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      The watered-down, lukewarm beer tastes like shit, but I take a deep swig, eyes casually scanning the greasy basement bar. The brick walls are covered in a thick layer of grime, cigarette smoke clinging to the ancient bricks, neon lights advertising liquor brands blinking weakly. I raise my finger, making eye contact with the bartender. He nods and fills another smudged glass with tap beer. The battered door swings open as a group of leather-clad men leave and a single man muscles his way through their group.

      A waitress, slim and pretty, slips the beer onto my table, a small, rickety thing shoved into the corner. She gives me a sly grin, biting her lip. I dip my chin in response and she sways away, satisfied by the attention, while I observe the man who just entered. He’s skinny, the type of skinny that sets drug addicts apart. He’s wearing a dark beanie, greasy hair brushing over his ears. At the bar, he’s nervously tapping the wooden counter. Even from behind, I can tell his eyes are darting from side to side.

      Jackie Scrubs.

      I take another long drink and wait. He asks for the volume of the sports game on the TV over the bar to be raised, watching in between his surveillance of the bar. On the TV, Chicago scores, and a chorus of cheers fills the small space. A smile splits my lips as he raises his arms, fists pumping. His jacket lifts and the dim lights of the bar glint off the handgun tucked into the back of his pants. I’m on my feet before the cheers die down, heading directly toward him while he’s distracted. The handcuffs I hid in my waistband are cold in my hand. It’s going to be very satisfying taking this murderer down.

      Suddenly, a burly man dressed in a slick black suit blocks my path. He’s a head taller than I am, glaring down at me with beady black eyes. “Buddy,” I say, forcing a smile. “I’m trying to order a drink, do you mind?”

      He merely grins. I narrow my eyes at him and watch his eyes flick toward something behind me as I feel a presence at my back. I turn casually, one eye on the first man. There’s another behind him, he cracks his knuckles when he catches my eye. It’s difficult to suppress a snort at the melodramatic musclemen, but I get the hint. They lead me out of the bar and up the dank concrete steps onto the narrow street above. Scraps of magazines and leaves blow by as the wind that gave the Windy City its nickname gusts through the streets.

      A long, black sedan with tinted windows is parked at the curb, headlights on. We clamber into the vehicle. I’m desperately wishing for my gun. The leather is cool against my back, even through the flannel of my shirt. One of the hulking lumps sits in the front, the other slides in beside me. The driver peels away from the curb and the goon beside me casually trains a gun on me, finger resting lightly on the trigger. I ignore him, arms folded stubbornly over my chest as the sedan pulls into Chicago nightlife traffic.

      We’re headed downtown, brownstones slowly changing to concrete skyscrapers. The sedan turns into an underground parking lot of a towering, glass-lined building: Voloshynko Holdings. Out of the car and into the steel elevators, the burly musclemen prod me along with the barrel of the gun jammed against my back. I glare at them but the men ignore my withering looks. We arrive on the 38th floor. I’m still flanked by both men, though they’ve at least put their weapons away now that we’re trapped on the top floor. The doors slide open smoothly, silently. I step out onto a marble tiled floor, a sleek white desk in the center of the lobby commanding the room, plush leather sofas creating a luxurious seating space.

      Glass walls separate the different work spaces, empty now this late at night. One of the men shoves me forward. I snarl at him, lips pulled back over my teeth. He doesn’t react, but this time, when he gestures me forward, he doesn’t touch me. I grin at him, willing my canines to elongate, enjoying the way his skin pales. They march me past the lobby and down one of the halls, flanked by glass walls and elegant blinds.

      We finally arrive at the back of the floor, approaching a large office with all of the blinds pulled. The men open the door, waving me through. The executive office is cold, frigid even, and sparsely decorated. A long, chrome desk sits in front of the wall-to-wall window, a magnificent view of the city lights is the only decoration the room needs. Thin bookcases line one of the walls, a fur rug decorating the floor. A bearskin rug. I bristle but remain impassive as a tall, lithe man in front of the window turns slowly to face me.

      Ivan Voloshynko is pale, with sharp cheekbones and a strong jaw, white blonde hair slicked back stylishly. He clasps his hands behind his back, looking sharp in a well-tailored Armani suit. He’s handsome but no warmth shines behind his ice blue eyes.

      Wordlessly, the men who escorted me here leave, the door whispering shut. The man behind the desk grins, pale lips pulled back too far in a smile that’s too wide. “Please, have a seat,” he says, his voice smooth and inviting.

      I shrug and drop into one of the white leather arm chairs facing his desk. He sits gently, and leans forward over his desk, watching me like a predator. “So, Ivan,” I say, breaking the silence. “What is it that you want?”

      “I don’t believe we’ve had the pleasure.” Ivan’s smile broadens.

      “And yet, here I am,” I say, raising a brow and trying to suppress my irritation.

      Ivan chuckles, but there’s no mirth in his voice. “My apologies, it was imperative that I speak to you tonight,” he says, pausing. I lift my hands, palms up, carelessly inviting him to elaborate. Pursing his lips, he continues. “Homicide Detective Kilik Patterson, Seventh Precinct. Multiple commendations and honors, well-respected by your colleagues. An impressive record of arrests, if I must say.” Ivan peers down at a file on his desk.

      I shift in my seat, slinging my ankle over my knee. “I’m impressed by your abilities to search the internet,” I interrupt, and Ivan’s eyes narrow. “But what the hell am I doing here, Ivan?”

      “Well.” Ivan sits back, bemused. “If we must get right to it, I have a proposition for you.”

      “Lay it on me,” I say, curious and wary.

      Ivan stands and leans casually against his desk. “It’s come to my attention that you’ve been assigned a certain murder case. It just so happens that the solving of this murder would threaten some of my interests. I’m sure you can understand that this is simply unacceptable.” My face has settled into a hard grimace, but Ivan carries on, undeterred. “In essence, I need a favor from you, and I’m willing to pay handsomely.”

      “No,” I say simply, rising from the chair with a sigh. “In fact, and I’m sure you’re aware of this, bribing police officers is illegal. I’m not doing your dirty work, I’m not betraying the justice system, and I’m certainly not going to disappoint the victim’s family with senseless lies.” I pin him with a hard look and his smile melts away into a furious grimace.

      “I expected this to be difficult, but I hoped you wouldn’t disappoint me,” Ivan says, glaring coldly.

      “For one of the most successful men in Chicago, I would have thought you’d be smarter than this. I’m going to do you a favor and let this go, but I don’t want to hear from you again,” I say gruffly, slinging my coat over my shoulder as I turn to go.

      Suddenly, an icy shiver slips down my spine, I stop halfway across the room and inhale deeply through my nostrils. I smell magic, sharp and tangy.

      “Not so fast,” Ivan says, I turn to face him. “I’m afraid it won’t be so easy for you to refuse.”

      “I already did,” I snap, but his eyes hold me in place.

      “It’s widely accepted that I rose to this level of wealth and power through sheer grit and a mind for business.” Ivan steps around the desk. “And, of course, this is partly true. But I’ve found through the years that a little help from the Dark Arts helps.”

      I try to plaster a look of confusion and disbelief on my face, but I know Ivan catches the recognition in my eyes. “You’re talking about magic,” I say, raising a brow incredulously.

      “Indeed.”

      “It’s not real,” I lie, letting a hint of anger and disbelief stain my voice.

      “Oh, but it is, and you know it.” Ivan smiles, a snake calculating its kill. “You see, with over ten years dealing with Chicago’s dark, seedy, supernatural underworld, I’ve come to amass quite a network of followers, a great deal of power, and much knowledge. I know, for example, that you are intimately linked to the supernatural as well.”

      “I have no idea what the hell you’re talking about. You’re insane,” I snap, backing away slowly, my thoughts running through my options and the different possibilities.

      Suddenly, I’m frozen in place, as if my body were made of dry concrete. I grit my teeth, staring angrily at Ivan. He’s smiling serenely, catching my gaze, he points down to my feet. My gaze drops to the ground, a glyph, glowing blue, has been etched into the marble of his office. And I stumbled right into it.

      “What the hell is this?” I snarl, flinching internally as my nails elongate and narrow into claws, but Ivan merely chuckles.

      “A simple spell I prepared for you arrival. Bears are so predictable, you know. All of you shifters are the same.” He waves a hand lazily toward me. “I knew you would say no, play the noble hero. So I had to take precautions.”

      Furious, I growl again, low and deep. A warning. “Go to hell, warlock.”

      “You are going to do what I’m asking of you. And you’re going to do it well and fast. Because if you don’t, well, there will be consequences,” Ivan says, eyes flashing. He raises a palm toward me and whispers an incantation under his breath, so soft that I can’t make out the words. His body convulses once, then his eyes fly open as I fall to my hands and knees. I roar, pain lancing through me as he forces me to shift, forces the bear to surface. My limbs are trembling as they transform, my skeletal structure morphing from human to animal. My muscles expand and my face transforms as my snout elongates, my jaw changing. Shifted, I pant on the marble-tiled floor, pink tongue lolling out of my mouth. I catch sight of Ivan smiling pleasantly above me and I find the energy to stand, shaking out my soft brown fur.

      Ivan appraises me and the bear within ripples with rage at Ivan’s offense. Shifting is a private experience, shared between the human and the animal spirit that resides within. To force the bond to activate without consent is a gross taboo. I feel shaky, a little nauseous, as I face off against Ivan.

      “There, you see, not so insane is it?” Ivan says cruelly.

      I lunge toward him, but it becomes more of a lurch, my strength drained from the forced shift. Ivan laughs at my feeble attempt. “It’s in your best interests to work with me here, detective. First, I will not hesitate to get you removed from the force and separate you from the bear spirit that resides in your body. Second, my holdings in the supernatural realm are being threatened, and if I go down, the good people of Chicago will take a massive hit. Would you rather let innocent lives be lost or find the murderer of some drug-addicted stripper?”

      Ivan whispers his incantation once again and I suddenly find myself back in my human form, dressed, on my knees in front of him. I breathe slowly, forcing the nausea away as I gather my strength. I’m still trapped by the glyph. Ivan looms over me, his pale eyes as cold as ice.

      Shaking, I glare up at him, scowling.
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      I burst out of the modern skyscraper, seething, glaring daggers at anyone who glances my way. The train station is nearby. I head in its direction, shoving through the nighttime crowds of Chicago. I think back to Ivan’s satisfied sneer as I reluctantly agreed to do his dirty work. Letting him expose me is too great a risk, not to mention that it could upset the delicate balance of the supernatural world creeping in on society. A growl escapes my lips as the bear within me roars, his paws pounding forcefully on my conscience. Agreeing to work with Ivan goes against all of my principles, not to mention the impulses of the spirit within me.

      I jog down the stairs into the train station and wait impatiently on the platform, the murky yellow lights above casting a green shadow around the station. The train screams into the platform and I settle into an empty car, glowering at the walls. It isn’t long until the train halts at the station nearest my precinct. Once I’m out of the train, I bound up the stairs and jog to the office, fueled by my rage toward Ivan.

      “I knew you’d understand,” he had said, readjusting his already perfect lapel. “I’m looking forward to working with you.” It’s all I can do to resist snapping my jaws at the memory, but I control myself, taking deep breaths. I pause outside the door to the precinct to gather myself, standing under the pale light of a street lamp. Calm, I roll my shoulders and head inside.

      The precinct is empty besides the few night officers at their desks and the occasional perp slumped in the ratty blue chairs. I move past the front desk and into the back, a large room filled with bland metal desks. The brick walls are decorated with frayed posters of wanted criminals, drug warnings, and other safety announcements. I head directly for my own desk and throw myself into my chair, heaving a sigh. The computer on my desk is calling my name. I log in and pull up the case file of Estel Hern, Jackie Scrubs’ murder victim. She was young, twenty-three in May, and an artist. She also happened to be an exotic dancer at one of the most dangerous clubs in the city. A club that I was beginning to suspect Ivan Voloshynko owned.

      From behind me I hear someone approaching, then my partner is leaning against the side of my desk. I look up at him and he stares at me questioningly, munching on a chocolate donut. A smile tugs at my lips at the sight of him. He’s dressed in a gray sweater, his blonde hair is swept to the side, and his blue eyes sparkle in the light.

      “So,” he says between bites. “I’m guessing it didn’t go well.”

      “That doesn’t even begin to cover it, Alex,” I reply, running a hand over my face.

      Alex’s blue eyes soften and he forces a grin, clapping me on the back. “Come on then, let’s get a drink. We’ll get that bastard soon.”

      I follow him away from my desk, shrugging on my jacket. As I trail him, I catch sight of the captain at the door of his office, watching me carefully. I nod at him and he turns away, wordlessly shutting the door to his office. A month after Alex transferred and became my partner, Captain Strong pulled me into his office and lectured me on relationships with partners. I hadn’t made a move toward Alex, despite my discreet interest. But he seemed to know. And since then, he had kept a close eye on me.

      Grimacing, I catch up with Alex outside. He’s waiting beside my car, a vintage black Mustang, leaning casually against the side, staring out into the night. I swallow with some difficulty, tearing my eyes away from his tall frame, and clear my throat, alerting him to my presence. We slide into the car and I settle into the comfortable leather, breathing the scent of my baby in deeply. Alex rolls his eyes as I lovingly stroke the steering wheel.

      At the first opening in traffic, I peel away from the curb and we tear down the streets. Alex is tightly gripping the door, glancing nervously at me. The roar of the engine and the speed brings a wide grin to my face. I feel better already. We leave the business district behind and head into Old Town, where our favorite bar is located. The Broken Mast is a small establishment in a classic Chicago brick building, with over-sized windows and heavy oak furniture. The bartender recognizes us as we reach the bar. He lifts a hand in greeting. Alex slips onto a stool as I lean across and order.

      In minutes, I’m downing a shot of vodka and signaling for another as Alex takes a deep gulp of his beer. “So, what happened?” he finally asks, after I’ve settled back with my usual whiskey on the rocks, empty shot glasses in front of me.

      I sigh and swing my eyes toward him. He holds my gaze. “I lost him. I fucking lost him. He was right there and I let him get away,” I say, my grip on my glass tightening. “He came into the bar, I had my eye on him, and then the next thing…” I pause. “Next thing, he was gone, as quick as he came.” I feel guilty lying to Alex but I have no choice. It would be dangerous to mention Ivan’s goons, open the way for too many questions.

      Alex is honest and trustworthy and sincere, and he doesn’t catch my lie. “We’ll get him. The guy’s a moron—trust me, there will be other opportunities.”

      I nod as if I agree with him.

      “This case, though, there’s so many pieces of the puzzle I just can’t place. I’ve been going over the file all day and all I’ve come up with is that Scrubs is an asshole, a really lucky asshole,” Alex says after taking a drink.

      “Sick too.” I shake my head. “Gutting her like that.”

      We lapse into silence for a moment, dwelling on the nonsensical murder. Finally, Alex raises his glass. “To good detective work, right?” He grins at me, blue eyes flashing.

      I can’t help but return his grin, even though my stomach twists with the knowledge that good police work will have nothing to do with it. “I’ll drink to that,” I say gruffly, touching my glass to his.

      Suddenly, he bursts into laughter. “I just can’t stand that you order a whiskey on the rocks, like a sixty-year-old lawyer.”

      “Well at least I’m not guzzling a Bud Light like some frat boy,” I shoot back, raising a brow.

      “Hey,” Alex says sternly. “I’ll have you know I only drink Guinness.”

      “Oh, my mistake.” I smile. “But, really, don’t knock it ‘til you try it.” Alex watches as I order another whiskey and slide it toward him. “Give it a try, frat boy.”

      To my surprise, Alex shoots the entire glass down, at least five shots worth of liquor, the ice clattering against his face. I gape at him as he clears his throat loudly, brows furrowed. “Well, shit,” I say. “Have another.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      It’s three in the morning by the time Alex and I stumble out of the bar. The whiskey has hit him hard and he’s leaning on me heavily for support, the alcohol on his breath wafting over my face. My metabolism is fast, thanks to my shifting abilities. Getting drunk has never been possible for me, which is good, because Alex is hammered. I shift my arm around him, moving him from his overly slouched position to a somewhat straighter stance as I call him an Uber. He refuses to let me drive him home, telling me in spurts of lucidity that he’s fine and it’s late.

      A light drizzle starts up as we wait just outside the door of the bar. I glance up at the sky, watching the big droplets plummet from the darkness above. Alex is moaning softly, nuzzling his head on my shoulder. I clear my throat and fix my gaze on the light pole across the street, ignoring the warmth of his body pressed against my side. Alex is almost as tall as I am, standing at just six feet. His honey blond hair brushes my jaw, tickling my throat. I grit my teeth, breathing in the pine scent of his shampoo.

      Finally, the Uber pulls up to the curb and I breath a sigh of relief. Alex protests as we start walking toward grey Honda. He’s dragging his feet. I tighten my grip, taking more control. With some difficulty, I manage to open the door, holding Alex steady with one arm.

      I maneuver him in front of me but Alex digs in his heels, clutching my elbow tightly. His blue eyes, glazed over with drink, meet mine. He brings his face close and my breath hitches in my throat as my gaze moves to his soft, full lips, slightly parted. “Kilik,” Alex slurs, before suddenly falling silent.

      My gaze darts from his lips back to his eyes and my heart freezes as he takes me in calmly, his eyes suddenly clear and alert. There’s electricity in the air between us. He seems sober now, holding the car door for support. Something stirs in my chest, warmth growing in my groin as my eyes are locked on his. His pupils dilate, his chest rattling with a deep breath, and when his breath wafts over me, the heat of it sends me wild. I’m wrestling with the beast inside and my own feelings, but it’s a losing battle. A small growl escapes my lips, my fists clenched at my sides at an attempt to distract my willful body.

      The noise shatters the tension between us and Alex’s eyes fall away from my own. He collapses into the car, slurring a drunken goodbye. I watch from the curb, rain soaking my hair and jacket, as the car disappears around the corner. I take a deep breath, letting the cool rain calm me down. The pressure in my groin eases and I relax, rolling my shoulders. That was too close. I decide I need to work on my control.

      I drive back to my apartment, gripping the steering wheel tightly, grinding my teeth. It’s an exercise in persistence to force my mind away from the memory of Alex’s lips so close to my own. I try to distract myself with the case, even by thinking of Ivan’s blackmail, but I’m unsuccessful. The temptation to call Alex and invite him to my apartment is intense, but I know that wouldn’t end well. I can already imagine the conversation:

      ‘Hi, Alex, want to come over at three AM?’

      ‘Uh, why? Something with the case?’

      ‘Nope. I just really want to see you. And kiss you. And fuck you.’

      That sounds like a great plan. I groan as I pull into the underground parking lot of my apartment building, a modest, nondescript brownstone, still berating myself. There’s no elevator, so I wearily climb the stairs to the top floor, to my one-bedroom apartment that overlooks the street. I’m grateful for the view of Chicago, the city lights glowing brightly in the early morning. I toss my keys onto the table beside the door and collapse on the sofa.

      I stare at the ceiling, the fan rotating slowly, considering how I’m going to lead Alex away from the case, away from all of the evidence. Guilt gnaws at me but I tell myself it’s the right thing, to protect myself and to protect innocent people.

      Ivan never explained how this murder relates to his business nor his interests in the supernatural world. I kick my shoes off, reviewing everything that happened in my meeting with him. The obvious answer is that he owns the strip club where Estel worked, but he also mentioned its importance to the underworld. I consider this, chewing my lip.  There are too many possibilities, I realize frustratedly. She could have been involved in magic, perhaps, or some other supernatural activity. Or maybe she got on the bad side of one of the nastier creatures.

      Estel had been murdered at 3:00 p.m. today, yesterday now, and we had narrowed in on Jackie Scrubs as the most likely suspect from the prints at the crime scene and his relationship with her. But we’re still waiting for the autopsy and tox results. More will be revealed then, I remind myself as I head back to my bedroom. I draw the curtains and start to strip, tossing my rain-soaked clothes into the laundry bin in the corner.

      The most challenging part of this case would be lying to Alex and finding a way to hide any evidence that points to Voloshynko. “Damn him,” I curse. I don’t know how Ivan even discovered my shifting abilities. The fact that he did is concerning. I lock my gun and badge in the safe under my bed, running through a list of people or creatures that could have told Ivan, but my mind comes up blank. I grind my teeth and lay back in bed, unable to find a comfortable position. Eventually, I fall asleep still trying to find a way to escape Ivan’s cold, cunning grip.
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      The incessant beeping of my alarm aggravates the throbbing pain in my skull. I groan, rolling over with my eyes tightly shut against the light pouring through my thin curtains. My fingers brush against the cool metal of my phone and, after a few attempts, I successfully silence the alarm. Sighing, I collapse back down, a hand tossed over my aching eyes. My thoughts are fuzzy, filled with the sound of rain and the taste of whiskey. And Kilik’s hungry gaze. My eyes fly open and I sit up breathlessly, wincing an instant later as the sudden movement aggravates my hangover. I remember now—Kilik putting me in an Uber, the moment when we were frozen. My cock is stiff as I recall Kilik’s piercing green eyes staring at me, his hard muscles beneath my hands. I drag a hand over my face, moaning. I’ve got to get myself together before I go to work, before I see him again.

      Dragging myself out of bed, I take a hot shower, hoping the steam will help. The scalding water burns a little as I stand beneath it, letting the water run over me. The steam clears my head and eases the headache. Before my shower, I laid out clothes for the day, simple trousers and a blue button up shirt. Dressed, I pop a few pain killers and chug a cup of coffee to wash them down. I grimace after forcing the pills down. I hate taking pills. Ready, still nursing that headache, I head out the door. Memories of Kilik cloud my mind as I take the bus to work. I cross my legs, draping my coat over my lap awkwardly, trying to think of anything but my partner. But God, those eyes. His gaze felt like he was drinking me in. Slowly.

      I shiver and drag my eyes open, forcing the memory away, telling myself to focus. I hop off the bus and stride into the office, smiling warmly at the new receptionist.

      I round the corner out of the lobby and pass the captain’s office. “Hey, Captain,” I say cheerfully, waving a hand at the stocky man. He nods at me and then his eyes drift toward Kilik, already seated at his desk, head bent over the computer. I blanche but force a smile and head toward my own desk, directly across from Kilik’s.

      He looks up as I approach, circling around to my side. I drop my gaze as his green eyes take me in. He’s fiddling with a pen, leaning back casually.

      “How’s your head?” he asks as I slide into my chair, logging into my laptop.

      I groan. “Killing me. You seem just fine though,” I say, and it’s true, his eyes are bright and focused.

      “What can I say, I’ve always worked through hangovers pretty fast.” He tosses the pen aside. “Are you good to work?”

      I nod. “Oh yeah.” Just like Kilik to put work first. “Some coffee, a few donuts, I’ll bounce right back.”

      “You’re gonna get diabetes,” Kilik chuckles, already turned back to his computer.

      I shrug, grinning. It seems Kilik doesn’t remember, or if he does, it isn’t affecting him. I can’t decide if I’m relieved or disappointed. I dive into the case, reviewing photos of the crime scene. Estel’s body was found in an abandoned apartment building by the South Loop. I study one of the photos, a picture of Estel’s mangled corpse, strange symbols drawn in blood around her. I shiver. The first theory was, of course, satanic rituals, but the likelihood of that is statistically slim. I chew on my lip. None of the symbols are familiar. Suddenly, Kilik’s phone rings, dragging me out of my thoughts. He plucks it from the receiver without taking his eyes from his computer screen.

      “Patterson.” A pause as he listens. “Got it, we’re on our way. No, we’ll handle it.”

      “What is it?” I ask, chewing on the point of my pen.

      His eyes dart to my lips and some emotion flashes across his eyes, but I can’t place it. “They finally found Scrubs’ address.”

      Wordlessly, I nod, snatching up my jacket and following him outside. We clamber into the Mustang. Kilik takes a moment, as usual, to caress the leather. I swallow hard, watching his fingers trail over the steering wheel.

      “For fuck’s sake,” I curse.

      Kilik glances at me, a brow raised, but I stare stubbornly out the window, my cheeks hot.

      A dangerous driver, Kilik hardly looks before pulling out into traffic and screeching down the street, weaving in and out and around other vehicles. His lips are pulled back in a fierce grin, and for a moment, I imagine seeing pointed canines, but then he’s looking at me, winking as he takes a hard turn.

      “Shit!” I sputter, clutching the door.

      It doesn’t take long before we’re driving through a neighborhood that’s seen better days, the sad brick buildings sagging in the middle, windows boarded up or barred. There’s no green grass to be seen, only dead, dry weeds and clumps of dirt. The streets are mostly empty, the occasional passerby in a hoodie or a junkie draped across a front stoop barely glances at us as we drive by.

      Kilik stops in front of an old brick apartment building, a chain link fence surrounding it. I move to open the door but Kilik stops me, placing a hand on my arm. “Hang on. Before we go in there, I have to tell you something.”

      I raise a brow. “What is it?”

      He takes a deep breath, as if wrestling with something. “Ivan Voloshynko is involved in this case. I need you to know that. It complicates everything,” Kilik says seriously, his green eyes somber.

      I frown. “But that doesn’t make sense. Estel was a stripper and Ivan doesn’t even own the club she worked at. And how would the most powerful man in Chicago know a rat like Jackie Scrubs?”

      “He doesn’t own the club?” Kilik looks surprised, ignoring my question.

      “No, it’s owned by the Malones, I had Katie confirm it for me while you were at the bar working on Scrubs.”

      Kilik looks pensive. “Well, damn. There’s more to Estel than it seems, I’d bet on that,” Kilik says fiercely, eyes blazing.

      Despite my doubts, Kilik’s hunches are never wrong. If he says Ivan is involved, I trust his instincts. “Okay.” I nod. “Ivan is involved. When we get back to the precinct, I’ll do a little digging.”

      “Alright,” Kilik breathes, his shoulders sagging with relief.

      I open my door, taking in the building where Jackie Scrubs lives. Suddenly, I hear the sharp staccato pop of a gun, followed by the brassy sound of a bullet ricocheting off the nearby light pole. “Get down, get down!” I shout, ducking behind the door as another spray of bullets hits the ground in front of me.

      I glance at Kilik. He’s crouched behind his open door, his gun trained at the alley beside the apartment building. My gun is in my hands a second later and I spot the shooter peeking out from behind the corner of the building, wearing a dark hood. A bullet hits the grille of the Mustang, sparks flying. I take aim as the shooter’s head appears again, but my shots go wide, embedding into the brick building on his other side.

      I duck back down, taking cover. Kilik rises from his crouch and stands steady, raising his gun as the man’s head appears again. I shout once more for him to take cover but he doesn’t even look at me. One shot, then I hear the heavy thud of a body smacking the pavement. I gape at Kilik.

      His face is the picture of serenity but I see a hint of fury in his eyes as he lowers his gun to his side. Together, casting our eyes around, we jog cautiously to the shooter’s body, making sure there are no other threats. It appears the shooter was alone— there’s no sign of an accomplice. Kilik crouches down beside him as I call it in on my radio.

      I sigh, turning to face Kilik and holstering my weapon. He’s staring darkly at the corpse, an overweight balding man wearing a raggedy coat and worn shoes. Obviously homeless. I eye the gun beside him, it’s an H&K 9mm, one of the best, very expensive. That kind of firearm is not one that a homeless man would find lying around on the streets and would certainly never be able to afford.

      “This was a hit,” Kilik says quietly, staring at the handgun.

      I loose a breath and crouch beside him. “Definitely not a random shooting. It’s likely we weren’t random targets,” I say, watching as thick, crimson blood oozes from the hole in the man’s forehead. “Who did we piss off?”

      “Not you,” Kilik says, rising as two police patrol cars and an ambulance screech to a halt beside the Mustang. “Me.”

      He doesn’t elaborate and I don’t ask. Kilik will tell me when he’s ready. The beat cops jog toward us and Kilik gives them the rundown. It doesn’t take long before they’re taking pictures of the scene, collecting shrapnel and spent shells. The man’s body is loaded into the ambulance. Kilik and I leave the men to their work and turn back to our purpose here: Scrubs’ apartment.

      Kilik leads the way into the building. The halls smell strongly of mold and old food. The salmon-colored paint is peeling, the dark hardwood creaking loudly beneath our feet. Scrubs’ apartment is on the third floor, his door covered in graffiti, much like the rest of the walls. Kilik pounds on it loudly, the entire wall shaking under the force. I stand back, leaning against the wall. My eyes drift to Kilik’s muscles flexing underneath his shirt. Jackie doesn’t answer.

      “Nobody home,” I say, shrugging.

      “Too bad. It’ll be a bitch for him to get this door replaced.” Kilik grins.

      With a loud bang, Kilik kicks the door, hard. It splinters and swings open under the impact. My gun is out and I take point, sweeping it from side to side to clear the space. The apartment is empty.

      “Clear,” I call.

      Kilik enters at the sound of my voice, sweeping shards of wood out of his way with his foot. The apartment is small, a one-bedroom with a cramped kitchen and living space. There’s a stained sofa pushed against the window, an old TV in the corner, empty bottles littering the floor. I scan the living room. Candles are strewn about and small, fragile animal bones are scattered in random places. I scowl at the garbage. Jackie is a pig. Besides the grimy state of his apartment, there’s a rancid smell in the air, like rotten meat. I open the fridge; all of the food inside has expired.

      Kilik is rummaging through the cupboards. “He hasn’t been here in a long time,” he says, slamming the fridge door shut. “All of this shit is covered in dust.”

      I check the bathroom while Kilik enters the bedroom. The bathroom is disgusting, like it hasn’t been cleaned in years, a layer of grease and slime covering all of the porcelain. Black hair is clogged in the drain, making me almost gag at the sight and smell. Leaving the grimy bathroom behind, I join Kilik in the bedroom. He’s shining a blacklight over the bed, grimacing. The glow of biomaterial appears under the light. He pulls out his phone and snaps a few photos. In the closet, Kilik has uncovered a stash of guns and drugs, what looks like heroin. I slip on a pair of gloves and rummage through it further, finding more bones and drugs.

      “We’ve got to get forensics in here.” I stand back, pulling the gloves off. “They’re going to have a heyday.”

      “Let’s call it and get the hell out of here,” Kilik says gruffly. “This place gives me the creeps.”

      Twenty minutes later, the precinct’s forensics team is in the apartment, carefully documenting everything. They bag the delicate bones, take samples from almost every surface, and scan every nook and cranny. Kilik and I watch for a few minutes before it becomes clear that we’re in their way.

      Silently, we tread down the stairs to the street. I take a deep breath of the somewhat cleaner air, trying to clear my lungs of the grimy scent of that apartment. Kilik is watching me, the expression on his face impossible to read. Then he’s in his car and I take that as my cue. I slide in, ignoring the bullet holes now embedded in the door.
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      “Get down! Get down!” Alex shouts, ducking as a volley of bullets hits the pavement in front of him. I unholster my gun as more shots ring out, my gaze finding Alex, roving over his body to check for wounds. He appears to be unhurt. He clutches his gun, keeping his head low. I drop into a crouch, immediately spotting the shooter hiding behind the corner of the apartment building. More bullets, all spraying around Alex. Rage boils up inside me. My grip on my gun tightens as a furious chill settles over my body. It takes only an instant to zero in on the shooter’s exposed head. A slight squeeze of my finger, a light ricochet from my Glock, and then blood sprays from the shooter’s skull.

      I don’t holster my gun, eyes scanning the area for another shooter, for any other threats. My entire body is rigid, tense, filled with the strong desire, no need, to protect Alex. I hear nothing but roaring in my ears, feel only the cold grip of the gun in my hand, my pointed canines pricking my lips. Quick observation of the shooter tells me this was a calculated move, that Alex was the target.

      Ivan was sending me a message.

      I want to roar and gnash my teeth, to snap something in my jaws. How long Ivan has been watching me, I don’t know. How long he’s known of the stolen glances at Alex or my dreams at night, I don’t know.

      I’m trembling now but Alex doesn’t notice. The patrol cars screech to a halt, lights flashing. It’s all I can do to resist tearing into them as they approach Alex, my instincts screaming that everyone and everything is a threat. I grit my teeth and explain the situation to the new cops. They take over, then Alex and I head into the building. My senses are especially acute and I’m edgy, staying just ahead of Alex in case there are any new threats. I can tell before we even knock on the apartment door that it’s empty. I don’t hear the sound of heartbeats or catch the scent of any people inside. Kicking the door in certainly helps me vent as I imagine the wood to be Ivan’s pale face, smashing open beneath my shoe.

      I grin wickedly. The bear inside me is relaxing as it becomes apparent there is no immediate danger to Alex. The apartment is clear. We begin inspecting it carefully for any information, any evidence that may be useful in this case. The air is sharp, tinged with blood, drugs, and rotten meat. Not a good sign. I see Alex glance at the animal bones but he passes them by, no doubt thinking there may be a pest control problem. I know better. The candles, partially melted, scattered all around the living room, in close proximity to the bones, and the strange smell in the air all indicate black magic. I grimace, cautiously heading to the bedroom.

      The blacklight illuminates the biomaterial on the bedspread and I freeze, staring at it. The splatter patterns may look random, but they’re not. Complex patterns and swirls of blood were drawn out on this bed. A ritual spell. A low growl rumbles in my chest. Alex doesn’t notice, busy rummaging through the closet.

      When we’ve passed off the apartment to forensics and exited the building, I feel like I can finally breathe again. Wordlessly, I stalk toward my car, slamming the door as I slide in. Alex gets in beside me, body tense, and I know he can sense how upset I am. He doesn’t say anything as we pull away from the curb, fingers tapping lightly on his leg.

      Finally, I sigh heavily. “Spit it out,” I grumble, narrowing my eyes at him.

      “We’ve been shot at before but I’ve never seen you this pissed about it,” Alex says warily.

      I stare silently at the road, my eyes boring holes into the pavement. My knuckles pale as I grip the steering wheel tighter, my heart pounding in my chest. I can’t tell Alex the truth. When I heard those first gun shots and saw Alex ducking behind the door of the Mustang, his blonde hair askew, beads of sweat on his brow, something inside me broke. My restraint was past its limits, had bounded past those limits by a mile in that moment. It had taken all of my strength to refrain from shifting and charging at the shooter, taking every bullet along the way, to close my jaws around the man’s throat. But no, that would have been dangerous for Alex, to introduce him to the supernatural realm, and like that no less.

      Alex clears his throat, wordlessly reminding me that I have yet to answer. I can’t tell him that for me, our friendship has become something more. Or at least I want it to be.

      Finally, I speak. “I’m pissed that Ivan would order a hit like this. The bastard probably thinks he can get away with anything because he has money,” I lie, but the anger in my voice is real.

      Alex nods his head in agreement, smiling. “He won’t get away with it. We’ll figure it out.”

      His fierce, confident grin tugs at my heart.

      “Alex. I don’t know what I would have done if I had lost you,” I blurt out softly, almost a whisper.

      As soon as the words have left my mouth, I clamp my lips shut, silently cursing myself for my stupidity. Alex is quiet beside me as we drive through the Chicago streets. My partner opens his mouth to speak as we pull up to the precinct, but I’m out the door before he has a chance. My heart is beating wildly in my chest as I walk around to the sidewalk, noting the bullet holes in my Mustang. That can be dealt with later. For now, I need to focus on work.

      Alex trails me into the precinct and down into the basement, where the forensics labs are located and where the body of the shooter happens to be waiting for us.

      I push through the swinging door and make my way to the small counter where sanitary gloves and face masks are stored. Alex tries to catch my gaze as we slip into the gloves but I train my eyes away from him. I throw open the swinging double doors and approach the center of the room. The medical examiner, Vance, is waiting for us, standing next to the metal table that holds the shooter’s body. I lift my chin at Vance in a wordless greeting. He barely acknowledges us before pulling out his notes. Typical Vance, as antisocial as a corpse.

      I stare at the shooter. His overweight body bulges on the table, pale skin is almost transparent. I can see his blue veins so clearly, even the small ones, he could be made of rice paper. His hands are dirty, fingernails chipped, gray scruff around his jaw. And there, in the center of his forehead, a bloody, gaping hole. I feel no remorse staring at him.

      “Paul Kingsley,” Vance intones, his voice bland and bored. “Forty-five, heroin addict, no known address.”

      “So homeless. Where did he sleep? What was his neighborhood?” Alex crosses his arms.

      “The South Loop, along the river,” Vance answers, studying his clipboard.

      “No surprise,” I murmur. The South Loop has the highest population of homeless in all of Chicago. It also happens to be one of the favorite haunts of some of the supernatural, including warlocks and other practitioners. And worse.

      “Kingsley graduated from Chicago University with an Associates in English, tried to substitute teach, failed at that. He’s got a poor employment history. He was a sloppy guy,” Vance says, looking down at Kingsley with something like disgust.

      “When did he get into heroine?” I ask.

      “About five years ago, when he first got on the streets. I found needle punctures in his elbows, between the toes, knuckles of the feet, you name it. The guy was as close as the worst I’ve ever seen to shooting into his eye. Poor bastard.” Vance shakes his head.

      I purse my lips. “Who did he run with? We got anything on that?”

      Vance nods. “Yeah, the guy fell in with a small group called Occulti. You can guess why. Been running with them for a year. We’re looking for other members now.”

      The Occulti. A group of junkies obsessed with the Dark Arts and the supernatural, way beyond the average pagan, wiccan, or devil-worshipper. They practiced legitimate black magic, like Ivan. I grind my teeth. “Alright, thanks Vance.”

      “No problem,” Vance says, zipping Kingsley into the body bag.

      Alex and I head upstairs to our desks. This is getting more complicated than I had expected. Black magic and the supernatural had taken over this case, meaning that it may be difficult to find a clear, realistic conclusion to Estel’s murder. A murderer and a practitioner, most likely hired by Ivan to stop me from investigating this case, and a murder suspect who is an amateur warlock on the run. At my desk I rub my neck, sighing. This is more than connecting the dots. I need to research.

      I pull up the internet and find a reliable website about the occult in Chicago, even emailing a few contacts. I need to get a read on what’s happening in the underworld, if maybe it’s related to this case. I’ve spent too long ignoring my connection to that side of the city. Across from me, Alex is intently studying his computer, no doubt going over the facts of the case. Alex’s mind is sharp. He sees things I miss, his mind naturally jumping to the most likely conclusion. I let him focus on the facts while I delve into the myths and legends. It’s going to take both to bring Ivan to justice and protect my partner.
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      The precinct is full of the sounds of typing, murmured conversations, and phones ringing. It’s a busy day and the shooting has left me exhausted. I slouch in my chair, perusing the case file. I’ve added the information about Kingsley to our case on Estel, about an hour’s worth of work. I peer around my monitor to look at Kilik studying his computer screen.

      “Hey, Kilik,” I say, waving a hand to get his attention.

      He reluctantly drags his eyes away from his monitor to meet my own. “What’s up?” he asks. It’s the first time we’ve spoken one-on-one since our conversation in his car.

      “Do you want me to handle the paperwork on the shooting? Or have you started it?” I hate paperwork but I’ve read over our case file three times already. My mind was begging me to move on.

      Kilik turns his attention back to his computer. “Yeah, if you want.”

      I nod, casting one last glance at him before getting to work. The paperwork is mindless and gives me a chance to think about what happened in the car. I feel my cheeks heat remembering Kilik’s muttered, “I don’t know what I would have done if I had lost you.”

      I tap my pencil pensively on my cluttered desk, considering his words. It hasn’t been long since I first realized I had feelings for Kilik. Nearly three months ago, he had gotten caught in an undercover operation and was beaten badly. His face swelled beyond recognition, purple and bleeding. I feel a stab in my gut at the memory. I rode in the ambulance with him to the hospital. Despite the beating, he had been successful, and had earned a medal for that operation. I’d felt so proud of him I thought my chest would burst. My eyes flit to a picture of that rewards ceremony, to me and Kilik in uniform with our arms around each other, grinning broadly.

      Maybe he felt the same way for me. Maybe he felt love.

      But it wouldn’t matter. Relationships between partners are strictly forbidden. Even dating someone in the same precinct is risky. If Kilik did share my feelings, it couldn’t go anywhere until one of us transferred to a new precinct with a new partner. I glance at Kilik again, now typing swiftly, eyes narrowed at his monitor. I don’t know that I would want a new partner, Kilik and I are a good team. In more ways than one.

      Or maybe I’m reading too much into it. I sigh, more like a groan, then rise, stretching my arms wide. My back pops sharply, pleasantly, as I roll my neck. I wasn’t meant for deskwork, neither was my partner. But here we are. There’s coffee in the break room calling my name, and hopefully a donut or two.

      I add a few spoonsful of sugar to my coffee along with an unhealthy dose of creamer. Perfect. But no donuts, I notice with a frown. Sipping my coffee, I meander back to my desk, thinking about the rest of the dreaded paperwork. I approach my desk, my gaze lingering on the back of Kilik’s head. His dark brown hair is coifed perfectly, except for the cowlick poking up on the back of his head. A grin tugs at my lips and I resist the urge to pull on it when the contents of his screen capture my attention.

      He’s studying a webpage, a very unprofessional webpage, black with script font that reads “Black Magic and Its Uses”. At my approaching footsteps, Alex clicks out of that window, our case file replacing it on his screen. As I round his desk toward my own, he eyes me, eyebrows creased. I sip my coffee, avoiding his gaze, and plop into my chair. Kilik isn’t the type to play around during work and he doesn’t seem the type to be interested in magic at all. I snort. He never even read Harry Potter. Yet, he’s self-conscious enough to hide whatever he’s doing.

      Kilik’s cell phone begins to vibrate on his desk. I glance at it reflexively while Kilik’s hand is already darting toward it. Before he grabs it, I see Unknown flashing across the screen.

      “What is it?” Kilik snarls into his phone. My eyes dart toward him, surprised. It’s not like Kilik to speak with such anger. There’s a pause as he listens, scowling. He lowers his voice, speaking in tones so hushed I can’t hear him until he says, “I’m on my way.” Kilik leans back in his chair and I hear what sounds like a growl.

      “What’s up?” I ask casually, glancing at him.

      He stands, slipping into his canvas jacket and tugging a baseball cap on his head. “Nothing. I’ll see you tomorrow,” he says gruffly, avoiding my gaze.

      I watch as he stalks out of the precinct, his muscular frame disappearing around the corner and out the door. I look at the clock, 4:48 p.m. So, he’s not planning on coming back to go over the case again. I stand and peek around his desk. His computer is shut off, the sleep screen image fading in and out slowly. My feet take me to the window overlooking the street before I have a chance to think about it. I get there in time to see Kilik burst out of the precinct, head bent against the wind. He slams the door of his car, speeding away toward downtown.

      He’s hiding something, I decide, thinking back to the strange research he was doing. Kilik and I have had no secrets about work since we first became partners, when I was so eager for recognition I tried to keep him in the dark and ended up biting off more than I could chew. We’ve had an agreement since then—we work together. No secrets.

      I frown out the window.

      Suddenly, I hear a snap and feel a soft slap as a petite woman with black hair swats my arm with a folder. Katie grins at me, joining me at the window. I take the file still resting against my arm and return the grin.

      “So, trouble in paradise?” she teases, eyes drifting toward Kilik’s empty desk.

      I flip the file open and see more information on Kingsley, the shooter. “Shut up,” I say, elbowing her softly. Katie is like a sister. We tease each other incessantly, but I know I can trust her with anything and everything.

      She grins in response, then grows sober. “This Kingsley guy was a real piece of work. I did a full search on this guy and I’m glad I didn’t know him.” Katie shudders, glancing warily at the file.

      “Because he was in a cult? Or is it the heroin that grosses you out?” I ask, quirking an eyebrow and shooting her a smirk.

      “It’s worse than that,” Katie says darkly.

      I frown, eyebrows bunching, and dig farther into the file, intrigued. “So he does have an arrest record, huh. Vance never mentioned it.”

      “It took some digging to find. It looks like the charges were thrown out.” Katie crosses her arms.

      I read from the file. “Sexual assault of a minor.” I frown, feeling sick. “Ariel Hern. The incident was reported two years ago. She died eight months ago?”

      “Yeah.” Katie raises her brows. “Weird right?”

      “Weird that Ariel and our murder vic share the same last name? Yeah, it is,” I murmur, flipping through the file. “Why were the charges thrown out?”

      “Apparently, Kingsley has a powerful friend. Ivan Voloshynko made a generous donation to the Chicago PD right after Kingsley was arrested, under stipulation. The details are missing. But I’m guessing they’re related.”

      “Katie, this is really good. Really, really good. You must be well on your way to making detective,” I say, slapping the file.

      She blushes, grinning broadly. “Thanks Alex,” she replies as we turn away from the window.

      We wander back to my desk and she perches in Kilik’s chair. “So, how was your date?” I ask, wiggling my brows at her.

      “I thought you’d never ask.” Katie grins wickedly. “It was…adventurous, to say the least.”

      “Mmm.” I smile. “Adventurous like a karaoke bar, or the kind of adventure that involves chocolate and whipped cream?”

      Katie’s eyes twinkle. “Whipped cream, sans the chocolate, he’s allergic.” I chuckle, bending over my desk until my forehead is resting on my hand. “What?” she asks defensively.

      “That’s too bad about the chocolate,” I say, looking up, grinning.

      “Oh, I know, you’d be so disappointed, Mr. Chocolate Donut Addict. I think I know whose toned body you want to drizzle chocolate syrup all over.” Katie winks.

      “Katie,” I say, warning lacing my voice as my eyes dart toward the Captain’s office.

      “Oh, handsome green-eyed stranger,” Katie says in a deep, husky voice. “I seem to have spilled chocolate syrup all over my d—”

      “Katie!” I hiss, reaching for her across my desk. She darts away, laughing. “I shouldn’t have told you,” I snap, turning back to my work.

      She prances behind me and wraps her arms around my shoulders. “I won’t tease you at work anymore,” she says, planting a kiss on my cheek.

      I shake her off of me, sending her away with a wave of my hand, but a smile tugs at my lips.

      An hour later, I snap the case file closed with a sigh. I need a shower. Reading about men like Kingsley always makes me feel slimy. Rising, I spot Katie by the water cooler. “Need a ride?” I offer. I left my car in the underground parking lot the night Kilik and I went to the bar.

      She nods, gathering her things while I slip my files into the drawers of my desk, locking them. We leave together and head to the parking garage. My car chirps as I unlock it. Katie turns the radio to bubbly pop music, bouncing along in the passenger seat, singing softly under her breath. I watch her from the corner of my eye as we enter Chicago traffic. I don’t want Katie to lose her optimism for this job. Dealing with people like Kingsley and Scrubs can take a police officer to dark places.

      I drop her off outside her apartment building, a bland high-rise, and wait until she’s safely inside before pulling back out onto the street, switching the radio station. It takes another twenty minutes to get to my apartment. My building doesn’t have underground parking, but I’m lucky and spy an opening on the street.

      Locking my car behind me, I quickly head toward the main door. The street lights are just winking on as the sun sets. My apartment building requires a key to get through the main entrance, I find the right one dangling from the chain and open the door. I glance back at my car, clicking the lock button just to be sure. The lights blink on and off, it’s locked securely. As I turn back to the door, I spot a man across the street, lingering in the shadows of an awning.

      I can’t be sure, but it looks as though his head is angled toward me, his face obscured in the darkness. He stands impossibly still, unmoving even under my gaze. A shiver trails down my spine. I make sure the entrance to my building is locked securely and take the stairs two at a time. Even in my apartment with the blinds closed and curtains drawn, I still feel that man’s eyes on me.
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      The wheels of my Mustang leave short tread marks on the oil-stained asphalt outside the abandoned warehouse as I screech to a halt, eyes blazing angrily. I slam the door, too angry to be cautious with my precious car, my claws are already pricking against my fingertips, the flesh throbbing painfully. The warehouse, comprised of steel plates and rotten timber, stands empty on the pier, the few windows boarded up from within. I know Ivan is inside waiting for me. I can smell his strange magical scent mixed with his expensive cologne. There’s another scent, a deeply primal smell—fear.

      The red metal door flies open under my hands, banging roughly against the wall before it bounces back shut. I stalk into the warehouse, fists clenched to prevent my claws from extending. Ivan is standing in the center with three guards alert in strategic locations. He’s wearing a navy blue suit, expensive and perfectly tailored, not a hair out of place. I grin ferally as I imagine how easy it would be for my claws to shred through the delicate fabric of his suit or the soft flesh of his face, all the blood that would flow.

      But I’m drawn from my violent thoughts by Ivan, who speaks softly. “Detective, I’m so glad you could join us.”

      I snarl, lips curled over my teeth. The beast inside me is begging to be loosed. It’s difficult to maintain control while rage is boiling in my veins. “Ivan.” I glare at him, a growl rumbling in my chest. “I don’t appreciate you threatening me by endangering innocent people. That shooter was bullshit. Another stunt like that and I’ll rip your esophagus from your throat with my teeth.” My voice is soft, deadly as I flash my claws at him.

      Ivan merely smiles, the simpering pull of his lips nearly sending me into a rage. “Stunt? No, no, Kingsley was merely a reminder of what I will do if you betray me again. In fact, I will do worse,” Ivan says, slipping on a pair of expensive leather gloves.

      “You stay away from him,” I whisper, eyes narrowed, knowing he intends to target Alex.

      Ivan glances up from his hands to meet my gaze. “Perhaps you shouldn’t have been so obvious with your affections.” I take a menacing step toward him, furious, when Ivan waves a hand calmly. “Please, Kilik, I didn’t call you here to argue with you about that moron, Kingsley.”

      “Then cut to the chase, Ivan,” I snarl, eyes flashing.

      With a malevolent grin, Ivan takes two steps to his left, toward a small table with various dusty jars and a mortar and pestle placed upon it. I inhale, a sharp intake of breath, as a woman enters my view. Hidden before by Ivan’s lanky frame, the woman gazes up at me pleadingly. She’s tied to a chair, ankles tucked beneath her, arms behind, her mouth covered in duct tape. I freeze as Ivan positions himself behind her, his long fingers running through her thick red hair. His eyes linger hungrily for a moment on his trembling captive before he looks up at me, thin lips grinning. “I have a very small request,” he says, fingers lingering on her neck. She flinches under his cold touch.

      My breath is shallow as I analyze every exit, every move I could make to free this woman. The bear within me is crashing violently against my conscience, demanding to save her, but I know our chances are less than slim. They’re impossible.

      Ivan is speaking again, stepping away from her and toward the table. “You see, I suspect that this lovely young lady possesses invaluable information, knowledge of my drug trade. But she unwisely refuses to share it, or perhaps she truly doesn’t know and I’ve been given misinformation. It’s so hard to tell,” Ivan says, shrugging casually, as if it were another day at the office. “I need you to interrogate her for me. That is what you do, isn’t it, detective?”

      It may work in her favor if I do as he says, sparing her from his sadistic measures. I nod, trying to reassure the woman with my gaze.

      “Excellent.” Ivan presses his fingertips together. “Although there is a catch.” He pauses, waiting for my eyes to flick toward him. “Show her what true pain is. Use your claws.”

      I’m taken aback, my lips parting in surprise. “No,” I say immediately, eyes narrowing at the crime lord. “I don’t hurt innocent people.”

      He raises a brow at me. “No? Kilik, you would be doing this woman a mercy if you did what I asked.”

      “I doubt that,” I snarl. “Find someone else to do your dirty work.” I feel certain this woman is innocent of whatever crime Ivan thinks she has committed against him. Ivan simply wants to teach me a lesson, to punish me for defying him by going to Scrubs’ apartment.

      Ivan’s face settles into a cold mask as he readjusts his gloves. “Detective, I can do my own dirty work.” He reaches for one of the containers on the table, carefully plucking a strange object from it and dropping it into a little stone bowl, a mortar and pestle. “A little scorpion tail,” he explains. “Even after death, they’re quite potent.”

      I stiffen as he sifts through the other jars before selecting another. He uses a spoon to scoop out the contents and add them to the mortar. “Rose thorns, from my own bushes, grown on my estate.” He pricks his finger on one and then grins. “Still sharp. Ah,” he says, finding another container. “Perfect, spider legs.” A final flourish. “And the scales of a lionfish.”

      “What the hell is this?” I demand as he grinds the ingredients in the mortar with the pestle. He’s whispering under his breath. “You bastard, what the hell are you doing?” I ask again, louder this time. He ignores me and sets the pestle aside.

      “You should have done as I asked,” he says quietly, pale eyes sliding toward me. He turns to his captive. She’s squirming in her binds now, whimpering frantically. Ivan spills the contents of his spell work into his gloved palm and lifts it to his lips. He murmurs words in an unfamiliar language and I watch helplessly as the contents of his hand blow toward the woman on a phantom wind. The powder settles on her face and then cascades over her body. She screams, the sound muffled by the tape covering her lips.

      Suddenly, the woman’s trembling becomes violent, she begins seizing in the chair, her body fighting against the ropes to contort at strange angles. I move toward her, exclaiming, but Ivan merely extends a hand toward me. I feel a cold rush of air and then I am frozen in mid-step, eyes glued to the woman. Yellow spit oozes out from beneath the tape, she’s foaming at the mouth. Her eyes roll back into her head, the whites wholly exposed, bloodshot and glistening. Suddenly, her skin begins to roll, boils blistering across her flesh. Her face is the worst part, red, swollen in blisters, shining in the way skin that’s been stretched too far does. Ivan is watching in fascination as his death spell wreaks havoc on the woman, destroying her from the inside out.

      Finally, she is still, her head drops to her chest, eyes wide, spit up staining her chin. Ivan releases me from his spell after the woman has drawn her last breath and I double over, taking deep breaths. Able to breathe again, I gather myself and rush toward the woman. Ignoring the blistering skin, I take her pulse. There’s nothing, and the lingering warmth of her body is disappearing swiftly. I stand, trembling with rage, eyes boring holes into Ivan. He busies himself at his table, gathering his ingredients, instructing his men. “You know what to do,” he says, before finally turning to me. He gives me a sad smile, a patronizing smile. “Kilik, it would have been a much cleaner death from you, even if you had shredded her to ribbons.”

      My ears are filled with roaring wind as fury sweeps through me. My claws edge out, pricking my palms as I clench my fists.

      Ivan’s smile disappears and he observes me coldly. “If you disobey me again, Kilik, you won’t be the only one facing the consequences,” he says, his voice dangerously low. He sweeps his arm toward the woman’s corpse. “This was the consequence of doing exactly what I told you not to do. Next time, I will make it really hurt. I will kill your friends, one by one, starting with your partner. I will take away your shifting. Oh yes, I can do that,” he sneers as I look up at him, startled. “Then you will have nothing and no one.”

      Ivan regards me, watching as I grind my teeth, glaring at him. Wordlessly, he sweeps out of the warehouse, his men quickly gathering up the table and its contents, hurrying after him. I glance toward the woman once more, guilt already gnawing at me. Her death was my fault. Stalking out of the warehouse, I take great gulps of air, breathing deeply. My knees are shaking as the door slams shut behind me.

      I leave the woman to her tomb.

      I’ve already made up my mind as I clamber into the Mustang and peel out of the complex of warehouses. I head for St. Mary of the Angels, gripping the wheel with white knuckles. The cathedral rears up in front of me, its single dome and two spires reaching toward the heavens. The red brick is awash in gold as the sun sets, the light glaring off the windows. I hurry to the main doors, taking the stairs two at a time, passing through the great columns at a jog.

      The cathedral is silent, save for the echoed whispers of late-night worshippers and tourists. I don’t spare a glance at the architecture or the detailed gold and white ceiling as I stride toward the altar. The priest sees me, we nod at each other as he moves off to speak to another visitor. I drop to my knee in front of the statue of Christ, thinking of how Alex would look at me appraisingly while I showed my reverence. Alex is Catholic but has never bothered me about my lack of religion. On my feet, I sidle around the tourists gathering in front of the pews and make my way to a small door in the back of the hall.

      Father Thomas’ eyes are on me as I slip through it into the darkness beyond. The wall sconces aren’t lit so I pull out my phone and use my flashlight. The priests here are old-fashioned, insisting on flames instead of electric lights. I take the worn stairs carefully. Centuries of use have left indentations of footprints in the stone. My footsteps echo off the walls as I descend the stairs until I find myself in a grand chamber. The walls are draped in tapestries depicting stories of Christ and the coronations of early Christian kings. The torches in here are at least lit, casting a warm glow over the records. The priests of St. Mary of the Angels have kept records on magic for years, taking care to pass on the knowledge to the cathedral’s caretakers. Father Thomas and I made an agreement years ago—he gives me access to the records and I protect the innocent as well as I can.

      A heavy wooden table stands in the center of the room, a few uncomfortable wooden chairs pushed up against it. Bookcases are scattered around the walls, filled with tomes, scrolls, and strange artifacts. I head to the nearest one and study its contents. The scrolls and heavy tomes are difficult to decipher, but a quick scan of the contents tells what I need isn’t on this shelf.

      Eventually, I find a few promising texts and lug them to the table, dropping them unceremoniously. Father Thomas would no doubt chastise me for my lack of care. Dust plumes upward at the impact. I cough and wave a hand in front of my face to clear the air.

      Hours later, I’m still reading through the tomes when I hear footsteps on the stairs. I take a breath through my nose, sniffing, and scent the priest. I relax, turning my attention to the book in front of me. “Hard at work, I see,” the priest says, a smile lacing his voice as he stands over me, peering over my shoulder.

      “Father Thomas,” I greet him, looking up. He takes a seat across from me, his wizened, dark-skinned face turned to the texts littering the table.

      “Interesting reading material, although I’ve always found it to be a little dry.” He winks. “Having trouble with a warlock?”

      I glower, thinking of Ivan. “The most powerful one I’ve ever seen.”

      He makes a thoughtful noise. “Perhaps I can be of use.”

      “Unless you know of a way to break any enchantments or cripple their power, I doubt it,” I say, raising a brow at him.

      “Oh, you never know. I’m more helpful than I look.” He smiles. “And you look like you could use another set of eyes.”

      I nod, grateful for the help, and push a text toward him. We sit in silence, the only sound the quiet turning of the brittle pages.

      An hour later, Father Thomas breaks the silence. “What about this?” he asks, turning the book toward me and pointing to one of the paragraphs.

      I read it silently, excitement building. “I think that just might work,” I say, a feral grin splitting my lips.
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      Kilik walks into the precinct late, a paper bag in hand and a grimace on his face. Captain Strong eyes him unhappily but Kilik ignores him, heading directly to his desk. He collapses into his chair, shrugging off his coat and putting the paper bag on his desk. I think back to the research he had been doing on magic yesterday and the way he left so hurriedly. So secretive. I don’t smile at him when he looks at me, instead, I stare intently at my monitor, studying our records on Ariel Hern.

      “Hey,” he says, sounding sheepish. “I’m, uh, sorry about yesterday. I know I was kind of… hard to deal with.”

      Finally, I lift my eyes to his face, my heart fluttering at the sight of his green eyes, soft and warm. I clear my throat, forcing myself to shrug casually. “No big deal.”

      He nudges the bag across the space to my desk. “For you.” I open it, peering inside. Two chocolate donuts await, glistening with sugar. “Your favorite,” he says, grinning.

      “Thanks,” I say, my chest warm. I hand him a donut and he accepts it with a smile. “I think I’ve made some headway on the case,” I mumble through a mouthful of chocolate.

      “Oh?” he asks, his eyes darting away for a moment before returning to study my face as he feigns interest. My eyes narrow. “What?” he asks.

      “Nothing. Kingsley and Estel have history. Her sister, Ariel Hern, was sexually assaulted by Kingsley two years ago. She died under mysterious circumstances eight months ago.”

      “Mysterious circumstances?” His interest is piqued.

      “So-called. Looked like a suicide, the investigators at the time ruled it as such, but they found evidence of the occult and ritual summoning hoodoo shit at the scene,” I say, tossing the file across our desks.

      He catches it nimbly in mid-air. “Interesting. Any relation to Jackie Scrubs?”

      “Not yet. But my sources told me Jackie was spotted with a known member of the Occulti.” I toss the paper bag, crumpled to a ball, into the nearby trash can.

      “Sounds promising,” he says, his eyes glittering strangely. “I think it’s time we go on a stake-out.”

      “Where to?” I ask, standing, slipping my gun into its holster. I’m eager to make headway on this case and I feel positively about the new information from Katie.

      “Tuesday Malone’s,” Kilik says, heading out the door.

      I pause at my desk, excitement fading. “Seriously? Kilik, I think that’s a waste of time.”

      “What?” He turns around and looks at me questioningly.

      “I think we can rule out the Malones. Everything we have points to the Occulti and magical nonsense.” He flinches. “We’ve got nothing that relates this to them, besides the fact that Estel worked at one of their clubs. Plus, Tuesday is a nobody,” I say, joining him beside the door.

      “It’s not a waste of time. We need to cover every possibility. This is one we haven’t checked out yet,” he argues.

      “Kilik, our time would be spent better following other leads,” I say, trailing him out onto the street.

      He rounds on me, brows pinched frustratedly. “Look, my gut is telling me we need to rule out the Malones before we jump into the Occulti.” Without waiting for my response, he slips into his car.

      I clamber in, sighing heavily, knowing I won’t be able to change his mind. We ride in silence to a ritzy neighborhood, filled with shining glass high-rises. Kilik parks on the street, I pay the meter, and we wait, eyes on the main door to Tuesday’s building.

      I hear a metallic click and a sigh from Kilik, I turn to look at him. He’s leaning back against the leather seat, a cigarette in one hand, arm lounging out the window, smoke billowing from his open lips. “When did you start smoking again?” I ask incredulously as he takes another drag.

      He glances at me from the corner of his eyes. “Just now.” He inhales deeply on the cigarette, the end glowing, blowing the smoke out the open window.

      I frown. Kilik quit smoking two years ago. I helped him. And now here he was again. “Something bothering you?” I ask, knowing that was most likely why he started again. There’s something he can’t handle and he needs help even if he doesn’t know it.

      He gives me a funny look. “No, why?”

      “I just figured that would be why you start up again, if something was wrong,” I say, shrugging.

      “Nope,” he murmurs, cigarette at his lips.

      “You know the open windows are going to blow our cover.” I look at him pointedly. To my surprise, Kilik shrugs, lounging back. I scoff frustratedly, narrowed eyes on my partner. “What is wrong, man? You insist on this stake-out and then you don’t care if we’re spotted? What the hell?” I exclaim angrily.

      Kilik casts his green eyes toward me, sparked and irritated. Silently, he reaches toward the dash and turns on the radio so classic rock blares through the speakers. I scowl, but he ignores me, gazing out the open window. I’m jumpy, ready to leap out of the Mustang and head back to the precinct to do some real work, when our radio buzzes with static.

      Before Kilik can react, I stab the music radio button, turning it off, and snatch our police radio from its stand. “Detective Miller, go ahead.” I glare at him.

      “We’ve got a 187,” the dispatcher says, voice nasally through the radio.

      “We got it, what’s the address?” I ask, punching it into the GPS on my phone. I set the radio down. “Let’s go,” I growl.

      Kilik sighs, taking one last drag of his cigarette before flicking it out the window and peeling into traffic. A car honks at us as we cut it off, I glance irritably at Kilik, he isn’t bothered. The GPS takes us to the warehouse district at an abandoned pier, we spot several cruisers, lights flashing outside one of the larger warehouses. Kilik comes slowly to a stop, staring anxiously at the warehouse. He looks sick, his skin pale, lips pressed tightly together.

      I hop out of the car, wet gravel crunching under my feet, and head into the warehouse without waiting for my partner. I can hear him trailing behind me. Inside, a gaggle of officers is scattered throughout, taking basic documentation and speaking into their radios. I see Katie in the back corner, latex gloves on her hands, crouched over what I can only assume is possible evidence. She glances up and waves a hand at me, though she’s clearly distraught. I head toward the center of the warehouse, where a group of them are bunched together, whispering, shaking their heads. They turn at the sounds of my approach. “What have we got?” I ask, stuffing my hands into the pockets of my jacket.

      They part, and then I see what’s made everyone so somber and silent. A young woman is dead.

      She lays sprawled across the ground, stiff limbs askew like a starfish. Her eyes are glazed over, white with death, and her mouth is open in a perpetual silent scream. But her skin is what’s truly disturbing. Swollen and disfigured, burnt and broken, she looks as if a thousand hornets stung her relentlessly until she died from the shock of the poison.

      Impulsively, I scan the beams overhead for any sign of a hornet’s nest. Nothing. Kilik stands beside me, his face an unreadable mask.

      Vance is kneeling beside the corpse, studying it intently. He sighs and rises to his feet, dusting off his pants. “She died from anaphylactic shock, that’s obvious. By the state of the decomposition I’d say she died last night,” Vance says, glancing reluctantly at the body.

      “Was it a homicide? Or could it have been an accident?” I ask. Kilik is quiet beside me.

      Vance shakes his head, glasses glinting in the dim light. “Definitely a homicide. There are no puncture marks that I can see, no signs of insects in the warehouse or around her body. No,” Vance murmurs, staring at the corpse. “She was murdered.”

      Beside me, Kilik exhales sharply and lifts his face to the ceiling, I frown at him. Something is wrong. Vance turns back to the body, slipping on a new pair of protective gloves. I approach Kilik, who has moved a ways off, still staring at nothing. I lightly press my hand against his back, he sags against it, chin dropping to his chest.

      “Kilik, what’s going on?” I ask, my voice low.

      He shakes his head. “Nothing,” he finally says.

      Before I can press him further, Kilik stalks out the door, which slams shut loudly as he disappears through it. I groan, that man is infuriating sometimes. Suddenly, something on the ground, half-buried in the dirt floor of the warehouse a few feet away catches my eye. I crouch beside it and pull a latex glove onto my right hand. Without touching it, I inspect the object. It’s a slip of paper, with faint words written in pencil. It’s clearly been trodden on and pressed into the dirt, perhaps since last night. Gingerly, I lift the paper from the dirt, and my heart drops. Cold rushes through me as I read the words on the small paper, ripped haphazardly from a notebook. “The Broken Mast, 8:00, Alex,” it reads, the words scrawled in what is unmistakably Kilik’s handwriting.

      Without thinking, I crumple the paper and stuff it into my pocket, heart beating quickly. If this note, written weeks ago, had been dropped today, since Kilik and I had arrived, it wouldn’t have been half-buried in the dirt. Kilik had been here before, I realize, thinking of his reaction to the corpse.

      “You got something?” Katie calls from across the warehouse, staring unhappily at me as I remain crouched.

      I rise, brushing myself off nonchalantly. “No, thought I saw something, but it was nothing. Just a trick of the light,” I say and head toward the door. “See you ‘round.” I wave over my shoulder, not bothering to look back.

      I think back to yesterday, when Katie sang along to the pop songs on the radio. This was her first time seeing such a grisly murder, and I could tell from her expression that she was sincerely focused on doing her job, but she would never forget that woman’s corpse. The job will do that to you.

      Kilik is waiting by his car, leaning against it, chewing on his lip.

      “Quit smoking already?” I ask sharply.

      “Death puts it in perspective,” he says, moving to open the door.

      Before I can stop myself, my hand is slamming into the roof of his car, he looks up, startled. I glower at him. “I know, Kilik.” My voice is deadly quiet.

      His eyes widen briefly and then his face settles into an impassive mask. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      I dig my hand into my pocket and pull out the slip of paper, placing it on the roof of the car between us. “Go on,” I say. “Take it.”

      He reaches across the cool, black metal and slides it toward himself, his eyes quickly roving over the words. “Alex,” he says, his voice breaking.

      “You were there,” I hiss, cutting him off. “You were there and you didn’t call it in, didn’t try to save her. What happened to that girl?”

      His shoulders sag, as if he’s curling in on himself. “Alex, I— It’s complicated,” he says, eyes scanning my face, searching for something.

      “It’s complicated?” I scoff, smiling bitterly. “I’ll cover your ass, but how could you keep this from me? We’ve been partners for three years, we spend more time together than anyone else. You know me better than any of my past relationships and I like to think I know you the same way. I can’t trust you anymore.” I shake my head.

      Kilik is silent. I wait for him to speak but he says nothing. I grit my teeth and stalk away from him, heading toward a narrow street that will take me out of the warehouse district. I pull my phone from my pocket and start to call an Uber.

      “Where are you going?” Kilik calls after me. I can hear his footsteps behind me, gravel crunching.

      I ignore him, entering the shadowed street, out of sight of the damn warehouse. He calls after me again, his voice closer now. I hunch my shoulders, head low, and suddenly his hand is on my arm. I wrench away from him, whirling around to face him. My rage falters as I meet his gaze, intense and burning.

      “Alex,” he says, his voice low and husky. I wait. He closes the distance between us with a single step and I instinctively move back. He continues his approach until my back is pressed against the wall of another abandoned building. The rough brick digs into the muscles of my back. My eyes are latched onto his, green orbs that never leave my face.

      His hands rest on the brick near my face, trapping me between his arms. My heart beat intensifies, it beats rapidly in my chest. My face flushes as he draws his own closer, pausing an inch from mine. “What?” I rasp, my voice hoarse.

      His eyes wander from my eyes to my lips, then finally down my body. I feel my cock grow stiff and heated under his gaze, and I shift uncomfortably. He grins at me, wild and dangerous. My breath quickens and my eyes drift to his full lips. A low moan escapes my mouth before I catch myself, and his eyes blaze, a growl rumbling in his chest.

      And then his lips are pressed against mine, warm, soft and rough at the same time. My hands find their way to his body, slipping against his ribs, exploring his strong back. He groans, pressing himself against me as I dig my fingers into the strong chords of his muscles. His tongue flicks against my lips. I open for him and he deepens the kiss.

      I nip at his bottom lip and he growls playfully. His fingers dig into my hair. My body is consumed with want. I want his lips. I want his body. I want his everything. As though he can sense my thoughts, Kilik’s tongue sweeps into my mouth and he lightly grinds against me, teasing. Groaning, I tremble, the slow-burning sensation of Kilik’s body pressed up against mine threatens to topple me. But Kilik supports me, his hands moving from my hair to my ass. His hands squeeze my cheeks tightly and I moan, stretching my neck to the side.

      He knows what I want. His lips find the sensitive skin of my neck, tongue rolling over my jugular. He snarls, shoving me closer to the wall, gripping my ass tightly. And then his teeth are on me, gently closed around my neck. Startled, I pull away, but he holds me in place, jaws tensing. His grinding slows to a gentle, constant pressure against my groin, I relax. He can have me. Fuck, can he have me.

      As if sensing my surrender, Kilik releases my neck, licking it tenderly. He pulls away, eyes glittering. I’m panting, my hands still clutching his back. We kiss once more, slowly and deeply this time, and I think I’m going to burst with desire. When he ends the kiss with a tender nip, I hold him tighter, gazing pleadingly at him. I whisper his name and that fire sparks within him again but he holds himself back. He places his forehead on mine, staring into my eyes.

      “Alex.” My name rolls off of his tongue like a kiss. “I’m sorry I’ve been keeping secrets. But if I told you everything, it would put you in danger.” Kilik’s eyes blaze and his grip on me tightens. “I’ll do anything to protect you.”

      “Protect me?” I gently push him away, releasing myself from his embrace. “I don’t need you to protect me,” I say, feeling a small rush of anger.

      “You don’t understand what we’re dealing with here,” Kilik says defensively. “It’s bigger than you.”

      I bristle. “We’re supposed to be equals, Kilik. And yet you’re treating me like a child.”

      Kilik groans, rubbing his temples. “You don’t understand,” he snaps.

      Wordlessly, I turn my back on him. My Uber arrives a few minutes later and I clamber in without a backward glance at my partner.
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      The leather of the steering wheel cools my warm hands, I press my forehead against it, hoping it will calm my heated face. My hands clench the wheel tighter as I think back to the kiss. His lips, so soft and supple beneath my own, tasted like watermelon. Sweet and intoxicating. I groan. My groin throbs as I remember the way he responded to my touch, the way he surrendered to me. I’m trembling with desire now. Kissing Alex released the floodgates, rendering my control shattered, broken. I exhale heavily. How will I face him tomorrow? How will I pretend I’m not imagining the way he’ll moan when I nip at his neck or dig my nails into the strong cords of his back?

      Stiff, uncomfortable in my jeans, I shake my head vigorously. Oh God. I still want him.

      “We’re supposed to be equals, Kilik. And yet you’re treating me like a child.” he’d said, scowling at me. I grimace at the memory. He was right but so wrong. He didn’t understand, impatient and proud as he is. I’m just trying to protect him from my world. I feel a deep wave of sadness. I can’t bring Alex into this world. I can’t be with him. It would put him in too much danger. I’m not willing to risk that to satisfy my heart.

      My fingers drum on the leather steering wheel as I consider the situation. Alex will never trust me if I don’t explain. But I can’t say too much—I have to keep him safe. I glance toward the side street he met his Uber in earlier, my heart panging in my chest. Without thinking, my hand finds the packet of cigarettes in the middle console and I light up. I’ve got to clear my head. I groan, breathing smoke out the open window. The nicotine slows my rapidly beating heart, a sense of calm easing over me. I take another drag, watching the smoke dissipate as it floats toward the gray clouds overhead. This is a nasty habit. Alex would be chastising me if he were here.

      That’s it. I start my car and roar out of the warehouse district, leaving that damn crime scene behind. I have to tell him the truth, at least some of it, if I’m going to salvage our partnership. Even if we only remain friends and we act like there was never any passion between us, I would be happy just to be near him. To see him smile. To watch him take down an aggressive perp. I grin, imagining it.

      With a pang of regret, I toss the half-smoked cigarette out the window, followed by the pack.

      I pull up to Alex’s building, parking illegally on the street. My heart is beating loudly in my chest as I bound up the stairs to the main door. I buzz his apartment, punching the button vigorously.

      “What? What?” Alex’s worried voice crackles through the speaker.

      “Alex, it’s me,” I say, resisting the urge to pace.

      He’s silent for a moment. “What do you want?”

      “Let me up, please?”

      “I’ll come down to you,” he says curtly.

      I protest, but there’s no answer from the system and I know he’s already on his way. There’s a painful pressure in my chest as I watch him warily walk toward me through the glass doors. He doesn’t trust me. Whatever we’d had, I broke it.

      The door swings open and he steps out, closing it behind him and turning to face me with narrowed eyes. “What do you want?” he asks, irritation in his voice.

      “I came to explain, to give you answers. And to apologize.” He shrugs, waiting for me to speak. I can practically feel the righteous anger and betrayal rolling off of him. “Ivan Voloshynko approached me a few days ago when I was watching Jackie Scrubs at the bar. That’s why I didn’t get him, his goons dragged me to Ivan before I could make the arrest.”

      Alex’s eyebrows flick up, surprised.

      “Ivan made me agree to covering his tracks, purposefully leading the investigation astray. When I didn’t, he sent Kingsley after us. After you.” I look pleadingly into his blue eyes.

      “How would he make you do anything?” Alex asks, crossing his arms. I can see the anger flashing in his eyes and I know it’s directed toward Ivan.

      “He’s blackmailing me. I can’t tell you with what. Come on, don’t be like that,” I say, taking a step toward him as he rolls his eyes.

      Alex shakes his head at me. Incredulous. “Really, Kilik? More secrecy?” he snaps.

      Suddenly, my own anger courses through me, like a fast-moving wildfire. I back him into the corner, stalking toward him with my eyes blazing. “I. Can’t. Tell. You,” I snarl, eyes boring into him. He looks up at me defiantly. I feel my cock stiffen.

      My shoulders sag and I back away, defeated. “I’m sorry, Alex. I truly am.”

      “What were you doing at that warehouse?” he finally asks, after he regards me silently.

      “Ivan called me there last night. He was giving me another warning for defying him. He killed that girl. Tried to make me do it. I should have, damn it, I should have.” My shoulders are trembling now as I think back to the violent, painful death she suffered.

      Alex looks pained and conflicted. He wraps his arms tighter around himself. “You should go.” His voice is quiet.

      My eyes snap toward him. He avoids my gaze and moves toward the door. Wordlessly, Alex disappears inside the building. I watch his receding form until he disappears around the corner, up the stairs.

      I want to roar, to shift and run and tear at things with my claws. I clench my fists as I resist the urge, ignoring the bear inside of me and its angry raging. Stiffly, I retreat to my car. I’ve been ticketed. The slip of paper is shredded in less than a second, my claws tearing through it like butter. The pieces drift to the ground as I slip into the Mustang. Paper and dust and leaves burst off the asphalt and into the air as I peel away from the curb, ignoring the honks behind me.

      In my apartment, I pace furiously, hands clenched into fists at my sides. My claws retract in and out rhythmically, pricking my palms. I ignore the stinging and the droplets of blood, letting them fall to the hardwood. I understand that he’s angry with me and why. I understand he can’t forgive me for letting that girl die. But can’t he understand my position? My sharpened canines grind against my bottom teeth, my pacing intensifying.

      “Fuck Ivan,” I growl quietly. I’ll kill the bastard.

      I glance at the clock, almost midnight. It’s been hours since I spoke to Alex and I haven’t heard from him since. My cell is on the coffee table, silent for the last few hours. I snatch it off the coffee table and pull up Alex’s number, staring at it intensely. Scowling, I toss it onto the sofa, watching the screen go black. I return to my pacing, imagining dark and vicious ways to end Ivan’s life.

      Out of the corner of my eyes I see my phone light up, Alex’s name appearing on the screen. I lunge at it, but he hangs up before I can answer it. I call him back, waiting anxiously as the phone rings. And rings. And rings.

      “Hi, this is Alex. I’m unavailable right now, but leave me a message and I’ll get back to you,” his voicemail says monotonously. I smile at his voicemail recording, so generic and bland. So polite.

      I call once more, not caring that it may make me look desperate. He doesn’t answer again and I feel a flash of fear. Alex would answer my calls, even if he were mad at me. Especially if he called me first. I grip the phone tightly in my hand, glancing worriedly out the window even though I can’t see his apartment from here.

      I’m headed out the door, gun holstered beneath my leather jacket, before I can think about it, the keys held tightly in my hand. I don’t even know how I get to Alex’s place, my mind running through all of the different scenarios of ways he could be in danger, and yet here I am, parking illegally again. The meter reader is a few cars down, he gapes at me, recognizing the Mustang. I shrug and grin ferally at him, taking the stairs to the main door two at a time. I fumble through the keys, Alex gave me copies in case of emergencies. I wasn’t above using them now.

      Inside, I sprint up the stairs to the fifth floor. Alex is down the hall, his apartment one of the two facing the street. I slow as I approach, cautious of the thin thread of light shining from his apartment door, cracked open. I feel a heavy sense of dread as I unholster my gun, clicking off the safety. Quietly, I nudge the door open, taking in the entry hall and the living room just beyond. His apartment, usually neat and orderly, looks like it’s been ransacked, tables, sideboards, and chairs overturned, a lamp broken on the floor.

      I don’t call out to him; the intruder may still be inside. Silently padding through the rooms, I clear the apartment. There’s no sign of Alex or of anyone else. I holster the gun and take a closer look. The door was opened, probably by Alex, judging by the signs. Then the attack came and Alex retreated to the living room. His gun lay tossed aside on the floor, just beneath the blue sofa. He put up a hell of a fight, I think solemnly. Maybe he tried to call me during the attack, I realize, eyes widening. If I had answered sooner. My canines elongate, eyes dilating to take in more detail.

      The bear within me is quiet, understanding. We are dangerous in the worst way as I call upon my shifting abilities to hone my human senses. I easily pick up Alex’s scent, the smell of cool pine, and head out the door. I lock it behind me. No sense in letting him be robbed as well as abducted.

      On the street, a flurry of smells overwhelms my senses, but I drive them all away, focusing only on Alex. I follow the fresh pine East, toward Old Town, stalking down the streets. I mentally calculate how many bullets I have, how many shots I may have to take. I’ll rely on shifting last of all. It will make me too memorable, too easy to find after this is done.

      I crack my knuckles, glaring violently at passersby as I storm through the city on foot. My tracking leads me to an old brick skyscraper, or at least what used to be a skyscraper. It’s much shorter than typical high-rises by modern standards, the brick dirty and crumbling. I inhale deeply through my nose. The scent is strong here and I know I’ve come to the right place. I track Alex to a basement door, set shallowly below street level. I’ll go in quick and quiet, I decide, as I contemplate unholstering my gun.

      The door is locked, the metal doorknob cool to the touch. A grin splits my lips and the bear inside of me hums happily as I summon more strength. The doorknob crumples under my grip, the perfect round surface compacting tightly like an aluminum can. The door swings loosely and I edge in, eyes taking in my surrounds quickly and efficiently. The door leads to a long, empty hallway, bland cement block walls and concrete floors. I sniff. No guards. I let the door close softly behind me and sneak through the hall, scenting what’s ahead of me periodically.

      Finally, following Alex’s scent further down the hall, ignoring the various doors and dark rooms, I catch another scent. A guard. He’s close, I extend my claws, waiting for him to round the corner. A stocky man dressed in jeans and flannel enters my view, he’s wearing a beanie, a gun held carelessly in his right hand. I dart out of the shadows and swipe my hand along his throat before he can take a breath to shout a warning down the hall. Blood spurts from his neck and I curse, the blood splatters along the walls and floors will alert them to my presence. His gun clatters to the floor as the light leaves his eyes, the flow of blood slowing to a heavy gush. I drag his body into an empty room I spotted back down the hall and hope no one besides him patrols this area.

      Farther down the hall, I encounter another guard. I snap his neck with a swift motion, no blood. Quick, easy, clean. Alex is close, just a little more. I take a left down another hall, dispatching a third guard without a second thought. Soon, his scent is overwhelming and I’m growing careless, too eager to find him. I track him to a room on the right, dark and empty except for him. The door is unlocked, and I slip in, my nose immediately picking up on the sharp, tangy presence of blood. A low growl escapes me. If they’ve hurt him… I think furiously.

      “Who’s there?” Alex’s voice echoes out from the darkness. To his credit, there is no trembling in his voice despite the fear I smell on him. I find the light switch and he gapes after his eyes adjust and he takes me in. He breaks into a relieved smile. “Kilik, how did you find me?” he asks as I rush toward him.

      He’s tied to a metal chair, thick cords of rope around his chest, ankles, and hands. I slice through them easily with a claw, careful not to nick his skin. He shakes the ropes loose and I rush in front of him, hands on his shoulders, drinking him in. His lip is cut, bleeding, and he has a bad black eye, but overall, he’s unhurt. My shoulders sag with relief and it’s difficult to resist the urge to gather him into my arms.

      Suddenly, he stiffens and his eyes widen, gazing at something behind me. A presence I didn’t pick up in my carelessness. I turn around, slowly, sliding easily into a fighting stance. Alex rises behind me but I hold my hand out, holding him back as I take in the woman in front of us. She’s lithe, her body supple and lean. She stands casually in the center of the room, regarding us with curiosity. I inhale, recoiling at her strange scent. Her black eyes glitter dangerously, stark against her pale skin. She’s wearing heels, thin stilettos, and a short, black sequined dress. Completely out of place in the musty basement. Her black hair is pulled back into a bun, a sharp, decorative pin stabbed through the center of it. I glance at her nails, black and pointed.

      She smiles at us. Behind me, Alex shudders as he takes in her teeth, too many narrow teeth. Her scent tells me she’s a shifter, but cold-blooded, a spider. She sashays to the side, spinning in a large circle around us. I shove Alex back farther and stand against her. She turns her attention to me after blinking slowly at Alex, her long fingers wiggling unnaturally.

      Without warning, she lunges at me, hissing. I roar, and grab onto her outstretched arms, using her momentum against her to toss her behind me. She lands on her feet, whirling toward me, and bares her teeth. I do the same, canines extending. I viciously glare at her. She’s on me again, this time sweeping a leg toward my ankles, trying to knock me to the ground. I dodge and swipe at her with my claws. She rolls away at the last minute and my claws scrape against the cement floor, sparks flying.

      We’re dancing, darting back and forth, spinning out of each other’s grasps, hands and legs flying. The shifter flies backwards as my leg connects with her chest, she smacks against the wall with a heavy thud. But she’s up in an instant, jumping toward me, a long, black dagger in her hand. I curse. She’s an Initiate, not just a shifter. I dance away from her, narrowly missing being struck by the deadly tip of her ceremonial weapon. She’s getting desperate, attacking carelessly but more viciously.

      Her foot suddenly collides with my head and stars dance across my vision. I curse and skirt backwards, out of her reach as I recover from the blow. She’s turning to face Alex now, slinking toward him. I charge, closing the distance in a single second. My arms wrap around her narrow waist, dragging her to the floor. I straddle her, hands gripping her neck tightly, my claws digging into her delicate skin. I pierce her jugular. Blood gushes out over my hands and her struggling stills beneath me. Her glittering black eyes grow dull and lifeless, her body relaxing. I rip my claws out, spraying blood in an elegant arc.

      Breathing heavily, I turn to Alex. “Let’s go,” I growl, ignoring his shocked expression. My hands are covered in her blood. I retract my claws before Alex can glance at my fingertips. I wrap my hand around his and drag him out the door, sprinting toward the exit, using my keen senses to clear the way. I hear pounding footsteps ahead, from the direction of the door I came through. Guards. “Shit,” I breathe, dragging Alex the opposite direction, farther into the basement.

      He’s silent beside me, gripping my hand tightly despite the slick blood. My instincts are roaring at me to turn and fight my way out, to plow my way through the enemy back to the door, but Alex is with me. So we run. Finally, I pick up on the stench of a storm system and head toward it. A guard leaps out at us from a doorway, brandishing his gun. I release Alex’s hand and punch the guard in the throat, following up with a knee to his groin. The guard doubles over. Alex slams his foot into his skull. The guard collapses, unconscious in the shadows.

      I can’t help the pleased grin on my lips as we sprint away. I can see the entrance to the storm system tunnel ahead, a manhole in the center of the hall. Wordlessly I bend down and heave it out of the way, Alex scanning the halls for more guards. The manhole clatters loudly on the floor, but I don’t care. I usher Alex in, he obeys, swiftly descending the rusted ladder leading into the darkness. I follow as soon as he’s clear, dragging the manhole over the entrance to close it again.

      With a splash, my feet land in chilly water, I use my night vision to spot Alex. He’s standing adjacent to the ladder, eyes wide, arms stiff. In the darkness, I take his hand, squeezing it gently. “We’re not clear yet,” I say calmly.

      “Yeah,” he says, nodding to himself.

      “Stick with me. We’ve got this,” I say, trying to reassure him.

      He stumbles along beside me as I take off at a sprint through the tunnels, water splashing us. I hear voices echoing through the tunnels behind us and I know Ivan’s men have followed us into the drain system. Several tunnels branch off to the side. I take the larger one with the strongest current, knowing it will likely lead to the lake. I slow, pulling Alex to a niche in the wall. We tuck ourselves inside of it, listening intently.

      The voices grow louder, flashlights shining, illuminating the tunnels. I hear footsteps approach, checking out the branch we’ve chosen. Alex and I press ourselves further into the damp rock of the niche. The light doesn’t find us, sweeping over the tunnel. A radio crackles, and slowly the footsteps recede. We edge out of the niche and I lead Alex farther down the tunnel to safety.

      There are no signs of Ivan’s men following us and I relax a little, still hurrying in silence through the system. It’s getting cold. Alex is shivering behind me, his thin t-shirt soaked and clinging to his chest. He refuses my offers to give him my jacket. I’ve got to get him out of here.

      Suddenly, I hear a single footstep splash ahead of us. I halt, pulling Alex to a stop beside me. Another splash. I release my claws, my night vision studying the tunnel ahead intently. And then I see them, rounding the corner. Five men. Or what used to be men. They’re short and stocky, with glowing yellow eyes. Strange symbols are written over their exposed skin, on their chests as they wear no shirts. Alex has spotted their eyes. “What the hell?” he whispers.

      I pass him my gun. “Just aim between the eyes.”

      Then the creatures are lunging at us. Alex shoots, coolly and expertly, with precision. A creature falls. My claws tear into the gut of another, its intestines spilling out over my hand, hot and sticky. I rip out the throat of another, its head plopping into the water, followed by its heavy body. Alex takes out the last two with the gun, sparing few bullets. Quickly, I wipe my sleeve across my face, hoping to get the blood off my mouth and chin. More yelling behind us—they’ve heard the gunshots.

      Alex and I take off at a sprint, leaping over the creatures’ corpses. I find a ladder leading to the street above and usher Alex up to the street. He heaves the manhole aside and moonlight filters into the storm system. His legs disappear and I follow, scaling the ladder quickly. We drop the manhole back into place. I take in our surroundings. We’ve run all the way from Old Town to the business district, I sigh in relief at the sight of pedestrians and cars.

      Dodging the honking traffic, we sprint off the street to the safety of the sidewalk. We lean against a building, breathing heavily, people giving us strange looks. We have to get off the streets. I eye the manhole. Our pursuers could burst out any minute. It’s not safe here. I hail a cab from the curb and gesture for Alex to follow. We clamber into the taxi and I give the driver the address.
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      The taxi has taken us to St. Mary of the Angels’ neighborhood. I can see the cathedral down the block, the lights glowing brightly. In front of us, a small, bland apartment building sits. I lead Alex to it, using a keypad to gain entrance, then heading to the third floor. Alex looks around with confusion as I use three different keys to access the apartment.

      I lead him inside, locking it carefully behind us. He spins, taking in the room. I’ve brought him to an industrial-looking apartment with brick walls and scuffed dark wood floors. Pipes jut out of the walls and run along the ceiling. I’ve hung heavy drapes across the large windows but left them open with a view of the cathedral. To the right, there’s a small kitchen with wooden counters, ahead is the living and dining room, and off to the side are two doors, one to the bedroom and the other to the bathroom. Alex looks up at the high ceilings, eyes wide. I collapse onto the leather sofa in the center of the room, shoving my wet shoes off of my feet.

      “Where are we?” Alex asks, joining me.

      “It’s my second place. Like a refuge,” I say, tugging my shirt over my head and tossing it aside.

      Alex’s eyes roam over my chest. “Refuge from what?”

      I sigh, rubbing my face. “Before we get into anything else, are you okay? What happened?” I ask, my voice quiet.

      “A delivery guy came to the door. I answered it to tell him he had the wrong address and then he attacked me. I lost my gun in the fight, you were on speed dial…” Alex trails off. “When I came to, I was in that room. A man was there with me. He asked me some questions, hit me a few times, and then left.”

      “What did he look like?” I ask, eyes narrowed dangerously.

      Alex shrugs. “White, short, brown hair. Nondescript. How did you know where to find me?”

      “Do you want to shower really quick? Go clean up?” I ask, rising.

      “Okay.” Alex nods. He’s quiet as he disappears into the bathroom. I hear the water running soon after.

      In the kitchen, I boil a pot of coffee and make us a few sandwiches. I stare nervously at the spread. Alex appears a few minutes later, wrapped in a towel, his bare chest still damp. I clear my throat. “I made some coffee, if you’re hungry here’s some food. I’m gonna go finish cleaning up,” I say.

      In the shower, I rinse the dirty water off of me, the blood from the men and creatures I killed swirling down the drain. When I’m clean, I tug on a pair of sweats and a t-shirt, bringing out an extra set for Alex. He’s lounging on the sofa, munching on a sandwich. I toss him the clothes, he catches them deftly. A moment later he’s wearing my clothes, stretching out comfortably on the leather.

      “Make yourself at home,” I joke, settling into the recliner across from him.

      “So,” Alex says pensively. “Are you going to tell me what this is all about?”

      “What do you mean?” I ask, running a hand through my wet hair, knowing full well what he means.

      “The kidnapping, the crazy lady, those things with glowing eyes, your secret apartment, all of it,” Alex says, waving a hand.

      I sigh again. “I’ve been keeping this from you for a reason. Because it’s dangerous.” I hold up a hand as Alex rolls his eyes. “Ivan is a warlock, he uses black magic. Let’s start there.”

      “Magic?” Alex raises a brow.

      “It’s true. He killed the girl in the warehouse with a death spell. He’s very powerful. The woman who attacked us in the warehouse was an Initiate. She was just being introduced to the Dark Arts.”

      “Is that why she moved so fast? Why her eyes were black?” Alex is curious now, a good sign.

      I shake my head, my belly twisting. “She was a shifter.”

      “A shifter?”

      “It’s exactly what it sounds like. A human that can shift into another creature. In her case, my best guess is a spider.”

      Alex sits up, looking at me carefully. “How do you know this?”

      I sigh, closing my eyes for a moment. “I’m a shifter too.”

      Alex is silent, but he doesn’t gape at me, he simply observes me carefully. “What kind?” he finally asks.

      “A bear,” I say softly, afraid my words may shatter whatever peace my partner and I have come to.

      Alex’s eyes light up. “Show me,” he says, a grin splitting his face.

      “You don’t believe me.” I frown.

      “Oh, come one! You’re telling me you can turn into a bear, but you don’t expect me to ask to see it?” Alex smirks.

      I groan. “You don’t understand, I don’t want to drag you into this any deeper than you already are. It’s too dangerous.”

      Alex rolls his eyes. It’s beginning to become a habit. “You insult me with that kind of talk, Kilik. I’m a grown man. I handle myself just fine.”

      “In the normal world, yes. But the supernatural world is different,” I say seriously.

      “Supernatural world? How widespread is this?”

      “It’s big. And it isn’t to be taken lightly.” I bristle. Alex’s nonchalant attitude is beginning to irritate me.

      He crosses his arms. “Regardless, I don’t need you to protect me. I know how to protect myself.”

      Anger sparks within me. “Do you?” I rise, looming over him.

      He jumps to his feet, glaring at me. “Try me,” he breathes.

      I glare. And then I shift.

      I don’t bother using what little magic I have to protect my clothes from shredding as I make the change, bones elongating, morphing, my muscles following suit. He’s gaping at me, staring incredulously. I huff, the noise startling him. Internally, I laugh, but aloud I make a snorting sound. The closest I can come to laughter in this form. I stalk toward him, claws clicking softly against the hardwood. He holds his ground, waiting for my attack.

      In a flurry of fur, I leap at him, burying him underneath my massive weight. He doesn’t have time to cover his head before his neck is in my jaws. I can hear his heart beating wildly, smell the primal fear radiating from him. Regret instantly washes over me. I release him, my green eyes watching him apologetically. He sits up, watching me nervously.

      I shift back into my human form, my body easily making the change, claws retracting, teeth returning to their normal shape and alignment. I’m crouching naked in front of him, staring ashamedly at my partner, my best friend.

      Alex purses his lips. “Of course you would beat me as a bear, you’re three times heavier than me, at least. But I could handle myself otherwise,” he says stubbornly.

      I groan exasperatedly.

      I’ve got him on his back before he can blink, one quick maneuver and I’m straddling him, holding his arms to his sides. He glowers at me. “How do you think you handled that?” I ask, my canines elongating.

      He stares at my teeth before narrowing his eyes at me. He heaves and flips me onto my back, trying to get to his feet. I swipe them out from under him with a sweep of my leg. He collapses to the ground again, gritting his teeth. I leap onto of him, my fist poised above his head. He stares wide-eyed at me. “Do you understand?” I breathe. “I have supernatural speed. There are things worse than me out there.”

      Finally, Alex nods his head, and I lower my fist, relief coursing through me. I relax onto him, my hips settling against his. He jumps, eyes darting toward my groin. I remember my nakedness and blush, shifting to move off him.

      He gasps beneath me at the sudden movement and I freeze, glancing at his face. His lips are parted and wet, his eyes hooded, staring at me. My cock stiffens as I gaze at him and his breath quickens. My hands move to either side of his head as I reposition myself on top of him, my eyes never leaving his. Through his sweat pants, I feel him harden and it sends my pulse racing.

      My thoughts flash back to the kiss earlier, to the way his body melted under my touch. My lips hover over his. I brush them softly against his mouth. He groans softly, fingers drifting over my back.

      And then I lose control.

      Alex and I attack each other, lips moving feverishly, hands roaming freely. His nails dig into the muscles of my back as I deepen our kiss, sweeping my tongue through his mouth. He moans as my lips trail kisses down his neck. I nip his throat gently and he bucks beneath me.

      “Not yet,” I breathe against him, my kisses moving down to his chest, and farther still. He gasps as I slip the sweats off him, exposing his hard cock. He releases a soft cry as my lips cover him, my tongue stroking along the ridge under the head. His hands run through my hair, clenching tighter with each cry of pleasure he releases. I take him deep and he shudders. I release him, grinning. He looks at me pleadingly.

      “I know,” I whisper, crawling back to his lips, my fingers drifting over his arms. He shivers under my touch. “But not yet.”

      In response, he pulls me toward him, his lips finding mine with wild intensity. I growl, rolling him over on top of me. His eyes are glazed over with passion but he looks more certain than I’ve ever seen him. We pause our kisses and gaze at each other. His hands move to cup my face. I nuzzle his hand, leaving a soft kiss on his wrist.

      “Now?” he asks, grinding softly against me.

      I groan, arching my back into him. “Not yet,” I moan.

      He moves faster, leaving soft kisses on my neck. “Now?”

      My body responds, trembling beneath him, moving on its own. I almost nod my head, breathless with desire. Instead, I grin, rolling over until I’m on top of him. I plant a kiss on his lips, licking his mouth teasingly. “No tricks,” I tease, even as he groans with disappointment. “Oh?” I raise a brow.

      He glares at me, but I know he’s enjoying my hand wrapped around his stiff cock, massaging it.

      “Now is good,” I murmur, lips pressed against his.

      He’s on his belly then, head turned to the side, eyes gazing at me. With one hand stroking his back, I reach toward the nearby coffee table, opening one of the drawers and rummaging inside. I withdraw a condom and slip it on swiftly, eagerly.

      Ready and lubricated, I plunge into him, releasing a breath I didn’t know I had been holding as relief and pleasure course through me, so intense my body feels weak. He writhes beneath me, urging me to go faster.

      I comply, kissing his back feverishly between thrusts. He’s moaning loudly, my own cries and growls join his into a crescendo of pleasure. “Fuck!” he cries, clenching his hands into fists as I thrust again. “Keep going,” he says, voice softer now, breathless even.

      I don’t stop, riding him fervently until he trembles beneath me, shivering violently once, twice, three times. My own orgasm roars through my body at the sight of his ecstasy. I freeze inside of him, my girth filling him, pleasure wracking my body.

      Finally, I collapse on him, gently easing from him. I lay beside him, rolled onto my side. He’s breathing shallowly, still trembling, but his hand finds mine as we lock eyes. He chuckles. “I can’t move,” he says, eyes glowing happily.

      I laugh, gathering him into my arms. He wraps his legs around mine, tangling us together. I plant a kiss on his nose, nipping at him. He smiles, pressing himself against me. “Careful,” I growl, smiling. “Unless you want more.”

      He pauses. “I’ve always wanted more.”

      My arms tighten reflexively around him. “How long?”

      “I realized it three months ago. You?”

      “I think since the beginning, since you were transferred and became my partner. After you almost got yourself killed that first month, I was a goner.” I smile.

      “Oh, so you like stupid guys?” Alex teases, detaching himself from me.

      I watch, stretched out on the floor while he dresses. “Only if they’re blonde and cute like you,” I tease.

      He glares at me and then blushes. “Put some clothes on, please.”

      “What?” I stand, slinking toward him. “Is it so difficult to resist my charms?” I ask, gesturing to my body with a wink.

      His cheeks grow pinker. “Any moron could do that.”

      “It’s good I like them dumb,” I say softly, wrapping my arms around him. “I wouldn’t want you to see past my charming façade.”

      He scoffs but doesn’t push me away. Instead, he melts into my arms. I kiss him again, softly this time. He responds, his lips lingering warmly on mine before gently pushing me away. Smiling, I head to my room and slip into new clothes. When I return, Alex is gathering my shredded garments and tossing them into the garbage. We settle onto the sofa together, comfortable and warm.

      “Tell me everything,” Alex says quietly, his head resting on my chest.

      “What do you want to know?” I murmur, pressing my lips into his hair.

      “What’s going on with this case? We can’t just let Ivan get away with this.”

      I sigh, my arms tightening around him protectively. “If I don’t do what Ivan wants, he’s threatened to kill you. He’ll take away my shifting and he’ll disrupt the balance between this world and supernatural forces.”

      Alex inhales sharply, sucking on his teeth. “Shit. He can do that? Take away your shifting?”

      “Apparently. Ivan is a powerful warlock. I don’t doubt that he can.”

      “I can’t just do nothing. And I won’t let you compromise your career and your principles,” Alex says fervently, glaring at the wall.

      I pull him closer, practically into my lap. He protests playfully. “So, what’s the plan?” I ask, nuzzling his neck with my lips.

      “We go on the offensive,” he says matter-of-factly.

      “I may have discovered something that can help,” I say, serious now.

      Alex turns in my arms to look me in the eyes. A hopeful smile splits his lips as I begin to explain.
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      The insides of my eyelids glow as light rests upon my face. I open them slowly, squinting, and take a deep breath. Golden sunlight filters into the room between the half-closed shades, casting striped shadows along the floors and walls. I stretch, my fingers brushing up against warm, silky skin. A quiet, sleepy groan emanates beside me. I turn to gaze at Kilik. He’s sleeping on his stomach, his bare back rising and falling slowly as he breathes. I admire his golden skin, shimmering in the scattered light, the strong cords of his back flexing as he moves in his sleep.

      Kilik.

      I can’t wrap my head around last night, the way he moved inside me, the feverish way he kissed me and made love to me. A soft smile tugs at my lips as he makes another noise, burying his head into his pillow. We made love again last night, when we climbed into bed together, exhausted from such a long day. But our fatigue didn’t matter. I had teased him until he was growling and snarling, grinding his teeth trying to fight his desire. When my lips closed around his cock he had surrendered, letting me take him slowly.

      I shiver, my dick stiffening at the memories.

      Suddenly, my thoughts shift to what Kilik had told me of Ivan and I grow somber. Last night, Kilik had told me his plan to defeat Ivan, but it still wasn’t clear why this case was so important to the warlock.

      I mentally review our case files, all of the facts. Estel Hern, murdered viciously, her intestines strewn around her. Jackie Scrubs, her boyfriend and drug dealer. Kilik told me last night that Jackie was dabbling in black magic and that he done at least one ritual spell so far. Paul Kingsley, a homeless heroin addict that ran with a group of practitioners. And then Ivan. An actual warlock and one of the most powerful men in Chicago.

      I sit up, breathless, the cotton comforter slipping off my bare chest. I glance at Kilik, still sleeping deeply. It was all so obvious now. Without all of the puzzle pieces, including the supernatural, none of it had made sense. I shake his shoulder. He mumbles grumpily into the pillow. I shake him harder and he rolls over, squinting angrily at me in the bright sunlight. His sleepy eyes slowly blink at me, I can’t help but grin at him. I plant a quick kiss on his lips, he smiles groggily but his glazed eyes begin to clear.

      “What is it?” Kilik asks. His sleep-roughed voice sounds like gravel grinding over stone.

      “I’ve figured it out,” I say, leaping out of bed. I find my own pants, now dry, on the hardwood.

      I whirl around, slipping my legs into my pants, and I catch him eyeing me appreciatively. “Figured out I’m a sucker for you naked?” Kilik teases.

      I smile, ducking my head. “No, I’m talking about the case.”

      Instantly, Kilik sobers up, the seductive smile replaced with a grimace. “What have you got?” he asks, heading to his closet.

      For a moment I’m speechless, captivated by Kilik’s lithe frame, naked, strong, his well-muscled body glowing in the sun. He catches me gaping and smirks, turning to display his cock, hard and thick. My throat is dry and I swallow with some difficulty before forcing my gaze to his grinning face. “I know why Ivan is so concerned about this case. At least I think I do.”

      “I trust you,” Kilik says, shrugging into a wool sweater. “You’re sharp, clever. Tell me what you’re thinking.”

      We head to kitchen, Kilik plops a pan on the stove while I hop onto a barstool at the island. “I think Estel was murdered in a ritual by the Occulti. And I think that Ivan must be the head of the Occulti, or at least some kind of leader-figure to them.” I wave a hand.

      “Ivan? He’s a millionaire, why would he bother with homeless heroin addicts?” Kilik asks, cracking eggs into the pan.

      “They’re easy to manipulate. He can have them wrapped around his fingers without much more than a few party tricks and heroin,” I say, my fingers drumming on the table.

      Kilik dishes breakfast and leans against the counter opposite me. “For what purpose?”

      “Power? I mean, the Occulti is getting bigger all the time. Having a group of loyal followers must mean something in the supernatural world, right?” I can feel myself grasping for straws.

      He’s quiet for a moment, staring off into the distance. “There’s someone we need to talk to,” Kilik says thoughtfully. “Let’s go.”

      I get up and follow him out the door. He locks his secret apartment carefully behind him and we make our way to the street. I step toward the curb, ready to hail a taxi but Kilik reaches up and takes my hand in his. He leads me down the street, toward the famous cathedral, St. Mary of the Angels. I glance at him curiously. Kilik has never been religious. The cathedral is only a couple blocks away and soon we’re walking up the steps to the main doors.

      I’ve never been in this cathedral. The one I usually frequent is much closer to my apartment. Kilik holds the massive door open for me and I gasp as I enter. The high ceilings are decorated with ornate gold filigree, sky blue paint elevating the room. The arches and carved pillars take my breath away. While non-descript and bland on the outside, the interior of the cathedral is impressively structured and designed. Our footsteps echo loudly throughout the chamber as we approach the sanctuary. A priest is busying himself around the table where mass is conducted, feather duster in hand.

      The statue depicting the crucifixion rears up in front of us. I smoothly drop to one knee, my hand making the sign of the cross. To my surprise, Kilik kneels briefly in front of the cross, head bowed. As we rise, I look at him curiously. We approach the priest, who glances up from his work and smiles broadly at Kilik. They clasp their arms around each other in a quick hug.

      Kilik gestures toward me. “Father Thomas, this is my partner, Detective Miller.”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, detective,” Father Thomas says, reaching out to shake my hand.

      I grip his cool hand in my own, smiling. “Call me Alex.”

      “To what do I owe the pleasure of seeing you back so soon?” Father Thomas asks Kilik, his eyes twinkling.

      “I’d like to take a look at the archives again and, if you don’t mind, I would like you to join us,” Kilik replies.

      Father Thomas agrees and leads us out of the sanctuary to a nearby alcove. A warped, wooden door is hidden in the shadows. Through the door, we descend an ancient stone staircase, lit only by the flashlights from my phone and Kilik’s. The stairs open into a grand chamber, filled with bookcases and display cases, massive pillars holding up the ceiling, large tapestries hanging on the walls. I gape, spinning in a slow circle as I take in the room. It’s incredible.

      Before I can ask about the space, Kilik wraps his hands around my waist from behind and leans down to whisper to me. “The priests here have been keeping records of the supernatural for hundreds of years. Without them, Chicago would be much more dangerous,” he says softly as I sink back into his warm arms.

      Reluctantly, he releases me. We head to a sturdy wooden table where Father Thomas waits for us. A pile of heavy tomes and large scrolls is set neatly on the surface. Kilik and I take a seat. I inhale deeply, the smell of the old paper filling my nose.

      “Luckily, someone didn’t put away the books the last time they were here,” Father Thomas says with a teasing smile.

      Kilik holds up his hands defensively. “Hey, I didn’t want to ruin your system.”

      “So, how can I be of use to you?” Father Thomas becomes serious. “I’m assuming this is still in reference to the warlock?”

      Kilik nods. He pulls out his phone and passes it to the priest. “What do you make of this?”

      The priest studies the photo for a moment before passing it back to Kilik with a grave expression. “That is a summoning spell, a very complex one. Should I assume the luminescence indicates blood?”

      Kilik nods solemnly. “What can you tell me about the spell?”

      “Well, the complexity indicates that the spell would be used to summon a demon, and a powerful one at that. Where was this picture taken?” Father Thomas asks curiously.

      “In an apartment where a woman was murdered by a Novice. The blood was all over the bed.” Kilik grimaces.

      “A Novice attempted a spell this complicated? That’s interesting,” the priest muses.

      “Why?” I ask, my mind whirling with all of this new information.

      “Well, it could have gone terribly wrong. And if it was successful, a Novice would struggle to control a demon,” Father Thomas explains. He glances worriedly at Kilik.

      “I didn’t find any evidence of success,” Kilik assures him.

      Father Thomas breathes a sigh of relief, his shoulders sagging. “Thank God,” he says softly, closing his eyes for a moment. When he opens them, he drags a book from the top of the pile and rifles through it quickly. He pauses, flipping the book around for Kilik and me to review. “I know you’ve already seen this, Kilik, but I’ve had a thought, and now that your partner is here, I believe he should know as well.” His fingers trace the ancient page.

      I look closer, taking in the medieval calligraphy until my eyes settle on a picture of a man with a wolf’s head and long claws. “A werewolf?” I raise a brow.

      Kilik grins. “That’s not the point. Take a look at his chest.”

      I peer closer. A strange symbol, a circle with eight curling strands jutting out of it and an eight-pointed star in the middle, is painted on the werewolf’s chest. “What is it?”

      “It’s what’s going to save our asses,” Kilik says and then looks apologetically at the priest. “Sorry.”

      “Quite alright. Now, the symbol will protect you against a spell to control your shifting, but Ivan is more powerful than any warlock in our history to date. I believe it would behoove you to paint this symbol on your body multiple times for added protection,” Father Thomas explains.

      Kilik nods and begins tracing the symbol on an old receipt he pulled from his pocket. “How did you know it’s Ivan?” he asks curiously. “I didn’t mention his name when I was last here.”

      Father Thomas gestures to the records and bookcases behind him. “When you mentioned how powerful he is, I did a little solo studying. I came across Ivan’s name many times, going back two hundred years even.”

      I gape. “Two hundred years? How is that possible?”

      Kilik sags back into his chair. I find his hand beneath the table and give it a reassuring squeeze.

      “Perhaps a deal with the devil,” Father Thomas says darkly. “I don’t wish to discourage you. I know the symbol will work, it’s an ancient one.” Father Thomas suddenly stands and disappears into the rows of bookcases.

      “What do you think, Kilik?” I whisper, realizing just how formidable Ivan truly is.

      He shakes his head. “I don’t know. Father Thomas is confident in the spell, but we need more than that if we’re going to take on a two-hundred-year-old warlock.”

      “Alright, so let’s find more,” I say softly, lacing my fingers through his. “This isn’t over yet.”

      Kilik studies my face, his green eyes soft. He leans forward and presses his lips against my own in a tender kiss. He pulls back but before he can reply, Father Thomas emerges from the bookcases. He sweeps toward us, a small wooden box in hand.

      He sits, placing the box gently on the table. Father Thomas opens it, revealing a bracelet of leather cords. Kilik and I lean forward, studying it. I spot strange runes etched into the leather. Delicately, Father Thomas lifts the bracelet from its box and hands it to Kilik.

      “What is it?” Kilik asks, taking it gingerly.

      “It’s one of our artifacts. Strong shielding wards have been enchanted into the bracelet. I want you to have it,” Father Thomas replies.

      “I can’t—this is from the collection.” Kilik tries to pass the bracelet back to the priest but Father Thomas closes Kilik’s fist around it.

      “It will do much more good with you than collecting dust in here,” Father Thomas says seriously. “The wearer of this bracelet will be protected from most aggressive enchantments.”

      I glance at Kilik. “I think you should wear it when we confront him. He’ll consider you the bigger threat.” He starts to argue, moving as if to pass the bracelet to me. “I’m serious, Kilik. Don’t be stupid.”

      He glares at me before sagging his shoulders in defeat. “Thank you, Father Thomas,” he says, shooting him an appreciative glance.

      Father Thomas stands again and we follow, taking that as our dismissal. On the main floor, Father Thomas embraces Kilik once more. I take a moment to offer up a prayer at the foot of the statue of the crucifixion while Kilik waits patiently in a nearby pew. He shows no signs of obeisance but possesses a quiet, respectful reverence that I’ve always admired. Despite the fact that he isn’t religious, and has no desire to be, his presence here and friendship with the priest speak volumes to me about his character. I feel a little surge of emotion in my chest as I rise from my kneeling position and make eye contact with him. As we leave, I can hear the priest whispering a series of prayers, his soft voice echoing through the empty cathedral.

      Outside the cathedral, Kilik looses a heavy breath, stuffing his hands in his pockets. “This could be a huge mistake.”

      “Kilik,” I say seriously. “It’s not. We need to do this. You can’t live your life with Ivan’s threats hanging over your head.”

      Kilik stares thoughtfully at me. “I’m surprised at you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’re taking this whole magic, shifting, demon thing really well,” Kilik says appraisingly.

      “You know me.” I grin. “I go with the flow.”

      He returns the grin and then we fall silent, blinking in the bright sunlight, considering what we know. “Are you ready to do this?” Kilik asks after a moment of silence.

      I nod solemnly. “Call the bastard.”
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* * *

      Four hours later Kilik and I are waiting on the shore of Lake Michigan in a secluded area, far from the beaches and ports. Kilik is chewing on his lip, leaning against the Mustang while I check my gun and the clips one more time. The bracelet Father Thomas gave him is on his wrist, barely visible under the cuff of his sweater. He glances toward the gravel from the direction Ivan will come, to the glyph we’ve etched underneath the leaves. I slip my hand into his once I’m satisfied that we’re prepared. He squeezes it gently.

      “I hope this works,” I say softly, looking toward the piece of paper Kilik traced from the book earlier. It’s resting on the passenger seat, fluttering lightly in the breeze.

      Kilik rolls his shoulders. “It’ll work.”

      I lift the hem of his shirt, revealing his toned back and the strange symbols I painted on him hours before. I covered his entire body in those sigils, taking my time to ensure they were right. He had shivered underneath the gentle strokes of my fingers.

      “Maybe we should do this again, but next time with something edible.” I smile flirtatiously.

      “Let me guess, chocolate donut glaze?” he teases, taking me into his arms.

      I lift my face to his until my lips brush against his. He moans softly, fingers tightening around my waist. “You know me so well,” I murmur against his soft mouth.

      He shudders but the moment is cut short by the sound of approaching engines. We pull apart. I tighten my bullet-proof vest, hidden beneath my shirt, and take a step to the side, positioning myself to take cover if it comes to that.

      Two SUVs screech to a halt in front of us, sending dust and leaves drifting into the air. We wait, eyes narrowed, as men in black suits pile out of the vehicles, standing stoically. I count five. Last, Ivan slips out of the first car, his pale eyes gleaming.

      I take him in. He’s tall and lean, his thin frame like a reed. His pale blonde hair is swept back away from his face, his eyes focused on Kilik. Ivan stops a few yards away from us, just to the right of the glyph and casually adjusts his grey suit. I roll my eyes as he flicks a nonexistent speck of dust from his shoulder.

      “Detectives, I must say I’m rather enjoying this cloak and dagger venture,” he says. His voice reminds me of an asp coiled in a tree.

      “Ivan, glad you could make it,” Kilik says, a bored look pasted on his face.

      “I see your partner, Detective Miller, has decided to join us. Alas, that wasn’t the agreement. We shall have to decide what to do about that,” Ivan says, his narrow eyes resting on me.

      “That’s exactly why we called you out here, Ivan. Some changes need to be made to our agreement.” Kilik smiles.

      “Oh?” Ivan’s brows raise, a flash of anger in his eyes. “And what are your demands?”

      Kilik pushes off the Mustang, hands in his pockets. “I’m glad you asked. The agreement is off. I’m done. We’ve got this case solved and we’re going to pursue it,” Kilik says commandingly.

      “That just won’t do.” Ivan clicks his tongue, as though disappointed. “I wasn’t bluffing when I threatened to kill your partner here, and I wasn’t lying when I said I could and would take away your shifting.” Ivan’s eyes meet mine. “How convenient that you’ve brought your partner right to me.”

      “I won’t let you do that—” Kilik starts to say, but Ivan cuts him off.

      “I gave you such a simple job, Kilik. An easy contract, and you failed. Worse, you dragged poor Alex here into this terrible, twisted world,” Ivan says softly, dangerously. “So much for love, eh?”

      Kilik takes a step forward, his teeth bared. “He wouldn’t have been if you hadn’t kidnapped him!”

      “I wouldn’t have been forced to take such measures if you weren’t spilling all your little secrets,” Ivan hisses. “Your failure forced my hand.”

      Suddenly, Kilik lunges at Ivan, shifting in mid-air. It’s magnificent. His entire body ripples through the change, his clothes shredding and drifting to the ground in small rags. His muscles engorge, fingernails become long, black claws, and his face morphs as his nose extends into a snout, his teeth sharpening. His transformation takes only an instant, and then he is a mass of silky, brown fur, claws flashing, reaching for Ivan.

      I watch as Ivan shouts an incantation, then his face crumples as nothing happens. Kilik’s shift is successful and he’s his own beast, unleashed upon the warlock. I slide across the hood of the car and crouch behind the metal as Ivan’s men pull guns from their suits. They’re aiming at Kilik, the greater threat. My heart is in my throat as I aim my own gun at them.

      When Kilik and I made our plan this morning, we agreed I would cover him once he shifted, knowing that’s when he would be in the most danger. My aim is true and my shots find their marks. One in the head, two in the chest, another in the shoulder followed by the head. Fire, fire, reload.

      His men are down in less than two minutes. Bullet marks riddle the Mustang but I’m unhurt. I sprint toward Kilik, locked in battle with Ivan, who is furiously shouting strange incantations. Kilik swipes at him, but Ivan lunges to the side, blood blooming on his sleeve. Fury twisting his face, Ivan pulls a long dagger from his suit and brandishes it at Kilik. With careful aim, one of my bullets hits the hilt, a shower of sparks sending the blade from Ivan’s thin fingers. He shouts in pain and clutches his hand to his chest, just as Kilik darts forward.

      Ivan is on the ground, right over the glyph, with Kilik’s weight pressing him down. I watch as Kilik unleashes a roar, bellowing into Ivan’s pale face. Ivan shrinks back, head pressed against the gravel and leaves. He glares at us,

      Kilik remains on Ivan, snapping his teeth at him for another long minute before he moves off of him. Smoothly, Kilik shifts into a human, the symbols I painted on his body ripple and shift as he moves. I toss him another set of clothes, and he dresses swiftly, glaring at Ivan.

      The glyph we drew into the earth has trapped Ivan in place until one of us smudges the glyph and releases him. He glares up at us, seething, as we approach, looming above him. I grin, relieved, at Kilik, but he doesn’t return it, his gaze focused on the warlock before us.

      He raises his gun, pointing it toward Ivan, and squeezes the trigger.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter 11

          

          

      

    

    







            Kilik

          

        

      

    

    
      Dust flies as the bullet buries itself in the ground six inches to the left of Ivan’s head. His eyes are wide, glistening and damp with fear, beads of sweat on his forehead. Beside me, Alex is tense, one hand on my arm applying gentle pressure. Ivan is breathing heavily, raggedly. I look at him coldly. “It doesn’t feel good, does it, Ivan?” I say softly, my finger caressing the trigger. “To be on the receiving end of death threats?”

      Ivan scowls, tensing.

      I continue, taking careful aim. “God knows you deserve this.”

      “Kilik,” Alex whispers, squeezing my arm.

      My eyes slide toward my partner, taking him in. His blue eyes, full of concern, lock on mine. I take a deep, shaky breath, losing myself in the indigo of his gaze. I lower the gun. On the ground, Ivan looses a loud breath. I crouch beside him, cocking my head as I study the warlock. “The deal is off, Ivan. We’re pursuing the case,” I say, twirling the gun in my hand.

      Ivan grinds his teeth.

      “Before you say anything, you should know we’ve traced Estel’s murder to you. But the good news is, it would never hold up in court—it’s too far-fetched. Can you picture a jury believing that the most successful businessman in Chicago manipulated a heroin junkie into sacrificing his girlfriend in a summoning ritual?” I chuckle. “No, that would never work.”

      Ivan’s eyes narrow to frozen slits, fury burning behind his pale irises. He opens his mouth to speak but I cut him off, tapping the barrel of my gun lightly against his temple.

      “Alex and I have decided to take this case in a different direction, the trail ends at Jackie Scrubs. Of course, this doesn’t mean that you’re off the hook. Alex, care to explain?” I say, glancing up at my partner.

      He smiles, shoving his hands in his pockets. “You’re going to make a generous donation to the Hern family, we’ve already sent an anonymous tip to our friends at the press.” Alex’s smile widens as Ivan’s scowl deepens. “You’re going to reach deep into your golden coffers for this one, Ivan. To hit you where it really hurts: your wallet.”

      “And we’ll be keeping a close eye on you.” I lean close and lower my voice. “Next time I won’t miss.”

      The grimace on Ivan’s face melts away as his demeanor slowly changes. He stares coolly at me. I can see him calculating the situation. “Gentlemen, perhaps we can settle this situation. Would you mind releasing me from your clever little enchantment?”

      I purse my lips, glancing thoughtfully at Alex. We make a show of considering his offer. “Hmm,” I muse. “No. Karma’s a bitch, isn’t she?”

      Ivan remains impassive. “What now?”

      “Well,” I say, rising to my feet. “We have somewhere to be.”

      Alex nods and we stride toward the Mustang. I take in the bullet holes riddling the sides and glance at my partner, grateful that he wasn’t hurt in the firefight. He catches my gaze and smiles slyly at me. “What?” I ask, raising a brow.

      “I shot out his tires,” Alex says, barely containing a chuckle.

      I glance back toward the SUVs. The tires are sagging onto the ground, flat and undriveable. I grin mirthfully. We slip into the Mustang, it roars to life. Gravel spits out from behind the tires as we peel out of the small clearing, dust clouding over Ivan’s prone form. I hear him yelling behind us. Alex just waves a hand out the window and flips him the bird.

      The further we drive from the sight of the stand-off, the lighter I feel, as though a huge weight on my chest has been lifted. I sigh deeply. Alex turns to me. “What is it?”

      “I wish there could have been more justice. I wish we could have done more.”

      Alex places a warm hand on my knee. “It never would have held up in court, Kilik. We did what we could.”

      “He killed two women. And he’s going to get away with it,” I growl.

      “So, we keep a closer eye on him. If he slips up, we’ll get him,” Alex says reassuringly, squeezing my leg.

      A sigh escapes my lips as I shake my head. But Alex coaxes a smile out of me as we enter the outskirts of the city by stroking my knee. He plants a kiss on my shoulder casually, as if it were the most normal thing in the world.
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* * *

      The precinct is loud the next morning, the phone ringing constantly, voices echoing off of the brick walls. I’m swiveling in my chair, tapping a pen against the fake wood of my desk, unable to focus. I came in early today to get the case sorted. Alex and I agreed it would be best if I took care of it, but now he’s ten minutes late for work. I glance at the clock again, almost eleven minutes.

      For fuck’s sake. I chastise myself, sighing. He’ll be here. Why am I jittery? I curse and stop my rotation, coming to a halt in front of my computer. Suddenly, I hear Alex’s voice from the lobby, greeting the receptionist. I can hear the smile in his voice and an answering smile tugs at my lips.

      A hand claps me on the back. I recognize the size and warmth. Alex. I watch him walk around the desk toward his side. He plops a donut and coffee on his desk.

      “Hey.” Alex grins.

      I return the look, my eyes drinking him in. He’s wearing a grey sweater over a white button-up, khaki chinos, and casual dress shoes. My groin hardens slightly as I imagine the chiseled muscles underneath. I scoot closer to my desk. Alex winks at me, noticing my gaze roving over his body as he takes a seat. He takes a big bite of his donut, a speck of chocolate glaze staining the corner of his lips. My eyes lock onto it and I can barely restrain myself from reaching across our desks to swipe it off his mouth with my tongue.

      I watch as his tongue flicks out and licks away the glaze. I force myself to turn to my computer. “So,” I say, clearing my throat. “The case write-up is finished, they’re searching for Jackie Scrubs right now, and when we find him it will be case closed.”

      Before Alex can reply, Katie, Alex’s mentee, approaches, smiling mischievously. I groan inwardly as she wiggles her eyebrows at Alex, who greets her with a smile. She perches on the edge of his desk, her eyes bouncing between us, a knowing smirk on her lips. “Do you always sit with your stomach squeezed against the desk like that, Detective Patterson?”

      I roll my eyes. “Only when I want you to point it out,” I say sarcastically.

      “Uh-huh.” Katie flashes Alex a smile, winking at him.

      Oh, fuck, does she know?

      “Well, Alex, I’ll let you two lov—,” she stops mid-sentence as Alex flashes her a reproving glare. She hops off the desk, holding her hands up in mock surrender. “Alright, you two get back to work, slackers!”

      She flounces off as I lean across the desk, eyes narrowed. “What the hell did you tell her?” I whisper.

      Alex blushes slightly. “Just that we…you know.”

      “Alex,” I sigh. “What if she tells the Captain? Then we’re as good as fired.”

      “She won’t. Katie is like a sister to me,” Alex says confidently. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think she would come over here and bug you about it.”

      I lean back in my chair, shoving away from the desk to give myself some breathing room. “It’s fine.” I wave a hand.

      “Okay, so back to Scrubs,” Alex says, wiping his hands off on a napkin. “Do we have a bead on him?”

      “Last spotted three hours ago on the South Loop, should be anytime now,” I say. Suddenly, my cell phone vibrates, buzzing loudly on my desk. “Speak of the devil.” I grin, picking it up. “Detective Patterson.”

      “Detective.”

      I scowl as Ivan’s silky voice comes through.

      “What do you want?” I say through clenched teeth. Alex looks at me curiously, his brows bunched together.

      “I would like to apologize for our unfortunate relations thus far. I believe we are in need of a fresh start and I have a proposition for you and Detective Miller,” Ivan says.

      I hear him mumbling to someone in the background, a secretary maybe. “We’re not interested in any proposition or in your apology,” I say bitingly.

      “I understand why you would harbor such a sentiment.” Ivan’s voice is calm, soothing as he attempts to negotiate. “Talk it over with Detective Miller, and if you reconsider, call me and we can arrange to meet over dinner.”

      Before I can retort that I wouldn’t meet with him until hell freezes over, Ivan has hung up, leaving me scowling at my cell phone.

      “Who was it?” Alex asks after I toss my phone down with a groan.

      “Ivan,” I say, eyes narrowing.

      Alex leans back into his chair, loosing a breath. “What did he want?”

      “He wants to meet with us to apologize and try to rope us into his agenda.” I roll my eyes. “He says he has a proposition for us.”

      “What kind of proposition?”

      “He didn’t say, I’m sure it’s something similar to the one he made to me.” I shrug.

      Alex fiddles with a pen, twirling it in his hands. “I think we should go,” he says suddenly.

      I raise a brow incredulously at him. “Why?” I scoff.

      “I’m just curious,” Alex says, putting the pen aside and leaning forward. “Aren’t you?”

      I snort. “In what Ivan has to say? Please, he’s a rat. Whatever it is, it’s not worth our time and we’ll get the short end of the shaft.”

      “Please?” Alex asks softly.

      Suddenly it’s very difficult to swallow.

      “Just for a little bit. If we don’t like what he has to say we’ll tell him to go to hell,” he says, locking gazes.

      I groan, running a hand over the shadow of a beard on my chin. “Fine,” I concede. “But we leave when I say so.”

      Alex flashes me a toothy grin. “Great.”

      Reluctantly, I call Ivan back. We agree to meet at Prosecco for dinner. Alex smiles reassuringly at me after I hang up looking defeated. Wordlessly, we return to work, I get word that Jackie Scrubs is being brought in for questioning, and Alex and I prepare for our interrogation.

      There’s a commotion in the lobby, a man shouting, metal clanging, and the sounds of scuffling as Jackie Scrubs comes into view, escorted by two burly beat cops. They wrestle him into one of the interrogation rooms as Jackie shouts incoherently. One of the cops approaches, breathing heavily from the strain. He jerks a thumb toward the interrogation room. “Your guy is coming down from a bad trip. He’ll be good to go in a few minutes.”

      “Thanks.” I nod, slapping my files against the desk frustratedly.

      “I’m going to get him a drink and some food. That should help,” Alex says, rising.

      A few minutes later, Alex and I enter the bland interrogation room, the stark white walls reflecting the cheap LED lights. Jackie is cuffed to the metal table, slumped in the chair, his greasy brown hair mussed. Alex takes a seat directly across from him and slides a bottle of water and a sandwich toward him. He looks up, his eyes hooded and glazed over.

      I roll my eyes and lean against the wall, crossing my arms over my chest. It’s turning out to be a bad day. Jackie blinks at me. I scowl at him, eyes blazing. His eyes drop to the sandwich and he slowly unwraps it.

      “How are you feeling, Jackie?” Alex asks kindly.

      He shrugs, I huff. Alex flashes me a look. “Fine, I guess,” he says, surveying the sandwich.

      “It’s ham,” Alex says. “So, if you don’t mind, we have some questions for you.”

      “Am I under arrest?”

      “Yes,” I say gruffly. No use beating around the bush. “You’re under arrest for the murder of Estel Hern.”

      Suddenly, Jackie’s eyes are watery, glazed and shining with tears. He bites his lip, shoulders trembling.

      “It’s okay, Jackie, just relax,” Alex says soothingly.

      “Oh God,” Jackie whimpers.

      I push off of the wall and open the file in my hands, slipping out three photos and laying them across the table. Estel Hern, torn and bloody and naked, is pictured in each crime scene photo. I watch Jackie silently as he pales, forcing his gaze away from the pictures. “What’s the matter, Jackie?” I finally ask, a condescending bite in my tone that sends Alex glaring at me. “Did you ever care about her? Or was she just a target from the beginning?”

      Jackie swallows hard, eyes flicking toward the photos. “I loved her.”

      “Then why did you do this? Why would you choose her? How could you stand to gut her like this?” I stab the photos with my finger, seething.

      “I was high,” Jackie exclaims tearfully. “I shot myself up and I tried to do it right, I did! But it didn’t work, and I just killed her instead!” Jackie sobs.

      It’s silent in the little room, the only sound the pathetic sniffles of Jackie Scrubs. “I want a lawyer,” he whispers, breaking the silence.

      “Okay.” Alex nods. “We’ll get you a public defender.”

      “Won’t do you much good,” I say, Jackie’s head snaps toward me. “We’ve got you on record confessing. But, sure, lawyer up. We can’t stop you,” I say over my shoulder, hand on the doorknob.

      Alex’s hand is on the small of my back, urging me forward. He follows me out of the room and then heads off to request a public defender while I stalk to my desk. I throw myself into my chair, glaring off into the distance. Alex finds me cursing under my breath and typing viciously when he returns. He sits, and his foot finds mine under the desk. He presses on my foot gently, as if to reassure me of his presence. I relax, releasing a sigh.

      “You were a little harsh in there,” he says after a moment.

      I stare coolly at him. “He murdered that woman. I don’t care if he was high, that’s still on him.”

      Alex nods. “I know.” He doesn’t criticize me further, he simply turns to his computer and starts to work.

      I sigh. “Look, you’re right. It’s just been a shitty day.”

      “More like a shitty week,” Alex agrees, smirking.

      “Not all bad,” I say, thinking of our kiss, of when we made love.

      Alex meets my gaze, a smile playing on his lips. “No, not all,” he says, turning to his phone.

      I get back to my work and suddenly my phone buzzes with a text. I open it. It’s from Alex, I look at him curiously, but he avoids my gaze.

      I know what would make your day better.

      My brows twitch together. What?

      Meet me in the evidence closet?

      You’re kidding.

      Never about this.

      I glance up at my partner, quirking a brow. He’s grinning widely, his cheeks tinged light pink with excitement.

      Three minutes later, I’ve got Alex pressed up against the cinderblock wall of the evidence closet, my tongue sweeping through his mouth. His hands roam down my back to my ass, I growl as he squeezes it. I nip at his lips, he relaxes under my touch, pressing me tighter against him. My lips move to his neck. He tilts his chin to the side invitingly, fingers digging into my back. I find the sensitive skin in the crook of his neck easily, reading the way his body trembles under my touch as my tongue massages his pulse. His breath quickens and I feel him harden against me. I rub my groin against his, teasing him, and he moans softly. The noise is almost my undoing as I fight the desire to drop to my knees right there.

      Alex’s hands move from my back down my ribs, then further still, leaving a trail of fire behind his gentle strokes. His hands are in my jeans a moment later, massaging my stiffening cock. I groan with pleasure, arching into him. He laughs breathlessly before my lips find his again, kissing him passionately.

      I shudder, the tingling in my groin growing and expanding until all I want is to climax. I moan, breathing fast and light. Alex’s hand strokes feverishly. I brace myself against the wall, my hands on either side of his head. So close. A low groan escapes my lips and I tremble violently. Suddenly, I pull back, zipping my jeans swiftly as Alex looks at me, surprised.

      “I can’t,” I pant, shaking my head. “I didn’t bring a change of pants.”

      Alex laughs, trailing a finger down my chest. “You sure?”

      I shiver at his touch, my spine tingling. “No,” I whisper.

      His lips brush softly against my own. “Too late.” He pulls back and grins impishly at me. “I’ll leave first.”

      All I can do is nod and watch him slip out the door. I wait long enough to calm down before heading back to my desk, rolling my shoulders and neck. Alex is there, nursing a fresh coffee. I plop down into my chair, he shoots me a grin and I harden again instantly. Slinging my leg over my knee, I force my mind to focus on work.

      I glance up, catching the captain watching me from the break room. The secretary is chatting to him and he nods his curtly at her words, though his eyes never leave mine. Shit. Captain Strong has always nursed some suspicion of me and Alex and if he checks the tapes from the evidence room, we’re fucked. Casually, even though my stomach has twisted, I lift my chin toward him in greeting. He waves a hand and then turns to the secretary, leading her back to the front desk. I breathe a sigh of relief. Alex and I will have to be much more careful.

      By the end of the day, Jackie has signed a confession and accepted a plea. Estel Hern’s case is officially closed, though I’ll never forget the role the supernatural played in her violent death. And I’ll be damned if I let it happen again. Alex leaves first. We agree to meet at the restaurant later. I finish up my report before sending it off to Captain Strong. I glance toward his empty office, wondering if Alex and I should reveal our relationship.

      That’s a question for another day.

      Shaking my head, I rise and head toward the nearest metro station. My Mustang is in the shop getting a new paint job. Once the bullet holes are gone, I’ll have a racing stripe painted across the hood and the roof. My Mustang’s earned it.
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            Kilik

          

        

      

    

    
      I meet Alex outside Prosecco, tugging frustratedly on the cuffs of my suit. Prosecco is a formal Italian venue, frequented by the wealthy and business professionals. Alex is waiting outside, looking dapper in a black suit and a skinny tie. I wolf whistle at him from a few yards away, he blushes attractively. On a whim, I take him into my arms and press a warm kiss to his lips. He smiles under my mouth as I pull away. I nuzzle his neck, breathing in that pine scent. “I missed you,” I mumble, voice muffled.

      “I thought bears were supposed to be independent,” Alex teases.

      “Oh, we are. It’s mating season.” I wink at him.

      He snorts as we enter the restaurant together. The maître d’ leads us to a table tucked into the corner by a decorative wine case. Ivan is already seated, smiling slyly at our approach. We’re left alone with the menus. I scowl at Ivan. He merely smiles.

      “I see you two got the dress code, lovely,” he says.

      I roll my eyes. “We aren’t imbeciles.”

      Ivan ignores me. “Might I recommend we enjoy a red wine tonight? Prosecco has an excellent vintage.”

      “Of course,” Alex says, smiling tightly.

      Our waiter arrives, and he and Ivan launch into a long conversation about the wine list. Finally, the waiter leaves and we wait in silence until he returns with the wine. Ivan inhales the fragrance deeply before taking a small sip. “Delightful,” he says, nodding his head to the waiter. Permission granted, the waiter pours wine for Alex and me before retreating.

      “I’m so glad you two elected to join me tonight,” Ivan says over his glass of wine.

      I take a sip. Damn, that’s good. “Let’s skip the pleasantries. Tell us what you want,” I say gruffly.

      Ivan’s smile never falters. “Of course, you do like to get down to business,” he says, settling back into his chair. “First, I would like to apologize. I handled the situation very poorly. You are quite right, Kilik. There was never any reason for concern. Mr. Scrubs’ story is unbelievable. But regardless, I dragged you and Alex into it in a violent manner. I’m sorry.”

      Alex and I remain silent, neither of us are inclined to forgive him.

      After a moment, Ivan barrels on. “Now, about this proposition. I have another job, but this time for both of you.”

      “What is it?” Alex asks.

      “My interest in the supernatural underworld of Chicago is more than personal, it’s professional. Unfortunately, lately, my business holdings in this sphere are on shaky ground. There is something afoot among the supernatural creatures of Chicago. It’s bad for business,” Ivan explains, pausing only to accept his order from the waiter.

      “We couldn’t care less about your businesses or losses,” I say, crossing my arms.

      “Of course not, of that I have no doubt. Beyond my own interests, these events are of grave concern to the innocent people of Chicago,” Ivan says casually, popping a bite of ravioli into his mouth.

      My eyes narrow at him, my interest piqued. “Explain,” I demand.

      “Have you noticed a surge in violent crimes and drug use, detective?” Ivan asks.

      “We’ve got that narrowed down to gang activity,” Alex says, but he looks doubtful.

      Ivan shakes his head. “Unfortunately, that is incorrect. My sources tell me none of the gangs have claimed any of the activity and, beyond that, they tell me of dark forces moving in the shadows,” Ivan says, pausing dramatically. “My proposition this time is simple, and certainly more poignant for you, detectives. I want your help managing the supernatural world. Your assistance, particularly yours, Kilik, would be effective.”

      “What do you have to gain from closer scrutiny and involvement from us?” I ask, suspicion lacing my voice.

      “Simple.” Ivan smiles, lacing his fingers together. “Stability is good for business.”

      Alex and I exchange a dark look, his blue eyes filled with worry.

      “Look, gentlemen,” Ivan continues jovially. More negotiation tactics. “You may not like me, but stability in the supernatural world is imperative to the safety of Chicago’s people. Your involvement could prevent a greater surge in violent crimes and deaths.”

      I rise to my feet without warning, Alex follows suit, gazing longingly at the delectable pasta he barely touched. “We’ll think about it,” I say tightly, turning away.

      Ivan is silent behind us but I can feel his eyes watching me, sense the smile on his face. I step out into the fresh air, leaving the stuffy, opulent restaurant behind, and take a deep breath. Alex falls into place beside me, leading me to his car. We clamber into his Hyundai. “Do you think he’ll have us followed?” he asks, pulling carefully into traffic.

      “I’m sure he has eyes on our places,” I say, checking the rearview mirror. “Let’s go to our place.”

      “Our place?” Alex asks, a smile on his lips.

      I place a hand on his knee. “Our place.”

      Wordlessly, Alex nods, blushing slightly, and heads toward St. Mary of the Angels. Luckily, Alex snags a space on the street a block away from the secret apartment loft. I take a few steps down the sidewalk and then halt as I realize Alex isn’t beside me. I glance back at his car. He’s rummaging around in the trunk. He slams the trunk shut and then jogs to catch up with me, a black backpack bouncing against his bag.

      “What’s in the bag?” I ask, tugging on the strap.

      He swats my hand away playfully. “Your pants are too big,” he says simply, cheeks pink.

      My eyes widen as I realize the bag’s contents. “A change of clothes?”

      “A few,” he admits. “Is that okay?”

      I grin, my heart swelling in my chest, hot and happy. “Of course,” I say softly, taking his hand in mine.

      In the loft, I loosen my tie and unbutton the top two buttons of my dress shirt, sighing deeply. I plop onto the leather sofa, turning on the TV as Alex joins me. Kicking off my shoes I rest my feet on the coffee table and relax into the leather, sinking into it. After a moment, Alex turns to me, crossing his legs.

      “So,” he says, draping an arm over the back of the sofa. “What do you think about what Ivan said?”

      I sigh, muting the game. “He’s not wrong. I’ve caught wind of something dangerous. My own contacts are worried but they don’t want to admit it’s anything too serious. But there’s no one regulating anything in the underworld beyond crime lords like Ivan.” I run a hand over my face wearily.

      “Then it might not be a bad thing to have people like us involved.”

      “I guess it simply comes down to whether or not we want to work with a man like Ivan. Why can’t we just do it on our own?”

      “Ivan has resources we don’t have. We would have a stronger support system with a man like Ivan backing us.” Alex spreads his hands.

      “We would also be beholden to him,” I argue.

      “True. But in this case, we would do more good.”

      “Potentially,” I say, turning to face my partner. “We might just end up being his puppets and working to protect his assets rather than the people.”

      “Look, Kilik,” Alex says, catching my chin in his cool hand. “To some extent that’s inevitable, we know that. But there are people you could protect, people at risk. You said yourself this world is dangerous and it’s spread all throughout Chicago. For God’s sake, Ivan is the head of one of the largest corporations in the country and he’s part of this world. Without us, innocent people will hardly stand a chance,” Alex says softly, looking deeply into my eyes.

      I sigh, dropping his gaze. “So, you think we should do it?”

      “I do,” he says with conviction.

      I nod slowly. “Okay. Let’s do it.”

      Alex snatches my phone from the coffee table and offers it to me with an encouraging nod. I call Ivan, who answers on the third ring.

      “Hello, detective,” he greets me.

      I grimace. “We’ll work with you,” I say through gritted teeth.

      “Excellent.” I can hear the smile in Ivan’s voice.

      “But,” I interrupt. “We want a certain degree of autonomy. If your operations threaten innocent people, we won’t turn a blind eye.”

      “You’ve certainly made that clear. I’ll be sending you information regarding an unfortunate incident, the first for you to tackle. I’m looking forward to working with you.”

      We say goodbye and I toss the phone aside, onto the arm chair a few feet away. Groaning, I roll over on the sofa to face Alex. He musses my hair. “You big baby,” he teases.

      “You’re as stubborn as a bear,” I say unhappily, frowning at him.

      Alex leans close, his lips hovering over my own. “Don’t worry,” he says, a teasing smile on his lips, eyes mirthful. “I’ll protect you.”

      I grin devilishly and pounce on him. He sinks into the plush leather. He laughs as my lips find his neck, biting it softly, canines extending to delicate points. I prick his skin, drawing a little blood and he swats at me, cursing softly. I chuckle, licking the blood away as he shudders beneath me. Rising, I scoop him into my arms and carry him into the bedroom. I throw him gently on the bed and he lands with a thump amongst the many pillows and throw blankets. We laugh as he tries to clamber out, tossing pillows aside until I can finally see him again.

      I shrug out of my suit jacket and lay it aside over a nearby chair, rolling my sleeves up to my elbows. Alex watches me with greedy eyes. I slink toward him and he rises to his elbows to greet me with a kiss as I crawl across the mattress. Our lips meet, pressed softly together, moving slowly. His lips part, his tongue flicking against my mouth. I respond, and our tongues touch tantalizingly. We explore each other’s mouths slowly, tongues venturing, deeper, harder.

      I’m poised above Alex, still on my knees, bent over him. The space between us is enough for me to trail my fingers down Alex’s body to his groin. He bucks beneath me at the first stroke and I take his cock in my hand completely. His kisses become more fervent, wild, the longer I massage him. He’s desperate. I grin against his mouth as his fingers find the buttons of my shirt, fumbling over them. Successful, his hands stroke my abdomen, tracing the muscles there. I lower myself onto him, moving my hand to cup his cheek gently.

      He settles, the wild intensity of his desire easing as I move myself against him, slowing my kisses. He follows my lead, hands drifting to my back, he clings to me. We move as one, slowly grinding  against each other. God, I want him.

      I unbutton his shirt smoothly, still kissing him passionately. I feel him grinning as I undress him, eager and excited. My hands find the zipper of his pants, his cock bulging against it. I release him, easing his pants off of him as my lips move down his chest. He’s breathing rapidly now, his hands trembling lightly with anticipation against my back. This time, I don’t ease him into it, I take him fully in my mouth, sucking. He tenses, fingers tangling in my hair. I take his dick deeper and his legs jolt with pleasure. My tongue strokes the ridge under the head and he gasps. The noise drives me wild, I take him faster. His gasps of pleasures become pants as I bring him closer to climax.

      “Yes, oh, fuck yes,” he breathes, his hands move to the sheets, clenching them tightly as he begins to lose himself.

      I’m as hard as a metal pipe, pulsing with pleasure and desire. He shudders beneath me, trying desperately to hold on. My tongue caresses his head again, then he’s gone over the edge, a sharp cry erupting from his lips. My mouth fills with warm liquid. I swallow everything he gives me, never ceasing my rhythm. Alex is trembling violently, his eyes squeezed tightly closed, mouth open in a silent keen, the sheets bunched in his fists. Finally, his shivers subside and he relaxes. I feel his entire body melt into the mattress as the tension is released.

      My lips finally leave his cock as I move to brush a soft kiss against his mouth. He moans, turning his lips toward me with his eyes still clenched shut. He deepens the kiss, sweeping his tongue into my mouth. I want him. Now more than ever, I want him.

      Alex seems to understand my tensed muscles and rolls over invitingly. I growl and he smiles devilishly. Quickly, I slip out of my dress pants and slip a condom on, but I don’t enter him yet. No, I need him to need me.

      I press light kisses to the back of his neck, where I know he’s ticklish. I feel him shiver with pleasure beneath me, I trail my lips down his spine. And then back up along his side until I’ve found the side of his neck. “Can I?” I whisper, brushing the tips of my pointed canines against the flesh of his throat.

      He nods breathlessly, writhing beneath me. Gently, I pierce his skin with a shallow bite. He gasps and blood rushes into my mouth, hot and sweet. A moan escapes his lips and I release him, licking the four tiny wounds until the blood has stopped. I take his earlobe in my mouth tugging on it, massaging it with my tongue as I grind against him. I find his cock, getting a feel for his desire. He’s hard again, trying to ease his length into my hand. I give him a teasing stroke before moving back to hoist myself over his body.

      As I enter him, we gasp together, his eyes fly open, wild with passion. Gently he rolls beneath me, I follow his cues, thrusting slow and deep. His lids flutter, eyes glazed over. He’s somewhere else, his body overflowing with pleasure. I can scent it on him. Ecstasy sweeps through my own body, sweet and heavy. I thrust faster, breathing heavily. He pants beneath me, biting his bottom lip. “Faster,” he pleads, his voice rough and deep.

      Wave after wave of pleasure flows through me, like electricity. I growl as he moans, grinding my teeth together as I thrust. Faster, faster, deeper. He tells me what to do and I comply, loving the way I make his lithe body tremble under my touch. Suddenly, Alex releases a cry, and I know he’s climaxed, overcome with ecstasy. My own roar matches his as I explode inside of him, heat and pressure blossoming from my cock and bursting through my body. I shake and shudder above him before I finally collapse onto him, unable to hold myself up any longer as the orgasm wracks my body. Once, twice, I orgasm, one after the other inside him. My teeth find his shoulder and I bite him again. He smiles at me, his eyes sleepy with pleasure.

      Finally, my body relaxes. I roll off him and lay panting beside him. He meets my gaze, his hand finding mine.

      “I love you,” I say, my eyes locked onto his.

      His smile broadens. “I love you too.”

      I plant a kiss on his nose, then his forehead, then both cheeks, and finally on his lips. Alex hoists himself onto his elbows and eases his body onto mine, our groins brushing against each other. I harden at the feel of him and Alex winks at me, brushing a kiss against my neck. “Again?” he asks, his voice soft against my throat.

      “Again,” I confirm, trembling as his lips find my cock, slipping the condom off.

      “How about dinner?” he asks after a moment of pleasuring me. I nod breathlessly, my mind hardly comprehending the question. Alex smiles. “Indian?” he asks, his fingers caressing my balls.

      A laugh escapes me. “Hell no,” I manage to say as his tongue massages my hard length. Alex knows I hate spicy food.

      “It was worth a try,” he teases, pausing again.

      “For fuck’s sake, don’t stop,” I pant.

      Alex complies and it isn’t long before I come once more, my hips thrusting of their own accord against him as he swallows my cum with ease. Even after I climax, Alex continues to pleasure me attentively, massaging me, trailing kisses all over my body, rolling his groin against my own.

      “You’ll be the death of me,” I breathe as he sucks on one of my toes, massaging it with his tongue.

      “Should I stop?” he asks, knowing full well what my answer will be.

      I shake my head fervently and he returns his attention to my toes, even as his hand wraps around my cock. “Oh God,” I pant, closing my eyes as another wave of pleasure sweeps through me.

      Hours later, I awaken, naked and tangled in the sheets. Alex sighs contentedly next to me, still fast asleep. My eyes wander over his nude body, his skin soft, muscles hard. His arms are wrapped around my torso, his head nestled in the crook of my arm. I smile softly as I gaze at him. My lover. I press my lips against his blonde hair, inhaling that sweet pine scent.

      “I’ll never let anything happen to you,” I vow, whispering softly against his soft locks.

      He shifts gently, squeezing me a little tighter. “I think you know I can handle myself,” he mumbles grumpily, half asleep.

      “So stubborn,” I whisper, stroking his back.

      I grin toothily as he begins to snore. It feels as though my heart could burst, hot and full as it is with love for him. I press another kiss against his head before closing my eyes and letting sleep take me.

      

      THE END

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Letter from the author

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Hi there!

        😍

      

        

      
        I would love for you to join my exclusive newsletter, you’ll receive stuff that is exclusive to my fans, such as cover reveals, sneak peeks of new books, authors recommendations and much more. If you like free books, today, you can get my book Savage Passions for FREE you just got to let me know where to send it.

        Click here to get your free book.

      

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
ESPEN ARCADIA






