t get it as long as she’s alive.
She’s a strong force in her pack. She took over young from an alpha she
killed.”


“Did she kill my
father?” Jeno demanded. 


“According to
intel I received last night, that was Summerfield, but it doesn’t make sense.
Our father had nothing to do with Snow Fur. His killer could be only one of a
few people—Mayer, Jericho or one of Jericho’s people.” 


The long silence
that followed told Forbes Russo’s mind had gone down the same track his had when he’d finished going over the file on Mayer. Their
father had been slaughtered with his two guards shortly after making a trip
here to see both Jericho and the Mist alpha.


Two of the bodies
had been found in a boat washed up in New York. They’d been savaged, something
the winter ice hadn’t been able to hide though it had obscured the time of death.
They’d been poisoned as well by a substance the medical examiner hadn’t been
able to name.


The third man had
never been found.


“The Carpenters
are probably trying to get you to get rid of Summerfield for them,” Forbes
said. “With Jericho being dead, getting a real answer might be impossible from
his end, but Mayer can still tell me what she knows.”


“Don’t kill her,” Russo
said. “Set up a meeting with her and let her know we’d like her property. She
can hand it over or we’ll take it.”


“I don’t think we
should approach it,” he said. He’d do that after the Coalition’s last meeting. “I
need to finish up with Summerfield and Blacklaw first. I’ve got a consensus
built against them in the Coalition. Once we have the other two coyote packs
then we can use them to take out Mayer’s.”


“I’ll defer to you
then, since you and Carlo will be jointly running the area after this mess is
over,” Jeno told him. “Will Carlo’s plan work?”


“I think so,”
Forbes said. “I’ve spoken with the men handling it and we’ll be able to pull it
off.” 


“What about the
town’s police chief?”


“He’s more in
Astor’s pocket than ours, and Astor is aligned with Shadow.”


“Deal with him
later,” Jeno told him. “We don’t need to make a small problem a priority right
now.” 


“I agree. We can
close things up here in a matter of a few months if we stay on track,” Forbes
said.


“Make it happen
then, Marc,” Jeno said with a hint of excitement in
his tone.


Forbes ended the
call with a smile. Mayer’s land would be perfect for him to run this part of
the business from. He’d dreamed of having his own pack. With Mist, he’d have
his dreams in more ways than one without sharing anything with Carlo.










Chapter Thirty-One


 


Kyra glanced back
at the building as she leaned against the vehicle mulling over the change the
case had taken in only twenty-four hours. It wasn’t just the case that had taken
a turn. It was her feelings. 


They were starting
to break through the brick wall she had them safely behind. In particular, the
ones she felt for the women she’d gotten to know, especially Claudia. 


She’d only known
her six weeks and already she felt a stronger pull toward her, a preference for
her company than any other woman she’d met here. Kyra knew sex had only
intensified the attraction. 


 Even if Gravel hadn’t told her to stay here,
she had been on the verge of telling him that’s exactly what she was going to
do even if that meant acting against orders. She would have checked on Wes and
then come straight back here to help.


Kyra blew out a
breath. Could she even do anything to help?


She and Sam
weren’t on the best of terms, but part of that was due to Sam’s attempt at
asserting her dominance over her. Kyra’s animal bowed to Claudia’s wishes more
quickly, though not without the urge to challenge. 


She wasn’t a
dominant, but she was a beta who’d had to kill from a very young age. That made
her willing to fight even when the odds were against her.


“And that’s what
I’m going to do,” she muttered under her breath and started to pace as she
mentally went over everything she knew so far.  


They had to get
rid of Sam and Mallory, but then so did Russo. He wanted to control this town
as much as the Shadow cartel. 


She opened the
file the informant had sent her and watched it. The video was a brief one, but it detailed Marco’s plan to kill not only Claudia, but her
as well. His face was a mask of cold glee as he talked to the man about his
takeover of Mist.


She closed it and
briefly looked at the file on Carlo. She decided to wait until she could talk
to Wes before mentioning the file. He’d want to deal with this personally. Just
as she wanted to take care of Marco.  


Kyra put her phone
away and nibbled on the tip of her finger. 


She was certain
both organizations were going to do whatever it took to gain the town. That had
to mean putting trustworthy people in important places including the Coalition.



But before Forbes,
who had been Russo’s man on the Coalition? Not Bradley. Whoever it was might be
playing at being impartial or they might be openly against Sam and Mallory. 


Her phone chimed,
and Kyra pulled it from its holster clipped to her hip for a look. There was an
incoming message and she glanced at it. 


Kyra
smiled and typed in a quick reply just as a shadow fell on her. At the same
time, she picked up that familiar hint of cedar and leather. 


“Getting some
air?” Claudia asked as Kyra tucked her phone away and looked up.


“No. I was talking
to an informant,” she admitted.  


“Are you going to
share?” Claudia asked, reaching out to stroke her cheek.


Kyra smiled, their
gazes holding. She liked that flicker of warmth in Claudia’s eyes—it made her
stomach do flip-flops. 


“There are just
too many factors—that attack last night doesn’t add up,” Kyra said. “There was
no reason for it. No one had you pegged as a threat at fir—the Coalition.”


Claudia withdrew
her hand and pushed it into the pocket of her pants. “What about them?”


“Russo wouldn’t
make a move without a reason.” She’d been studying him only five weeks, but
Kyra was certain of that. “When Sal tried to take over here, did you kill him
or anyone in his pack?”


“Frazier, the
former alpha of Mist, was trying to align with Russo. He was going to agree to
sell for him, but my father stood up to him,” Claudia said quietly. “Things
came to a head and I killed him along with Russo’s man.”


“Frazier divided
your pack?”


“He was on the
verge it,” Claudia answered. “Only they had no idea they’d be dealing drugs.
He’d told them it was just imports.”


“No one wanted to
know what kind?”


“That’s when
things got ugly,” Claudia told her. “Most were opposed, but that didn’t stop a
fight from erupting that morning. Frazier thought he could take any of us, and
he could have.”


“But not you, you’re
a hunter,” Kyra said softly.


“It was more than
that,” Claudia admitted. “My father told me that morning I had the mark of a hunter
and an alpha, and he was going to take over the pack and make me his chief of
security.”


“You were young.” 


Claudia nodded,
eyes sad. “Instead, Frazier killed him, and one of his people killed my mother
and went after my little sister. I killed Frazier and with the help of my
commanders, we executed Frazier’s men.”


Kyra gave
Claudia’s arm a squeeze. “Sorry.”


“Me, too. There
are tunnels that lead to New York here,” Claudia said. “He probably wants
access to those.” 


“He’d want
vengeance for his father’s death,” Kyra said. “But that sounds like a motive if
he knows.”


“His father might
have, but they can’t have our den or access to those tunnels.” 


“If they brought
the full force of their cartel to bear on the town, could you three deal?”


“As one, we’d kick
ass even with the moles working against us,” Claudia said. “Mallory and I came
to be alpha under similar circumstances, and Sam is a shadow. She’s a deadly
kick-ass bitch you don’t want to cross.”


“So, you’d stand
against them and come out the victor?”


“Bloody, bruised,
but definitely not beaten,” Claudia said as she frowned. 


“The Coalition—will
they get involved in this fight?”


“Shit,” Claudia
let out in a hushed tone. “Yeah. We’d likely be separated, forced to deal with
our own issues to stay alive rather than being able to give each other much
aid.”


“But that would
force someone to stretch their own pack thin,” Kyra said and bit her fingertip.



“Yes.” Claudia
agreed, eyes on the action. “I might come out of it well enough if you told me
who those moles were.”


“I will,” she said
quickly. “The point is you all might come out of it with your packs still in
your control.”


“We might,
providing we didn’t take too many hits from two or more packs at once.”


“They’d have to
leave one of you unattended to take down the others and that would be you,” Kyra
said. “But they know you’d be a threat. Who do you consider a bigger problem,
Mallory or Sam?”


“Sam hands down,”
Claudia replied. “Even with the issues in her pack, they wouldn’t go against
her. She’s proven she can not only lead, but fight well. Together, she and
Mallory will tear them apart.”


“That’s why Sam is
the primary target and then you. With Mallory wounded, you’re alone and easier
to take with two or more packs bearing down on you.”


“What?”


“You’d classify
you as more dangerous than Mallory?”


“I can take Sam
out. It would be a bloody battle, but I’d win every time. Put our packs against
each other, and I’d win because half of my people have attributes hers don’t.”


“See what I’m
saying?” Kyra asked. “I think Forbes made you a target long before he took over
Bradley’s seat. This town or even part of it would give him his own little base
of operations away from his brother. He’s eager to prove he’s better than
Russo.”


“So, did your
source have anything we can use, and how do you know this guy is trustworthy?”


“He had no reason
to lie,” Kyra told her. “He was a mercenary now he’s on Russo’s payroll which
changes things.” 


 “Okay. You can tell me what he said on the
way. I need to get to the office. Can you meet with Mallory and fill her in?
You can tell me everything on the way to the office.”


“I’ll call her and
set that up. See if she can meet me.”


“Here.” Claudia
pulled her own phone from her jacket pocket and put in a call after putting the
phone on speaker. “Hello, Mallory, I know it’s early, but I figured you’d be up
and working.”


“I am. What’s up?”
she asked. 


“Kyra just got
some new information. I’m going to send her to share it—does it affect them?”


“Sam, but I think
we just established that any action will affect all three of you.”


“So we did,” Claudia said giving her a smile. “Can you meet
with her without Sam. It’ll just be her and Del.”


“What about you?”
Kyra asked with a frown.


“I’ll be fine. I
have a packmate meeting me there,” Claudia assured her.


“I’d come to you,
but I don’t think I’d feel safe,” Kyra said. “Is my place okay? Or we can meet
in Mystic.”


“Your place is
fine,” Mallory said. “I’ll bring Cordelia and Camden. I think after last night
Cordelia would prefer to be there.”


“I have no problem
with that,” Kyra said. “Is noon okay for you?”


“Fine.”


Claudia ended the
call and gave Kyra a quizzical stare as she pocketed her phone. “Can you handle
her?”


“She’ll have to be
quick and go for a kill shot, but I don’t think she will unless Mallory’s in
danger, and Mallory isn’t as much of a dick as Sam. So, there won’t be any
confrontation.”


Claudia laughed
and leaned toward her. “Will you be safe here working against Forbes and
Russo?”


“For now.”


“It’s only a
matter of time before they realize you’re working with someone to bring them
down,” Claudia went on. 


“I know,” Kyra
replied reaching out to rest her hand on Claudia’s waist. “I’m not sure
pretending is a good idea.”


“You’re afraid of
a little danger?” Claudia teased.


She shook her
head. “I live this life. I know I’m going to die violently one day, so it’s
nothing to be attacked or even shot at.”


“You can’t mean
that,” Claudia murmured. “You’re so young, you can’t have been doing this kind
of work that long.”


“I made my first
kill when I was nine. The man who killed my mother. I took him down like the
rabid asshole he was. The girl I had been, the child I was, died that night.” 


The woman she’d
become had been created by death and baptized in blood. There had been no going
back for her from that point on.


Claudia’s gaze
filled with anger, but Kyra sensed it was for the girl who hadn’t had a chance
to be a kid, and she liked her for it. Concern and care for her soul hadn’t
been uppermost in Wes’s or his brother’s mind as they’d trained her to be the
woman she was today.


“I’m sorry you
lost your childhood,” Claudia said. 


Kyra sighed.
“Don’t,” she said fiercely. “The issue isn’t my upbringing but what’s going on
now.”


“Kyra,” Claudia
said on a sigh and pulled her into a hug that caught her by surprise.


The touch had her
sinking into Claudia as she fought not to cling to her. She was emotionally
starved, Kyra knew, and Claudia’s embrace was water to her thirsty soul.


Kyra pulled away
and cleared her throat. She could too easily grow to love Claudia’s touch,
crave it even. “We should go.” 


Claudia smiled.
“You’re right. I’ll be late for a meeting.”


Once they were in
the truck, Delgado started the engine, and Kyra told them what the informant
had told her as they drove along. 


“Where’s he
getting his intel?” Delgado said. “We haven’t been able to find much on the
streets. Just that two packs of jackal-wolves backed by coyotes are gearing up for
an attack sometime soon.”


“When did you hear
this?” Claudia asked.


“Evan got it last
night. He heard your attack was engineered by one of those packs who’s out to
take over Snowbury.” 


“No word on
exactly who’s behind it?”


“He was out on the
town in Stonington with Camden. He didn’t say he got any names,” Delgado
answered. “That’s why I’m curious about Kyra’s source.”


“He’s trustworthy,”
she said. “But not necessarily passing along intel for an altruistic purpose.”


“That makes what
he says questionable.”


“Not really,” Kyra
said. “He did confirm that Marco was behind the attack, Claudia, and he wants
you dead.


“No surprise,”
Claudia muttered. 


“He wants to do it
himself,” Kyra told her. 


“I hope he plans
to be a jackal about it and attack me with teeth and claws,” Claudia said.
“Anything else, Kyra?”


“There’s a woman
who lives in Stonington in an apartment rented by Victor Astor. She’s Lena
Carpenter and one half of the Shadow pack and cartel.”


 “I’ll pass that on to teams,” Delgado said.
“They might find something. We need a list of names—moles and whoever else is
involved that we can check out.” 


“I’ll get that
down today,” Kyra answered and met Claudia’s gaze in the mirror. Claudia gave
her an approving smile. 


“That will be
useful,” Claudia told her. 


“I just hope the
names don’t turn out to be a dead end,” Delgado commented throwing Kyra a
warning look.  “Or you’ll pay in spades.”


“Watch yourself,
Delgado,” Claudia growled from the backseat. “I can take care of this pack and
damn sure will take care of you if you step out of line one more time.”










Chapter Thirty-Two


 


They dropped
Claudia off and headed straight to her place. Kyra made coffee which Delgado
accepted while he took up a post in the living room. 


Kyra made a list
of moles and the names of the Shadow cartel members she knew of and anyone
involved with them.


When Mallory
arrived, Kyra had finished her lists and made a few copies. She was making
lunch when Delgado showed Mallory and Cordelia into the kitchen.


“Hello, Kyra,”
Cordelia said warmly. “How are you? I heard about that attack on you and
Claudia last night.”


“I’m fine,” Kyra
told her, motioning to the table. 


“Any guesses why
you were attacked?” Mallory quizzed as she pulled out a chair for Cordelia.


Kyra shrugged.
“Forbes was behind it.”


“Bradley’s
replacement?” Mallory exclaimed.


“He’s the brother
of a cartel leader,” Kyra told her. “I’m guessing he wants to claim this town
to make a name for himself. As I told Claudia, he’s stuck in his brother’s
shadow.”


“That doesn’t bode
well,” Mallory muttered. “So, are you ready to come clean with us?”


“I have a job to
do just like you do,” Kyra told her coldly. “My job didn’t include helping you
or cluing you in on what was going on.”


“What did it
include?” Cordelia demanded.


“Getting evidence
to put Russo’s brother and son behind bars, but seems Russo has made sure my
stay here is extended.”


“The prosecutor in
Hartford?” Mallory asked. “You were working for them? Why?”


“The A.D.A. wanted
a conviction. With the corruption in the police ranks, he thought outside
investigators would do a better job. The investigator working the case was
killed along with several agents.”


“It’s one nasty
case,” Cordelia commented. 


“Yeah. Anyway, I
made a couple of lists you and Sam can use to help you find Russo’s moles in
your packs. I don’t know which ones he’ll be using to get to Sam.”


“Who are they?”
Mallory demanded.


“I don’t know,”
Kyra said with a shrug. “I made a list of the ones I do know about, thanks to
Bradley. He was preying on the dissidents in both your packs,” Kyra told her. 


Mallory cursed,
and Kyra put a plate of sandwiches on the table before retrieving a tray with
glasses and a pitcher on it.


“How do we know
you aren’t part of this?” Mallory asked angrily. “You could have been helping
Cordelia help us just to put us at our ease.”


“Could have, but
that would have been a waste of my time,” Kyra said. “Shadow is a virtual
mystery to me, so you should get your people to look into them, but Russo is
probably more dangerous to you.”


“Could you make
some kind of deal with this Shadow to help get rid of Russo?” Cordelia asked.
“Two cartels fighting over this town is going to tear it apart.”


“No,” Mallory
said. “I don’t want to go down that road unless I have no choice. How do we
stop Russo?”


“Eliminate the
brother and the son for starters,” Kyra replied. “Russo cares about his son,
and he’s grooming him to take over. I think Marco, that’s the brother, is just
a tool.”


“Why? Bad blood?”
Cordelia asked with a frown.


“Maybe. Marco is
Sal’s illegitimate son,” Kyra said. “I never really talked to him, but I’ve
watched video footage of him and seen him interact with Carlo. I think Marco
would knife him in the back and blame someone else at the first chance.”


“To get his own
little slice of the family pie,” Mallory commented. 


“Exactly. Marco has
been a member of Bradley’s pack for years. I think he might even have known his
father’s original plan for this area.”


“He’d have had
time to form his own alliances,” Mallory said. “Moles in our packs, crooked
cops.” 


“Ones I don’t know
about because he’s been careful,” Kyra answered, lips pulling in a thin line. 


“How would you
take him down?” Cordelia asked softly.


“Take the fight
straight into the lion’s den. A fastball if you want to fight it out with him,
but otherwise, Trojan Horse style.”


“Could be risky,”
Mallory mused.


“They’re already
planning to do the same to you,” Kyra told her. “Count on it.”


****


Claudia looked up
from the papers she was signing, the animal inside her on high alert suddenly.
It wasn’t footsteps on carpet that had the animal tipping up its head—it was a
combination of scent and sound. 


The very faint
hint of breathing mingled with the scent of fresh air and—and Adalyn. Sam’s
human mate wore a very soft perfume. 


“Claudia? May I
come in?” Sam called, but she didn’t see her in the crack of the partially open
doorway.


“Yes.” She was
surprised Sam was here, but maybe she shouldn’t be, considering Sam had been
left out of that meeting. 


Claudia had wanted
to be there, but with meetings she hadn’t been able to.


“I heard you met
with the FBI agent again today,” Sam started as she slipped into the office.


“Yeah. Jenner is
under investigation, but the D.A. has been arrested for conspiracy in murder
and kidnapping. Apparently, he was involved in Jerry’s little killer club,
which is why Jerry and even Isaiah were never prosecuted for their crimes.”


“Can the FBI do
that?” Sam asked. “This is a local matter.”


“Kidnapping is a
federal crime, especially when it involves trafficking. Jerry and Bradley did
kidnap a few of the women they killed. Thanks to the information Kamari
provided, they were able to find some bodies of women who’d been missing for
years in the old cannery.”


Sam sighed. “She
got most of that from Cordelia,” she admitted with a wry smile and Claudia knew
she was thinking of their conversation with Kyra the other night. “How many
bodies were down there?”


“He only mentioned
six and Jenner being charged with obstruction because he wasn’t doing his job
on this. He’s been so blinded by rage and belief you guys were behind the
attacks on his family that he hasn’t been thinking straight.”


“What’s going to
happen to him?”


“These are federal
crimes. He might be charged with something, he might not. The agent said if
there was proof Jenner wasn’t lying when he said he just found out about those
murders, he could get off without charges.”


Sam shook her
head. “I don’t think the bastard knew anything about that,” she said softly. “Your
girl’s a P.I., huh?”


“I think I’d call
her more of a mercenary. Dylan had Delaney do a little digging on her. I just
got the file today,” she said. “She doesn’t really exist. She’s dead.”


“Like Cordelia,”
Sam replied quietly. “So, what’s her story?”


“Her family was
killed by organized crime lord Salino who,
incidentally, was Jeno Russo’s cousin.” She smiled ruefully. “I don’t think she
knows that, or she’d be hotter to get this guy.”


“Why?”


“Salino and Russo were pretty tight according to the file.
They ran different parts of the same business. One in New Orleans and one in
New York,” Claudia said. 


“Are they still
looking for her?”


“No.” She
shrugged. “That branch of the family is dead. I’m guessing Kyra had a hand in
it, but she was just a kid, Sam. She told me she killed when she was nine. That
just breaks my heart.”


“She’s probably
found it hard to trust,” Sam said with a frown. “Who raised her?”


“Two men, so you
know so much of what she is connected to is the disconnect of emotion.”


Sam snorted. “Men
aren’t disconnected from their emotions, Claude, just not as in touch as most
women.”


She smiled. “Well,
Dylan wasn’t able to get much beyond the death of Salino.
He tried to have her killed when she was eight because she was the only witness
to his murder of members of her family. Then, her mother and aunt shortly after
that.”


“The government
can’t protect people for shit,” Sam said.


“Doesn’t seem like
it,” Claudia muttered.


“Same thing
happened to Cordelia, except she was older.”


“Well, I guess
what we have is the here and now,” Claudia replied. 


“And you want to
keep her,” Sam said. 


“I can’t,” Claudia
admitted. “She won’t stay. She has a life out there. Killing, stealing, and all
kinds of things.”


“Can you live with
the woman she’s had to be to survive?” Sam asked. “The woman she makes a living
as? I don’t get that she’s evil or anything, just strong willed.”


“Me, too,” Claudia
said. “I don’t care what she’s done. I just want her.” She pushed out a breath
and got to her feet. 


“Ask her to stay
if she means that much or if you want to see if she can come to mean that much
to you,” Adalyn suggested. 


“I can’t think
about it,” Claudia said, shooting Adalyn a look. 


“If you care about
her, make time,” Adalyn insisted. “You’ll regret it if you let her go.”


“It won’t be
tonight,” Claudia answered. “I have that meeting with the Coalition tonight,
and I have a feeling it’s going to be a nasty one for me and Mallory.” 


“Mallory said the
same thing. Cordelia will be there along with me and Kam. You should bring your
girl.”


Sounded like a
good idea, but Claudia didn’t want to put Kyra in the line of fire, especially
since Forbes was already gunning for her because she was Claudia’s. 


“Did Mallory tell
you about her meeting with Kyra?”


“She did. I think
tonight just might be a statement of their intent to take over. We have to let
them know we aren’t going down easy,” Sam said.










Chapter Thirty-Three


 


After leaving the
office, Claudia headed to Kyra’s. She wanted to take her to the den, but she
wasn’t sure that was a good idea or that Kyra would even go. Her talk with Sam and
Adalyn had given her hope that there might be a way to work things out with
Kyra.


She was a realist
though. Her mate—mate, it was strange to even think the word, no matter how
true it was. Kyra had a life that she might well be attached to. Claudia
wouldn’t ask her to leave it no matter how much it would hurt to let Kyra go.


Delgado let her in
when she knocked and left Mono, the man Dylan had sent to watch her back,
outside on watch.


“Hey,” he said.
“Evan called. Mica and Kamari were hanging out in Stonington today.”


“Anything good?”


“Just two things,”
he said quietly. 


“Tell me.”


She didn’t see
Kyra and supposed she was in her bedroom napping since the place was so quiet.
However, a delicious aroma lingered on the air. Part of her was jealous that
Delgado had been well fed when she should have been the one sharing a meal with
Kyra.


“A coyote and
hyena team were mobilized and some guns came in to a warehouse,” he said. 


“How do they know
it wasn’t drugs?”


“I don’t know, but
they’re sure it was guns,” he said. “A team was being sent here.”


“How big?” she
demanded.


“No way to know,”
Delgado replied. “Mica said they didn’t get a number, just the location. Kyra
wanted to go, but I didn’t think you wanted us out there.”


“You mean she
listened to you?”


“Not really,” he
said. “She decided to go over some intel she already had. Plus, someone called
her. I think that had more to do with keeping her put than me.”


“Okay. Go outside
and keep Mono company,” she said, flicking a thumb over her shoulder.


He gave her an
amused smile. “I’ve heard two people having sex before.”


She growled at him,
and he laughed as he made for the door.


“Kyra?” Claudia
called with a smile playing on her lips. Her animal took over instantly,
following the scent of Kyra to her bedroom. She was curled up on the bed with
headphones in her ears.


Claudia stood
there just watching her, taking in the supple frame and the gold hair resting
on one shoulder. Her eyes were closed and her face was serene.


She was beautiful
even when she wasn’t flirting or arguing. A soft breath escaped her, the coyote
panting in longing. 


Kyra’s lashes
fluttered up then and their eyes met. Whiskey smooth stare held hers. 


Kyra removed the
headphones, not taking her eyes from her. “Hi.”


“Hi.” Claudia went
to her, the animal drawn like a magnet. She sat on the bed and leaned toward Kyra,
but stopped herself from doing what she’d been going to.


“Long day?” Kyra
asked.


“Very, and I still
have the Coalition meeting.” 


“Time for dinner
with me?” Kyra asked.


Claudia blinked in
surprise. “Y—smells like you’ve already eaten.”


“Delgado ate, but
I decided to wait for you,” she murmured. “I didn’t want you to have to eat
alone.” Kyra reached out, hand hovered and then she drew it back. 


Claudia smiled
softly. “It’s hard to know what to do.”


“I know. I don’t
want to hurt you.”


“Then don’t make
me any promises,” Claudia said. “Just be with me now, here.” She leaned toward
Kyra and let her lips brush her cheek. 


Kyra lifted her
hand to Claudia’s nape and stroked. “I can do that.”


Claudia kissed the
corner of her mouth. “I can’t get enough of you, Kyra,” she whispered. “I want
to take you all over again and lay naked with you afterward, holding you
tight.”


“I won’t say no.”


“You already know
how good I am in bed,” Claudia teased. “But you don’t know that I like to just
cuddle sometimes.”


Kyra smiled. “Why
don’t you take off your shoes and lie with me for a while then?”


Claudia’s heart
skipped a beat, but she withdrew and removed her shoes and climbed into bed
next to Kyra. Kyra scooted over, and they leaned back against the mound of
pillows. 


Kyra put her head
on Claudia’s shoulder after Claudia draped an arm around her. 


Kyra made a
huff-growl sound that brought a smile to Claudia’s lips. She held her for
several long minutes, the coyote soothed by the nearness and soft scent of
Kyra.


“I wanted to hold
you this morning, but things are a little more complicated than I expected them
to get.”


“In what way?”
Kyra asked. 


“I already liked
you, Kyra, that’s why I jumped at your fake girlfriend proposal. I had planned
on using that to my advantage. I just didn’t realize…” Claudia trailed off not
wanting to say too much.


“Realize?”


“That my animal is
as attracted to you as she is.”


Kyra looked at her
and Claudia wondered if she was working the meaning of that statement out for
herself. She didn’t seem to grasp it at first. Then, Kyra looked away.


“We’re mates,”
Kyra murmured.


“Do you—I mean,
maybe not.”


Kyra put a hand on
Claudia’s stomach. “It’s okay, Claudia,” she said. “You don’t have to tiptoe
around it.”


“You don’t have to
pretend you want to talk about this either,” Claudia said. “I know you can’t
wait to leave.”


Kyra sat up and
turned on the mattress to look at her. “I didn’t say that.”


Claudia sat up,
too. “So, you’d stay here in this small town and do what?”


“I don’t know.”
Kyra shrugged.


Claudia couldn’t
tell what Kyra was thinking and it set the animal on edge. She climbed out of
bed feeling out of control and suddenly angry. 


Angry with herself
and with Kyra for waking her animal up and introducing her to the heat and
excitement of finding its mate. 


“I’m going to go
get my bag from the truck, so I can change,” Claudia said and turned to go.
Kyra didn’t stop her, but she wasn’t surprised. 


She retrieved her
bag to find the two men talking by the truck. “Any reason you aren’t doing your
fucking jobs?” she demanded.


“We’re just
talking about the guy Del spotted around here earlier,” Mono said, nonplussed
by her hard tone. 


“I think someone’s
been watching the place. No one’s made a move. Could be they’re waiting for you
to leave,” Delgado said.


“That’ll be soon,”
she retorted. “I want you to stay behind.”


“You want me to
take your girl to the den?” Delgado asked curiously. “She’ll be safer there.” 


She shook her
head. “I’ll let you know.” 


Claudia took her
bag back inside and found Kyra standing at her dresser devoid of pants and the
button-down she’d been wearing was open, revealing caramel skin and plump
breasts ensconced in a black lace bra. 


She looked away,
desire snaking through her. “What are you doing?”


“Changing,” Kyra
said. “I can’t go out in sweatpants.”


“Where are you
going?” she asked carefully.


“Cordelia invited
me over.”  


“Cordelia’s not
going to be home, according to Sam, so where are you really going?” Claudia
demanded. 


“To Mystic. I want
to be there in case things get out of hand at or on the way to your meeting.”
There was a hint of anger in Kyra’s voice.


“Forbes won’t
attack me on the way, and I won’t be alone inside,” she told her gently. 


Kyra cared?


“I want to be
there for you,” Kyra told her softly. “Let me?”


Claudia frowned
and tossed her bag on the chair across from the bed. “I don’t want you to think
you owe me anything because of what’s happening.”


“I don’t,” Kyra
told her. “I just don’t want you to get hurt.” Kyra closed the distance between
them. “I’ve never been here before. I never look back when it’s time to leave
because I’ve never met anyone who’s made me want to stay.”


“But I do?”
Claudia asked breathlessly.


“Yes,” she
whispered and reached out to glide her hand up Claudia’s arm.


Sparks of heat
shot up Claudia’s spine and Claudia growled, the coyote becoming even more
attracted to Kyra with each moment they spent together. 


She might be
setting herself up for a world of heartbreak, but how could she fight this? 


Claudia cupped
Kyra’s cheek as she brought her head down to kiss her softly, and Kyra’s lips
parted beneath hers. Claudia groaned as their tongues dueled. She moved in
closer, pressing Kyra against the wall next to the chair as she ran her hands
along Kyra’s sides. 


Her skin was soft,
and her fingers were a whisper over her nape, her nails lightly scraped.
Claudia pressed her growing erection against Kyra’s thigh and Kyra skimmed her
hand down Claudia’s body and tugged at the buckle of her belt. 


Claudia let her
work it free before unbuttoning her pants. Kyra pushed her fingers past the
band of her panties and curled her finger around Claudia’s cock and brushed the
tip with her thumb.


Claudia hissed,
her breath rushing. “Oh,” she breathed roughly. “Kyra.”


“Am I doing it
right?” 


Claudia chuckled
throatily. “Fuck, yeah, but—” She broke off as Kyra tightened her grip. 


“Should I stop? I
know you want to be in control, but just relax and let me make you crazy for a
minute,” she said. 


Claudia gripped
Kyra’s hip as Kyra glided her hand down her shaft, pumped and glided it back up
again. Her palm moved over the head sending a whip of pleasure through Claudia.



Claudia claimed
her mouth reveling in the delight Kyra was giving her with such ease. She
soaked it up, wanting more. Then Kyra’s hand was pumping, moving deftly,
dipping to cup her balls as the kiss became hotter, a mating of mouths. 


She released the
clasp of Kyra’s bra and ended the kiss to draw her tongue over a hard nipple.
The dark berry was a sweet enticement. Claudia sucked hard, and Kyra gasped as
she teased Claudia’s dick. 


“Kyra,” Claudia
pulled her hand away and met Kyra’s smoldering gaze. 


“Let me finish,”
Kyra urged in a seductive tone. 


Claudia lifted her
against the wall and tugged the leg of Kyra’s panties aside before gripping her
cock in one hand and guiding it to Kyra’s entrance. She slid into the moist
heat and growled. 


“You are so
fucking tight,” she whispered. “And so damn wet for me.”


“You make me
crazy.” Kyra dipped her head to steal a kiss.


“And you’re in
heat,” she said, though not in accusation. Claudia was certain the chemistry
was a two-way street.


“But that has
nothing to do with how much I want you,” she said roughly. “I know you want me,
too.”


“Too much,”
Claudia admitted. “Too damned much to stop right now.”


“Good, because I
swear if you stop, I’m going to cry.”


Claudia let out an
amused snort and filled her completely. She didn’t want to stop and didn’t know
if she could even make herself at this point.


Kyra squeezed
tight around her, and Claudia hissed as pleasure snaked through her. 


“Kyra,” she
rasped. Then she moved inside her, the tight clasp holding her snugly. And Kyra
leaned her head against the wall as she clung to Claudia’s shoulders and moved
with her, rocking down on her. 


She leaned in to
trace kisses along Kyra’s throat and bit her lightly before bending her knees
to drive into her. 


“Oh, God!” Kyra
cried, her nails digging into Claudia’s shoulders. 


Claudia thrust
into her again and again, wanting to take it slow, but time and hunger
prevented her drawing it out. 


Damp skin slapped
against damp skin, harsh breaths were a symphony in the quiet. Claudia pressed
Kyra harder against the wall and took her with abandon, the animal growling in
approval. 


Kyra’s slight
movements were encouragement that had her passion spiraling out of control.
Then, Kyra was coming around her, her cream a warm shower that pushed Claudia
over the edge.


She came, a tight
leash on the animal as it struggled to get free. Claudia locked her teeth in
Kyra’s shoulder to keep from growling. She could feel her cock swelling as the
knot began to form.


“Not yet,” Kyra
begged and claimed another kiss. 


If she didn’t stop
it now … her cock swelled a little more. She would be beyond the point of no
return if … Kyra’s kiss stole her thoughts.










Chapter Thirty-Four


 


“Uh-ah!” Kyra
cried. “Claudia.” 


Kyra’s eyes were
suddenly liquid copper as they fixed on her. The heat and passion inside her were
a beacon the woman couldn’t fight any more than the coyote wanted to. 


“Kyra, I have to
now,” Claudia said frantically. 


It was already too
late. Her cock slipped deeper into Kyra’s body, Kyra gasped, trembling as she
threw her head back against the wall.


Claudia growled,
the coyote’s gaze locking on the vulnerable throat, and she lowered her head to
sink her teeth into it. Kyra moaned, and Claudia felt her coming again.


 Claudia held her for a long moment and then moved
to the chair as she waited for the lock to ease. Kyra curled against her,
kissing the side of her neck. She had no idea what she’d just done, and Claudia
knew Kyra would be pissed. 


“Claudia, you
leave me breathless and wanting more.”


“Kyra, you’re
incredible, too.” Why wasn’t Kyra saying anything about the obvious?


“We’ve got to get
some condoms or control,” Kyra said. “Maybe a little bit of both.” She laughed
lightly, but Claudia heard the recrimination in her tone and felt it clear to
her soul.


“You’re not
kidding,” she said nervously. Claudia was ninety percent certain she couldn’t
get Kyra pregnant, but the doctor hadn’t known for sure. He’d said time would
tell.


“Do we have time
for dinner?” Kyra asked. “I’m starving.”


Claudia checked
her watch. “Probably.”


“If you’d just
used your fingers, I don’t think I would have come that hard a second time,”
Kyra said. “Not that I don’t want you to next time.”


Claudia laughed,
though not completely in relief. Kyra was avoiding the issue they’d have to
discuss sometime soon. “So, there’s going to be a next time?”


“I hope so.” Kyra
kissed her jaw and the lock eased completely. Then, Kyra slipped from her lap.
“I’ll have your back tonight, okay?”


“Is that what you
want to do? Come—maybe walk onto a battlefield?”


“No, but you’re going
to be right in the middle of it, and I’m not letting you go alone,” she said
firmly. “Besides, now is the time to make a stand or at least show them you
won’t take their crap lying down.”


****


They changed, and
Kyra noticed the bite mark on her neck when she was washing up. She smiled and
ran her fingers over it. Damned alpha snow coyotes did like to bite, didn’t
they?


Hers—hers? 


Yeah, Claudia was
hers. She’d known that could happen the first time they had sex. There had been
a connection between them from the first dance. After sex though, they had
connected on a soul-deep level that had left her confused and frightened. Kyra
hadn’t wanted to be tied, and she’d thought the feeling would go away. 


But it hadn’t and
there was no going back to the life she’d lived before, where her wants and
needs were all that were to be considered.


She left Claudia
in the bedroom to go get dinner on the table. When Claudia joined her, she was
clad in jeans and a button-down looking as sexy as ever. Her hair was still
damp, and a bit messed, giving her a seductive butch appearance that Kyra
loved. 


“What’s funny?”


Kyra looked up
from the table, the smile that had suddenly come to her face still there.
“Nothing. I was just thinking how hot you are.”


Claudia’s lips tugged
up, amusement twinkling in her eyes. “Maybe my looks might keep you around a
little longer.”


“Let’s don’t talk
about that,” Kyra said softly. She didn’t know what she was going to do about
this, but she couldn’t ignore it for long. She just needed time to work it out
in her head.


Claudia shrugged.
“I don’t expect you to change your mind about leaving, Kyra,” she said evenly.
“Just don’t leave without saying goodbye.”


“No.” Kyra shook
her head, feeling a tug at her heart. “No.”


Claudia nodded.
“Enough said then.” She moved to the table. “Tea?”


“You want alcohol
before your meeting?”


“I want the
jackasses behind this to just move on,” she said tightly. “I can’t understand
how we missed this change of climate.”


“Were you even
looking for this to become a drug smuggler’s paradise?” Kyra asked curiously as
she put a hand on her chair.


“No.” Claudia
frowned. “I just—I don’t think any of us expected it. Now, I could go down in
history as being the mayor who allowed two cartels to ruin our sleepy little
town.”


Kyra said as her
hand moved of its own volition going to caress Claudia’s arm. “This was set in
motion by the Russos years ago. Now, they’ll do
whatever it takes to finish what they started. All you can do is minimize the
damage.”


Claudia studied
her. “How much do you really know about them?”


“Not enough,” Kyra
admitted, seeing something in her eyes that gave her pause. “Why do you ask?”


“Just wondering
how many siblings does he have that will descend on
this town if we manage to get rid of him and his brother and son.”


“There are two
cousins, but they’re interested in Miami and Vegas. The family business
expanded greatly some years ago when Sal Russo was killed. I mean, the others
went in different directions and don’t have much to do with Jeno’s
enterprise.”


“That’s good,”
Claudia said and pulled her chair out for her. 


Kyra gave her a
smile and sat down. “Thanks, but why the questions?”


“I want to know as
much as I can. We’ve already started researching them. Sam has the same ideas I
do about the hydra and its heads.”


Kyra nodded.
Claudia must have found out about Salino. “I know
what you mean,” she said. “You’ll have to hit him hard and taking out his
brother and son will be hard hits.”


“Strong
reprisals,” Claudia said. “Sam and I discussed that, too. We think we might be
able to handle that if one of us focuses on him exclusively.”


“If you could
infiltrate his organization somehow, you might have a chance of getting to him
sooner. Or just setting up someplace and blowing his and his right-hand man’s
heads off from the roof of a building.”


“What’s your
specialty?” Claudia asked, picking up the shiny fork resting on her paper
napkin.


Kyra looked down
at her plate and studied the food she’d put on it before taking a bite as she
contemplated the question. 


“Infiltrations?”


“I was initially
trained in information and infiltrations. Stealing information was pretty easy,
especially since I used my looks and drugs to knock guys on their asses or
hypnosis to alter their memories.”


“Hypno-specialist?”
Claudia asked.


“It takes more
work on a strong-willed man than a man who’s loaded,” she said. “I was attacked
when I was nineteen by three guys and I had to have plastic surgery.”


“They raped you?”


“They tried. I can
never understand why men think rape is an effective form of punishment and
torture of a woman.” She thought back to that night. The events of it had
changed her and for a long time it hadn’t been for the best. “If I had been
human, I’d be dead.”


“Being a shifter
and having the abilities you have saved you.”


“Yeah. I had to
kill like—it was the second, third and fourth worst kills I’d ever perpetrated.
I was terrified and I just shut down. The animal took over and savaged those
men so brutally, the place was a bloody freaking mess.”


Kyra wiped her
mouth and took a drink of her tea. 


“I had nightmares
for days afterward,” Kyra admitted softly as she stared into her glass. “When I
came to and saw what I’d done I was horrified. I got the information and got
out.”


“You were too
young to be doing a job like that. Why would those men who raised you allow
it?”


“It was all they
knew. They were military men like my father had been. Navy Seals. Raising a
girl wasn’t something that came easy for them.”


“Being treated
like a cadet in military school had to be hard for you.”


“They did and do
love me, Claudia,” she said with a faint smile. “They learned, but it was never
the same as having my mother. They couldn’t teach me the things that a woman
could.”


“How to be okay
with your emotions.”


“I learned that
the hard way,” Kyra told her. “Therapy. The attack.”


“Why did you go
back to work for them?” Claudia asked. “Why did they let you?”


“They were tough
men,” she said and thinned her lips. “They gave me the option, but I could tell
they wouldn’t think of me quite the same if I quit after a tough mission.”


“Kyra,” she said sympathetically
and reached out to touch Kyra’s arm. “You should have quit.”


Kyra shook her
head. “It was all I knew by then. I’d been doing small things since I was
eleven. I had nowhere else to go.”


“Surely you have
enough money to leave.”


Kyra frowned. She’d
had dreams of opening a small occult shop someplace or a karate studio, but
she’d never given them serious consideration for the near future.


She shrugged.
“Maybe down the line.”


“How about now?”
Claudia asked. “This can be home.” 










Chapter Thirty-Five


 


“You shouldn’t go
to that meeting with Summerfield alone,” Lena said to her brother. “I’ll go
with you.” Lena rose from her perch, the desk in the spare bedroom.


“I can handle a
simple meeting, Lena,” he muttered. “You just stay and wait for Astor. I’m sure
he’ll need his hand held after tonight.”


“What do you
mean?” 


“He has planned to
vote Blacklaw and Mayer from the Coalition,” Carpenter told her.  “He’ll have the vote, but he expects them both
to resist.”


“Does it matter if
they do?” she asked with a frown. 


“Not in the long
run, but I think we needed them on that Coalition with Russo’s son hanging
around. And after the trial getting put on hold because the A.D.A.’s been
targeted, Carlo could well take over before we get this thing off the ground.”


“We’ll be fine.
Just stick to our plans,” Lena assured him. “What happened with Forbes last
night?”


“Nothing. Russo
issued one last warning for us to clear out,” he said. “Or they’ll take us
out.”


“Astor will
provide the backup we need,” she assured him. “The fact he has the Coalition
under his control will ensure we get that land, not Russo.”


“We should bring
Mayer into this. She has a pack we can use.”


“Jenner’s pack is
bigger, and he’s gearing up to move against Blacklaw for us.” She shrugged. “He
thinks she and Summerfield got him in the crosshairs of the FBI as well as
killed members of his personal pack and the pack’s last alpha.”


“That’s a powder
keg,” he muttered. “I’m going to allow you to deal with that. I’ll call you
after my meeting.”


“Do that,” Lena
said, a hint of irritation creeping into her voice. “You don’t respect my
decisions, and I’ve proven myself time and again. Maybe we should think about
parting. You can go back to New York.”


“Maybe I will
after tonight,” he said and stalked to the door. “Once you pull your head out
of your ass and realize Astor isn’t exactly what he seems, don’t come begging
for my help.”


Lena sighed and shook
her head. “He’s a fool for not trusting me.” She knew Astor had an agenda of
his own, and she knew exactly what it was.


Her brother just
had no clue. 


****


Claudia stepped
into the meeting room to find the minor security panel members present at two
tables flanking the primary table. Dunbar was already there talking to a couple
of those members, as was Glory and Forbes, who were deep in conversation with Astor
and the other main panel members. 


Her animal snarled
inside her and Claudia scanned the room trying to determine the reason for the
edginess. 


“Hey.” Mallory put
a hand on her shoulder and Claudia gave her a brief look before moving to the
table. 


“Everyone’s here,”
Astor said as he faced them. The panel members all came to the table and
Claudia’s animal tensed as if readying for an attack. 


“Something is
off,” Mallory said. “What do you think’s up?”


“We’ll see, but I
hear you brought backup.”


“All the good
it’ll do me in here,” she commented.


“Blacklaw,” Astor
said. “We’ve voted.”


“The meeting
started fifteen minutes earlier to give us a chance to do that,” Forbes said. 


“That is out of
order,” Claudia growled. “Why wasn’t I notified?”


“Your vote would
have been unnecessary,” Astor said. “We all know where you stand.”


“Still, I did
suggest the wait,” Dunbar assured her. “However, the yays
have it and Blacklaw is dismissed from the Coalition on the grounds of
colluding with Summerfield to take over Gray Tail.”


“What?” Mallory
burst out. “Are you insane. They attacked us with the help of Jericho and
hyenas.”


“Be that as it
may, we have testimony from Gray Tail members that their alpha was given no
choice but to defend himself. We have papers that prove the heir is dead. We’ll
begin implementing sanctions against Summerfield immediately,” Astor told her.


“As in a few
days,” Dunbar said. “We’re assembling teams to unseat her. We don’t expect any
help from you. We’ll treat you as a hostile and attack you as well.”


“Remove and detain
Blacklaw,” Forbes ordered. “She’s to be executed along with those on that
list.”


Claudia glanced at
Mallory, whose expression was filled with rage. 


“Mayer,” Forbes
said. “You’re dismissed from the Coalition as well.”


“On what grounds?”
she demanded.


“You’re a threat
to the stability of the group,” Astor told her. 


“We’re not all in
agreement,” Dunbar said quickly. “But there was nothing I could do to prevent
it.”


“Get them out of
here,” Forbes ordered.


“Remove us
yourselves,” Mallory snapped.


Four men came from
the side of the room, heading for them and Claudia growled. 


“Let’s go,
Mallory,” she said.


“Blacklaw is going
nowhere but into another room to await her death,” Forbes said. 


“Like fucking
hell,” Mallory snarled. “If you want me dead, you better bring your ass over
here and do it yourself.”


“I don’t have to,”
he said with a smug look. “The Coalition has voted. Summerfield will be dead in
two days along with her friends.”


“Remove Mayer,”
Astor ordered.


Two other men
approached and one grabbed Claudia’s arm as two others set upon Mallory.
Mallory struck out, landing a kick that got her backhanded, and Claudia shoved
one of her would-be removers into the man who’d hid Mallory.


She then turned
and grabbed the other and shoved him toward the table. Claudia waited for help,
for an order from Dunbar to allow them or her at least to leave, but none came.



Coward.


One of the men
attacking Mallory let out a growl as Mallory broke away from them, heading for
the door. Claudia followed. Mallory had the right idea. They were out-numbered
and she was under a death sentence. 


“Run, coyote,
run,” Forbes called, and Claudia spun around to see him grinning. 


She stopped and
raced back toward the table. He got to his feet and held up a tranquilizer gun.
She dove and rolled gracefully, coming up before he could pull the trigger a
second time.


“Claudia, don’t,”
Dunbar said. “It’ll only get you under a death—”


His words fell on
deaf ears as Claudia jump kicked, her foot connecting with Forbes’ crotch. He
dropped his weapon and she swung, going straight for the jugular. He ducked and
allowed his momentum to take them to the floor. 


He got off a punch,
stunning her before hitting her again as her ears rung.


“You’re going to
wish you’d waited your turn.” He drove his claws into her side, and Claudia bit
back a cry. 


She raised up and
drove the heel of her hand into his nose. He let out a growl and she drove her claws
into the side of his neck.


He crawled away,
and Claudia moved toward him only to take a punch from Astor. 


“Clear the room,”
Dunbar ordered. “Now.”


****


Kyra growled from
the doorway when Claudia was hit with a tranq. Several
people were exiting a side door as she let out a rush of light. Astor was hit
in the shoulder, and she turned her attention to Forbes who was kneeling over
Claudia. 


She didn’t wait to
see what he’d do, Kyra fired and light slammed into his frame. He gasped and jerked
up onto his knees. His body trembled as if caught in an earthquake and glowed
as if backlit before collapsing over Claudia. 


Kyra scanned the
room and her eyes narrowed on Astor as he scurried for a door. The door opened
and members came rushing out. 


“Stop this,”
Dunbar snarled. “Mallory, stop it.” 


Mallory walked up
to him and moved around him to drive her fist into Astor’s stomach. She grabbed
him by his hair as he attempted to land a blow of his own and missed when he
slipped.


 He impaled himself on her claws, but Mallory
was grabbed from behind, and Kyra watched in horror as she was bitten in the
shoulder and bones crunched. 


Mallory screamed
and Kyra hurled a light ball into the animal. It released Mallory, but she
crumpled to her knees, bleeding from wounds in back and front before she just
moved in time to avoid a punch. 


Kyra ran to her
aid though she didn’t want to leave Claudia unattended in case someone decided
she wasn’t dead. 


“Kyra, down.”
Cordelia screamed. 


She ducked, and a
jackal collided with a wall of ice. Kyra was knocked off balance and bitten in
the side by a jackal. Mallory was on him despite her weakened state, and Kyra
in turn took out a hyena coming to the jackal’s aid. 


Kyra was shoved
across the room and a wolf lunged at Mallory when she was face down on the
ground. It attacked from the back, drawing blood and she rolled over and it
lunged for the jugular, but Kyra kicked him off. 


He snarled at her,
but decided to finish Mallory off instead of coming after her, but a sheet of
ice rolled out knocking him off his feet. 


“Cordelia!” Kyra
threw out a ball of light, but she was too late. 


Cordelia was hit
from behind and went to her knees just before she herself was attacked by a wolf
from the front and a jackal from behind.


The wolf snarled
as Cordelia tried to keep it from pulling her down, but she couldn’t. Kyra
coyote took over and she felt the surge of heat from inside. It pushed through
each and every one of her cells as the animal let out a howl. 


Then, it broke
free. Light poured from her pores, burning and cutting through the wolf and the
jackal before spreading out across the floor in a fast-moving wave, hungry to
destroy everything in its wake.










Chapter Thirty-Six


 


When Claudia came
to, she was lying on her back on a cold surface. Her shirt was damp, and the
smell of smoke hung heavy in the air. She groaned when she moved as pain shot
through her. 


She turned her
head to see the building, the meeting hall, a bright blaze lighting up the
night sky.


“Kyra,” she
whispered. 


“She’s okay,”
Mallory said weakly. “Damn that was one hell of a tranq
they hit you with.”


She grunted and
struggled into a sitting position. Mallory was bleeding and looked even weaker
than she felt. 


“What happened?”
Claudia asked.


“All hell broke
loose. We just managed to get out. The place just went up. Doors were jammed. I
think they planned to burn us alive.”


“Astor was inside
still?” Claudia asked.


“He was dead,
though,” Mallory said gravely. “He attacked Kyra in animal form. Jenner managed
to get out along with Glory and a few others. Most didn’t make it though.
Everyone at the front of the room died as the fire exploded out of nowhere.”


Claudia felt
rather than saw Kyra as she approached them. 


“Mallory,” Kyra
said. “Sam said our ride’s here and a healer will treat you en route.”


Claudia got to her
feet and helped Mallory up. She groaned, and Kyra moved to one side to help
Claudia get her to the truck that was waiting for them. 


Just as they
reached the vehicle, tires squealed and gunfire erupted. Growls followed and Kyra
raised a shield of light causing bullets to bounce off them. 


“Son of a—” Jenner
cried, and Kyra was distracted by shattering glass and then a scream. Her
shield died for a moment and bullets careened into Jenner. 


“Jenner!” Mallory
screamed. 


He fell to his
knees as more shots disturbed the night.  


“Go,” Mallory told
Claudia, and she stumbled when Claudia went to the fallen wolf. 


Kyra turned and hurried
after her, but the car squealed away.


“Kamari!” Mica
screamed. 


 










Chapter Thirty-Seven


 


Jeno glanced at
the clock on his desk in his study as his cell phone rang. He wasn’t expecting
a report from his brother tonight. He was certain with Carlo’s help, now that
the trial was being postponed, they would have the packs in Mystic behind them
before the next week’s end. 


Then, they’d be
ready to move against Summerfield before moving onto Mayer. 


He picked up the
phone and frowned at his son’s number. “What is it, Carlo?” he asked calmly. He
feared his son might have been rearrested as the D.A. himself decided to try
the case, but Russo doubted the man would move on him yet.


He was too much of
a coward to even put anyone else on the case.


“Forbes is dead,”
Carlo said quietly. “We managed to take out Carpenter, but Summerfield didn’t
show for the meeting with him.”


“Marc is dead?”


“I’m sorry,” Carlo
said. “I know you cared for him.”


Jeno pushed out a
rough sigh. He had loved his brother, but the man was merely like a cousin. “Go
to his apartment and secure it before anyone else does.”


“I’ll take care of
it right away. Am I looking for anything in particular?”


“Just get his personal
papers. He was looking for my father’s killer.”


“Yes, sir,” Carlo
said. “I’ll arrange for his body to be sent to New York once it’s released.”


“How did he die?”


“According to our
friend, Mayer is responsible. They got into a scrimmage at the meeting. He
tried to stop her with the tranquilizer, but she’d already dealt a fatal blow.”


“She’s probably
the one who knows who killed my father as well,” he said. “I’ll have to deal
with her myself.”


“Are you sure? I
can handle things.”


“I’ll do it, and you
can run the show there when I’m done. Those people have killed the last member
of my family without reaping the retribution they’ve earned.”


“I’ll expect you
then,” Carlo said.


“I’ll let you know
when. Take care of yourself and don’t do anything else. Just wait for me.”


“I will,” he said.



Jeno ended the
call, his chest aching with the pain of his loss, but his rage boiled in his
gut overriding it. Snowbury would rue the day they ever decided to mess with
him.


****


Lena put down the
phone, tears glistening in her eyes. Her mate was gone. 


With one hand, she
wiped at a drop of water running down her face as the jackal inside her let out
a soundless howl of mourning. She clenched her other fist at her side, teeth
bared in a silent snarl.


Astor’s killer
would pay for taking him from her. And this town wouldn’t be the same when she
was done. Mayer would end her term in disgrace, unable to stop the violence and
then the takeover as she laid claim to this sleepy little coyote town.


A rap on her
apartment door had her heart skipping a beat. Maybe the caller had been wrong. Lena
hurried to the door and jerked it open. Standing on the other side was one of
her brother’s lieutenants. 


“What is it,
Rory?” she asked the woman with short red hair. She’d never liked Rory McMullen
despite how efficient she was. 


“May I come in,
ma’am?” Rory asked quietly.


She motioned her
in. “What does my brother want? He thinks I need protection from Astor?”


“No, ma’am,” she
answered as she stepped in and closed the door behind her. “I’m here to tell
you that he’s dead.”


Lena blinked.
“Summerfield killed him? I didn’t think she’d be stupid enough or have balls
big enough to go after him.”


“It wasn’t her,”
she said. “She didn’t show. According to Lew, she was in Mystic backing up
Blacklaw.”


“What do m—my
brother… What happened?” she snapped impatiently. 


“We were attacked
out of nowhere. Two coyotes from Summerfield’s pack, but Russo’s scent was on
the air.”


“Russo?
Summerfield is aligning with him?”


“I don’t think
so,” she said. “One of them was screaming that Summerfield wasn’t there. They
expected to kill her, too.”










Chapter Thirty-Eight


 


Two days later,
Kyra stared out the window of the small home Claudia called her sanctuary. A
light snow was falling, and the temperatures had dropped again ensuring the
roads would be slick. 


She was fully
recovered from both her injuries and the power outlay. Though she was rarely in
danger of depleting energetically since all she had to do was absorb energy
from the sun. 


“Hi.” Claudia
murmured from behind her, but Kyra didn’t face her, and Claudia’s arms came
around her waist to pull her back against her. 


Kyra sighed and
leaned her head against Claudia’s shoulder. “Is Kamari okay?”


“Sam said she was
going to make it,” Claudia replied. “Jenner didn’t, and the new alpha will
likely be contacting us soon. I just hope he or she realizes we need to heal
rather than continue to fight.”


“What are the
chances?”


“I won’t
speculate,” Claudia said. “With this climate it’s hard to say, especially since
the Coalition as we know it is over.”


“I can’t help but
think someone wanted that to happen,” Kyra said. “You were all being divided,
but with there being no check or balance, Russo can attack you all one by one.”


“We will miss it,”
she said.


“Why don’t you
form something like that with Sam and Mallory? You’ll need each other more than
before with Carlo still out there. Russo might, or he might not, avenge his
brother’s death. There’s no way to know.”


“I agree,” Claudia
said. “But there is one person I need more. I realized that two nights ago, but
I promised myself I wouldn’t ask.”


Kyra turned to
look up at her, heat washing over her. Her hands trembled, and she slipped them
into the pockets of her pants to hide it. 


“Ask me what?” She
tried to keep her tone light, but Kyra heard the whispery fear in it.


“I know you’re
going to be here a while, but—”


“You want me to
get my own place?” Kyra asked quietly, surprised her voice didn’t shake with
rejection. However, the animal inside her was snarling at it.


“I don’t want to
tie you, Kyra. I know we mated, but the tie will fade if we don’t sleep
together,” Claudia said. 


“You want to
forget it?” Kyra demanded, claws threatening to elongate and cut right through
her pants, but she got a tight grip on the animal.


Claudia shrugged.
“Don’t you? I know you’re leaving when your boss calls you home, and I don’t
want to deepen a relationship that will tear me apart to lose. I have a pack to
lead and an enemy to defeat.”


“So, you were
going to ask me to move out?”


“I was going to
ask you if you—what your intentions were toward me, but I decided not to put
you on the spot.”


Kyra laughed. “Are
you serious?”


Claudia frowned.
“Yes.”


Kyra laughed again
as she moved away from Claudia. “I think a better question is what are your
intentions toward me,” Kyra said hearing the challenge in her tone.


“Mine?” Claudia
rested a hand on her chest. “Okay, fine. You want me to lay my cards on the
table. I’m holding a full house. You’re my mate. I want you to stay. I’m crazy
about you, and all I can think about when I let myself is you.”


“Claudia—”


“You had me from
the very first dance, Kyra. I knew I had to have you. When I saw you in that
bar, I recognized your scent, the way you move, and when that guy started
hitting on you, I wanted to take him apart. I figured, though, it would be better
to see how you reacted to him.”


“What do you
mean?” Kyra asked with a frown.


“If you were gay
or just gay for pay.”


Kyra snorted. “I
admit I’ve been whatever it took to get a job done, but I’ve never been into
men.”


“Are you into me?”


“Yes.” Kyra
nodded. “More than I’ve ever been into any other woman I’ve ever met. You make
me want to put down roots right here with you.”


Claudia nodded and
looked away. “But will you stay? Is the attraction strong enough to keep you
here?”


Kyra went to her, taking
her hand. “Are you asking me to, because so far all I’ve heard you say is you
want me away from you.”


Claudia linked her
fingers through Kyra’s. “Stay because you want to be with me not because we’re
mated.”


Kyra gave her a
little smile. “That’s the only reason I would,” she admitted. “I’ve so fallen
for you, and here, near you is where I want to be.”


Claudia pulled
Kyra to her, one arm curving around her waist and holding her tight. “Kyra,
sweetheart,” she murmured. “I’m irrevocably in love with you.”


Kyra laughed and
threw her arms around Claudia. “I feel the same way about you, my handsome
alpha.”


Claudia took a
step away from her and led Kyra to the couch in the small room. “I want you on
my pack’s security. You have experience and it’s that or join the police
force.”


“I couldn’t
function as a cop, Claudia. I’ve been flying without a net way too long to
follow their rules.”


“You’re a hunter
like me,” Claudia said. “We don’t have a hunter. No one has been born with the
skills or the mark, but I think you have the skills to do the job.”


Kyra nodded. “I am
a hunter. It’s one of the reasons I’ve been so successful in this business. I
can blend in almost anywhere.”


“I noticed your
scent is pretty weak to non-existent unless you’re wearing perfume.”


“I’m a sun coyote.
I shoot laser light that can become pretty dangerous depending on how I use it.
I can heat up and channel light through me which will either make me invisible
or turn me into a mini bomb.”


“That’s what you
did at the meeting?” Claudia asked curiously.


“Yes. It’s
stronger since we mated.”


“Stronger?”


Kyra grinned. “I’m
in control, Claudia. I know how dangerous I am if I lose it, but you’ve only
seen the tip of what I can do.”


“I hope you don’t
have to use your powers to get us out of this mess with Russo.”


“I probably will,”
Kyra said. “But I’ll do whatever it takes to help my alpha protect our home.”


Claudia smiled and
cupped her face. “Kyra, I’m so glad you called me that night. You’re my dream
come true.”


Kyra leaned toward
her, stealing a kiss. Claudia kissed her back softly.


A rap on the door
drew a groan from Claudia. “I’ll be right back. Hold that thought.”


Kyra blew a kiss
at her. “Don’t take too long.”


When Claudia was
gone, Kyra smiled and squeezed her eyes closed as she let out a soft squeal of
delight. “Today is the first day of the rest of my life.”


The sound of
voices had her turning to the door. Claudia came back seconds later with guests
trailing after her. The two alphas and their mates. 


“Hello, Kyra,”
Cordelia said with a smile.


“Kyra.” Adalyn gave
her a nod.


The two alphas
greeted her as well before they all sat down. 


“What’s going on?”
Kyra asked. 


“We need to talk,”
Mallory said. “About an alliance.”


“I know you’re not
sold on the idea,” Sam said. “But Mallory and I both agree it’s going to be
necessary.”


Claudia sat down
next to Kyra and took her hand. “Kyra was just saying the same thing.”


“Russo probably
won’t go away until he gets what he came for—this town,” Mallory said. “We
can’t let that happen even if it gets some of us killed.”


“It might,” Kyra
said. “He’ll go after people you love, you, your pack, and your businesses.”


“For destroying
our club, he owes a heavy debt,” Mallory said. “We will rebuild, we’re going to
make him pay in spades for it.”


“So, what can we
expect?” Adalyn asked. “Kyra, you seem to know him, according to what Sam’s
told me.”


“I know him some,”
she said. “But what I don’t know, I can find out even if that means going
undercover in his organization.”


“No,” Claudia
snapped with a shake of her head. “I’m not allowing you to walk into the lion’s
den.”


“It could be
dangerous,” Kyra agreed. “He’s already killed several undercovers which is part
of the reason my agency was brought in. We do work for the government on
occasion.”


“Then, let’s table
it for now,” Sam said heavily. “I have to believe there are prices on my head
as well as Cambrie’s. That will make this a little difficult. The list of moles
you gave us will help, but we’ve decided to leave them in play for now.”


 “Kyra also brought up an idea that I’m not
sure would work,” Claudia said. “But I thought I’d let you guys decide.”


“What is it?”
Mallory asked curiously.


“She proposed we
form our own coalition of sorts,” Claudia said. “We’ll have to work together
anyway to end Russo and get the other cartel out and keep them out.”


“And what of the
drugs?” Adalyn asked. “How will you stop the flow of them?”


“We can’t,” Sam
said on a sigh. “We’ll just have to do what we can to stifle the flow.”


“Getting
information might not be that easy,” Kyra said. 


 “We’ll need a small committee of hunters, so
to speak, to do all the investigations into the threats and keep their ears
open for drugs moving through,” Claudia suggested.


“They’ll need to
set up some safehouses,” Kyra said. “In case evacuation is needed.”


“I guess you’re
Mist’s head hunter,” Sam said. “Your expertise will help us get things in place
we might not normally think of.”


“A team of two to
four from each pack should do it,” Kyra said. “More will only cause problems
right now. We can assign people for help as need be.”


“Good idea,”
Claudia said. “We can appoint our people, and they can set up a meeting and let
us know what their plans are.”


“Sounds good,” Sam
said. “I—” She broke off at the sound of her cell phone. She pulled it from her
jacket pocket and frowned before answering. “Patrick?” 


Kyra looked at
Claudia who said, “Snow Dog alpha.”


Kyra nodded.


“Hello? I’m with
Mallory and Claudia, why?” she said in response to something he said. “Fine.”
She covered the receiver. “He wants to talk to us all.”


“Let’s hear it,”
Claudia said. 


Sam put the phone
on speaker. “Go ahead, Patrick. We’re listening.”


“I’d like to
extend Mist condolences on the loss of your alpha,” Claudia said. 


“Snow Fur
condolences as well,” Mallory said. “To what do we owe the call?”


“I want to put all
three of you on notice,” Patrick replied. “I thought Jenner was too soft in
dealing with you. I won’t make that mistake. Snow Fur and Mystic Snow has taken
the lives of some of my people, including Jenner and his family members. No
more.”


“You can’t blame
us for those deaths,” Sam bit out. 


“Jenner did, and
agreed with Jericho from the start. I’m going to exact justice on both your
packs. And Claudia, I don’t have an actual beef with you, but if you get in my
way, it’ll be a target on your back.”


“Bold words from a
new alpha,” Claudia replied. “We have other concerns in town.”


“Moving drugs?” he
demanded. “I know Summerfield and Blacklaw are involved in that. Mayer, you can
get them taken care of with a taskforce or you’ll lose your job.”


“You should worry
about your pack at a time like this,” Claudia told him coolly. “They need to
heal not consider more bloodshed and loss. If leading them into more death is
your primary goal you’ve already failed.”


“We’ll see,” he replied
coldly. “I’ve put you all on notice and I’ll be working on establishing a new
wolf coalition to take all three of you down.”


“You better batten
down the hatches,” Mallory said. “Because this is going to be a nasty war.”


“Then, let the
games begin,” he said with a sneer in his voice.


“I advise you to
think this over,” Claudia said. “We’ll crush you if it comes to that and take
your pack lands apart by three. Those who resist will be buried there.”


“Second that,” Sam
said, her tone impassive.


“Third.”


“Then, it’s on,”
Patrick growled and ended the call.


“Do you think he
means it?” Adalyn asked. 


“Oh, yeah,”
Mallory said. “He’s been itching for a go at me for years. He’s one of the
wolves who abhor female alphas and think men can do a better job.”


“I guess he’s
about to get schooled,” Kyra said, leaning into Claudia, who gave her a smile. 


“I just don’t
think we should tear this town up over him or drugs if we don’t have to,”
Mallory said. “But I’m all in if he wants a fight.”


 










Chapter Thirty-Nine


 


After they were
gone, Kyra cuddled with Claudia on the couch. She was worried about what was to
come. A town in turmoil and a deadly foe could lead down many roads that they
might not be able to come back from.


“The town might
find out about us,” Kyra said. 


“I know. But we’ll
try to keep that from happening. Still, Mallory is right. A civil war has been
looming between female alphas and the males in the twin cities. It’s gonna
happen whether we want it to or not.”


“Well, I’m in for
the long haul.” She looked up at Claudia. “Are you really going to give me a
position of leadership?”


“Yeah. Sam said
what I was thinking. Anyway, I can’t have an unranked beta in my pack. You’re
strong as some dominants and to leave you unranked would only cause problems in
the ranks.”


“Yeah. Cause I’m
not taking orders from an untested beta or dominant.”


“I’ll tell you who
you have to take orders from,” Claudia told her. “Don’t fight me on it, Kyra. I
mean, as my mate, you don’t have to take orders, but as a soldier you do.”


Kyra straddled her
to better look at her. “You do realize I’m not taking orders from you?”


“Oh, I know that,”
she said. “I just hope you’ll hold your tongue in front of the pack unless I
bring you in as a soldier.”


“Your top people
are who you want me to take orders from during work?”


“Yes. You and
Dylan are going to bump heads, but I think you’ll work things out.”


“Let us,” Kyra
said. “Don’t coddle me, Claudia. I can fight my own battles.”


“Okay.” She
nodded.


“I’m looking
forward to earning the pack’s respect as your mate and as a hunter.” Kyra
kissed her. “I won’t let you down.”


“I know, baby,”
Claudia assured her and cupped her face. “I trust you with my heart, my life,
and my pack.”


Kyra smiled. “I’ll
call my boss.” She climbed off Claudia and headed to the bedroom for her cell
phone. She input Gravel’s number.


“Hello?”


“Hey, Gravel.
How’s Wes and Ava?”


“Okay,” he said,
his voice tired. “I’ve moved them for their protection. The case has been
dismissed for now. The D.A. said all the evidence went missing and with nothing
to try the case on, Carlo walks.”


“Of course,” Kyra
said and turned her head when Claudia came in. “You want me to stay here?”


“Yeah. Russo is
still looking for you. He wants the person who witnessed Dill’s murder dead.”


“I’m not going
away,” Kyra said. 


“We’ll get him,
but it just might not be as easy as it seemed at first.”


“Men like him
never go down easy,” Kyra replied. “I’m staying here, Gravel, with my mate.”


“Mate?” he asked.
“Are you serious? Who’d mate an ornery old coyote like you?”


“Go to hell,” Kyra
muttered and smiled.


“I’m going to have
to come down there and meet the woman brave enough to take you on.”


“Do that,” she
said encouragingly. “I can’t wait to introduce you to the love of my life. I
think you and Wes will love her.”


“I’m sure we will
if you do,” he said. “I have to go. Stay safe and out of the limelight. Russo’s
leaving town I hear, and he just might be heading your way.”


 Kyra ended the call with a grimace. “He’ll
recognize me the moment he sees me.”


“Don’t worry, I’ll
have your back,” Claudia told her. 


Kyra nodded. “I
have too much to live for.” She took Claudia’s hand. “I guess it’s time you
told your top commanders about us and the trouble I’m bringing to their door.”


“Yeah.” Claudia held
her gaze a long moment and the love in her stare engulfed Kyra, making her
stomach flutter. Then Claudia led her from the room.


 


The End
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Sample Chapter


 


The elevator was
nearly empty tonight as Isa Mann rode it to the ground floor. Eyes focused on
the door, which in her mind, was suddenly the wooden wall of a large barn. She
turned her head and it was like panning from the wall to the middle of the room
where the woman she’d just met stood.


The blood sprayed
with each gnash of sharp canines, and the woman’s eyes gleamed with horror as
she struggled to get free. She lay on her back in a ripped dress, legs spread
wide, as he drove into her. Her face, bruised, scarred, and swollen was
contorted in pain.


Then she did get
free, and the three men laughed and jeered as she ran for the door on legs
spattered with blood and marred by scratches and bites. But hard on her heels
was the man who’d been waiting for his turn. 


Isa’s heart beat
sluggishly as she closed her eyes to escape the last moments of a girl’s life
that still haunted her dreams. But there they were inside her mind in vivid
detail. Her hands shook, her skin turned cold, flesh pimpling.


The bell dinged
and she gasped, the sound catapulting her back to reality. The car emptied out,
and Isa punched the disc as silent tears slid down her cheeks to burn her skin.



She’d been a
coward. She’d gone there to prove what she’d found was a lie, but all she’d
found was truth in shades of red, black, and blue.


She pressed her
fingers to her lips and bit back a sob as the car jerked and continued its
downward glide.


Isa swallowed
convulsively as she quickly wiped at the tears feeling as dirty now as she had
every morning for the last two weeks when she woke. None of the men had scented
her in the barn that night thanks to the fact she’d bathed with a man’s soap
and donned a shirt belonging to one of the men from the party.


The elevator
stopped, the bell signaling she’d reached the first floor. Isa climbed off and
strode out into the evening. She’d just come off a twelve-hour shift at the
small hospital in Mystic where she worked. 


As she hurried
over the smooth pavement through the deserted lot, she glanced around, the
tattoo of her rubber-soled shoes heavy on the concrete. Isa knew someone was
watching her and had been since she’d returned from Hartsland.



She’d witnessed
three murders and one of them had been someone she’d known well. The others had
been strangers, but every detail of that night was burned into her mind,
leaving her trapped in a cage she’d never escape from until she did something. 


But what? 


You didn’t betray
pack. 


Her phone’s loud
ring made her jump, nerves already frayed. 


Isa stopped to
open her shoulder bag and dig the phone out. “Hello?” she asked tentatively. 


“We really need to
talk, Isa. You’ve been avoiding me since you returned from Hartsland.”


The voice in her
ear was dark and dangerous and that of a man she’d once thought could do no
wrong. He’d been the epitome of strength and goodness whose reputation should
never be marred, but her whole view of him had shattered with a single picture.



“I don’t really
think we have anything to say to each other, Jerry,” she murmured, hand shaking
on the sleek device. “Anyway, I have plans tonight.”


“With her? I know
what you do with her,” he said.


Isa closed her
eyes briefly as the words scraped over her roughly. “It’s none of your
business,” Isa said coldly.  


“Do you think your
mother would be proud of you when she learns you’ve been sneaking off to that
club and playing whore for one of those women? Your family will be disgusted by
you.”


Isa knew
that—that’s why she’d tried so hard not to be a lesbian, not to give in to
temptation. 


“Somehow, I think
that would be overshadowed by the monster that you really are,” she said
softly. “Stop calling me, or I’ll go to the police. I’m sure there are laws
against stalking.”


The silence told
her she’d gone too far, but Isa already knew her days were numbered if she
didn’t find someone to trust with the information she had soon.  


“You’ll be sorry,
Isa.”


“I already am,”
she replied, her voice quavering, and she ended the call. She was sorrier for
allowing those two girls to die while doing nothing more than filming their
deaths as she watched, legs cramped and frozen in icy fear.  


She was done
keeping his secrets as of tonight. She had a friend who wasn’t without power,
though she might not be able to help. She would be able to give her advice on
how to proceed and maybe she’d be able to protect her.


****


In the stand of
trees across the street from the hospital, he watched out of sight as she
climbed into her car. He knew where she’d go. Isa was terrified and alone. Her
best friend was still out of town, providing no one else for her to turn to. 


He looked down at
his phone to type in a message. He’d planned this down to the last detail once
he’d realized she might know, not just suspect. Isa would derail his plans if
she went to that woman at the club, and he couldn’t allow that to happen. 


His phone rang,
and he accepted the call immediately. “Yes?”


“Are you sure?”
The voice on the other end of the line asked. 


“There’s no other
choice,” Jerry said coldly. It’s time for us to make our move. Do you have the
material?”


“Yes, and it will
be handed off to him with instructions on where and how to place it, but it
won’t get her out of the way for long,” Bradley said quietly. “Even if it does,
that still leaves us with a threat.”


“Sydney won’t be
able to take over the pack—she’s no longer part of
it,” Jerry said coldly.


“No, but there are
at least two other women who can take over, and there’s nothing to say that
Summerfield won’t just combine both packs to keep us from getting the lands.
This could slice us if it backfires.”


“That’s why they
call it Russian Roulette. Are you in or out?” Jerry demanded at the slight hint
of reticence in his companion’s tone. There could be no fear or hesitation on
either of their parts if they were going to drive those women out of town.


He still had plans
for their land. Just because light had been shone on part of his life three
weeks ago, didn’t mean he had to give this up. Plus, he just wanted to be free
of those damned coyotes.


“I’m in.”


“Then, let’s get
this party started.” 


 


End of sample chapter
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