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This was lust, plain and simple, and that wasn’t acceptable. So what if he looked at her with heat in his eyes? What man didn’t? Of course he wanted her—her nature, her raison d’être, was to be an object of desire for males. But that didn’t mean she had to fulfill those desires; not when another one of her girls would serve that purpose just fine.

“I am doing what I want, Mr. Rand,” she said firmly. “Let’s go find you another woman.”

Surprise crossed his features, and she felt the thrill of a minor victory. Apparently he was a man used to getting what he asked for.

“I want you,” he said, and she fought an unexpected rush of pleasure.

“And if I don’t want you?”

He pressed a hand to his chest. “I think that would break my heart.”

With her most seductive smile playing on her lips, she leaned forward and caressed his cheek. “I guess you’ll have to learn to live with disappointment.”





BOOKS BY J. K. BECK

When Blood Calls
When Pleasure Rules
When Wicked Craves





[image: ]




When Pleasure Rules is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

A Bantam Books Mass Market Original

Copyright © 2010 by Julie Kenner
Excerpt from When Wicked Craves by J. K. Beck copyright © 2010 by Julie Kenner
All rights reserved.

Published in the United States by Bantam Books, an imprint of The Random House Publishing Group, a division of Random House, Inc., New York.

BANTAM BOOKS is a registered trademark of Random House, Inc., and the colophon is a trademark of Random House, Inc.

eISBN: 978-0-553-90796-4

This book contains an excerpt from the forthcoming novel When Wicked Craves by J. K. Beck. This excerpt has been set for this edition only and may not reflect the final content of the forthcoming novel.

www.bantamdell.com

v3.1_r2





Thanks to Aaron for the late-night IMs, Jess for the insane speed of her reads, Kathleen for the long, chatty phone calls, Catherine and Isabella for (mostly) respecting that Mommy’s closed door means Mommy is working, and Don for a thousand and one games of Trouble to entertain the kids when Mommy needed to finish “just one more page.”




Contents


Cover

Other Books by This Author

Title Page

Copyright

Acknowledgments



Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43


Excerpt From When Wicked Craves




CHAPTER 1

The shadowed moon hung low in the Parisian sky, thin fingers of dark clouds obscuring its feeble glow.

Only 72 percent waxing gibbous. Not enough to wrench the wolf within free, but more than sufficient to wake it.

A dozen years ago, Rand wouldn’t have known a lunar phase from a lunatic fringe. Now those phases burned in his blood, his power and strength growing with the moon.

Within, the animal writhed, ready to hunt. Ready to end this thing.

He made no noise as he followed the Avenue des Peupliers toward the Avenue Neigre in the Cimetière du Père Lachaise. On either side of him, the houses of the dead rose in the moonlight, their smooth stone surfaces gleaming.

He slid into the shadows and closed his eyes, letting the sounds of the night surround him, the scents find him. He’d been a soldier before the change, first on the streets of Los Angeles, later in Saudi, in Bosnia, in the Middle East. A kid who’d protected his turf. A soldier who’d targeted enemies of the state.

He remained a hunter now. A wolf stalking its prey.

The change had intensified his senses and augmented his strength. He could see now regardless of the level of illum, with his own eyes instead of the night optics he’d trained with so many years ago. But this enemy could do the same, so the darkness gave him no advantage. But the moon remained his ally, and even at only 72 percent, he could hear the softest whisper, could catch the faintest scent. The brush of wind over wood. The scurrying of insects. The scent of rotting corpses.

There.

He opened his eyes, twisting his head as he caught the para-daemon’s earthen scent, like decaying leaves mixed with shit. He followed it, the excitement of the hunt burning in his gut as he stole down the cobbled street and then onto the narrow gravel lane that was the Champs Bertolie.

His muscles were tight and ready to pound the bastard, but he’d brought weapons with him, too. The Ka-Bar sheathed at his thigh. The switchblade in his hand. The length of wire he’d habitually kept in his pocket since the week before his ninth birthday. They were as much a part of him as the wolf that writhed within.

He’d dressed in black, his dark skin smeared with camo paint and his shaved scalp covered by black knit, rendering him nothing more than a shadow in the darkness. He heard the sharp snap of a grate creaking open and realized his target had entered one of the tombs. Rand sniffed the air—he’d lost Zor’s scent. In its place, he smelled only fear.

Fear?

A hint of foreboding twisted in his gut. Even if the para-daemon knew he was being tracked, he was too arrogant to fear Rand. Yet the scent was unmistakable. He tensed, realizing with sickening surety the source of the fear.

A female.

The fucker had abducted another female.

He hadn’t heard that any more Parisian therians had gone missing, but that was the only explanation. Zor had taken another, and now the female werewolf was trapped and terrified and possibly dying.

A cold rage sliced through him, so intense it threatened to overcome reason. He pushed it back, calling up his training to use the fury rather than be used by it. The scent led him north, and he moved silently, curving around the monument until he stood, back pressed to the stone, near a wrought-iron gate that acted as a door to where the dead rested within.

Another step, along with a slight tilt of his head as he peered around the corner, and he could see inside, his hyped-up vision making it easy to see the kenneled woman. Her eyes were rimmed in red, her lips pressed tight together as if she refused to give Zor the satisfaction of seeing her cry.

Alicia.

He shook his head, pushing away the memories and concentrating only on the moment. On Zor. And on the woman cowering in a cage.

The female was naked, and even from a distance, Rand could see the red welts on her back from where the daemon had removed long strips of skin. Zor would pull off every inch, feeding on her pain until the flesh was gone and it was time to kill the woman and find a new one.

Five females. Six counting this one.

A muscle in his jaw twitched. There would be no more.

He checked his perimeter, finding no sign of Zor, then approached the cage.

“Non.” The woman scrambled backward, eyes as wide as quarters.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” Rand said in the woman’s language. He studied her face, but didn’t recognize her. “Je suis un ami.”

She remained in the corner, as far away as possible.

He crouched down and inspected the cage. Straw littered the floor, along with a tattered blanket and a dish filled with kibble next to a bowl of stale water. One lone water bug moved across the surface, disturbing a thin layer of grime.

After a moment of searching, he found the hidden hinges as well as the lock that kept the cage sealed. He tugged at the door, but it didn’t give.

Apparently he should have brought C-4 and a det cord, and left the Ka-Bar behind. He peered at the woman. “La clef?”

A hint of hope fluttered across her shell-shocked features. “Je ne sais pas.”

Fuck. Most likely Zor kept the key on his person. Still, he scanned the small room, just in case.

Nothing.

Two ancient swords hung on the wall, forming a cross above a stone coffin. As Rand considered the blades’ usefulness for freeing the woman, a new sound caught his attention. The rough scrape of stone against stone.

The woman’s cry of “Monsieur!” filled the chamber as Rand spun toward his attacker, the switchblade extended and tight in his hand, as comfortable as an extension of his own body.

He sliced through the para-daemon’s shirt and knocked the bastard backward, but not before the para-daemon grabbed the hilt of the Ka-Bar sheathed at Rand’s thigh, taking the knife with him as he tumbled away. Zor’s reflexes were sharp, honed from his recent feeding, and the monster sprang back to action almost immediately. Greasy strands of pure white hair hid his face as he crouched near the opening to the tunnel he’d come through.

“Running, Zor? Go ahead. You won’t last long.”

“Against you? I’ll barely have to strain myself.”

“I wouldn’t bet the bank.” He was being arrogant, and he knew it. Unlike most weren, Rand couldn’t intentionally summon the change that merged wolf and man, elongating his features, stretching his muscles, and turning him into a wolf-man that resembled the creatures from childhood horror flicks.

He changed only with the full moon, and when he did, he lost himself entirely, his body shifting into the form of a preternaturally strong gray wolf, his human mind lost inside the mind of the animal.

But even though he couldn’t change at will, the wolf lived within him always, drawing power from the pull of the moon, and tonight 72 percent would do just fine.

Arrogant or not, Rand knew he wouldn’t lose. The beast within wouldn’t allow it.

Zor would die tonight, and Rand would savor the killing blow.

The para-daemon seemed to hesitate, and for a second, Rand thought that Zor would bolt. He didn’t. Instead, he attacked, leading with Rand’s own knife.

Rand cut to the side as the beast lunged, the blade slicing through the back of Rand’s shirt and the flesh of his shoulder blade. The wound was hot and deep and stung like a mother, but Rand ignored it. Not the time; not the problem. Instead, he rolled over, taking his weight on the wound as he kicked up and out, his heel intersecting Zor’s wrist, forcing the son of a bitch to drop the knife, which skidded across the stone floor until it was lost in the shadows.

His own blood stained the blade now, and Rand could smell it—covering the steel, seeping into the floor, soaking his shirt.

He breathed in deeply, the scent and the pain rousing him, thrusting him into the warm, familiar black where nothing mattered but the kill.

He sprang up, determined to kill the para-daemon right then. The daemon might be older and stronger, but Rand was certain Zor underestimated him. In the ancient daemon’s mind, a werewolf barely twelve years into the change hardly posed a threat.

Sure enough, the creature leaped forward, wiry muscles propelling him high into the air. He lashed out on descent, his kick soundly intersecting Rand’s chin. The blow sent Rand’s neck snapping back, but he didn’t falter, managing to snag the beast around the ankle and sending him to the ground.

Rand pressed the advantage. He lunged forward and slammed his knife through the para-daemon’s gut, releasing a gush of snot-yellow liquid through which ran thin strands of crimson blood, together but separated, like oil and water.

The scent of blood rose, and the wolf within Rand snapped and growled. But it wasn’t the wolf who would take Zor. It was the man—and the animal inside him.

He leaned in close, hot breath on Zor’s ear. “If I could destroy you six times over, I would, you twisted motherfucker.” He gripped Zor tightly around the neck as he straddled him, his knees crushing into the beast’s sides as he kept him pinned to the ground. “Six long, slow deaths for each of the females you tortured. Six trips to hell and back. Six times you would look into my eyes and know that I’m the one who brought you down.”

“Destroying the mortal shell will not destroy me, you foolish animal.” Zor’s eyes filled with loathing. “You, however, will stay dead.”

His body seemed to explode from within, the force of the assault tossing Rand backward and knocking the blade from his hand. Zor leaped to his feet, larger now, all sinew and muscles and taut, tight skin, his body as good as new. His eyes glowed a savage orange, and when he spat at Rand, the spittle ate a hole in his shirt. Acid.

Well, shit.

“Playtime is over, wolf cub. Time to die.”

He charged, and Rand didn’t even have time to wonder how he’d so quickly lost the advantage. He could only react. Could only trust his training and his strength and the cunning of the wolf inside. He spun out of the way, slamming his chest against the side of the tomb under the crossed swords. He reached up and grabbed them.

Rand couldn’t see the daemon behind him, but he could smell him, could feel the shift in the air, and without thinking, he extended the sabers at his sides, then whipped around, scissoring his arms as he did so. It worked. The steel sank into Zor’s gut, too dull to cut all the way through, but it didn’t matter. Rand had him now, and he used the force of the blow to knock the bastard backward.

Zor fell, his eyes wide with surprise, and he had time only to haul back and spit before Rand pressed his foot on the creature’s forehead, held him still, and used the sword as an ax to chop off the creature’s head.

“Told you not to bet against me, you worthless piece of shit.”

Only after the head rolled to the side, eyes staring blankly, did he realize that a bit of the spittle’s spray had landed on his face. Rand reached up and wiped it away, ignoring the acrid scent of burning flesh as he bent to pick up his switchblade. Then he turned to the woman, whose wide eyes contemplated Rand with an expression usually reserved for quarterbacks and MVPs.

“I’ll get you out,” Rand said. When a search of the daemon failed to turn up a key, he lifted the head, jammed the blade of his knife into the back of the beast’s throat, and then used the acid that spilled from the ripped salivary gland to eat through the lock.

The door swung open, and he took off his shirt and tossed it gently at her feet. She bent slowly, then put it on, the hem hanging down almost to her knees. She stood in the doorway of the cage, looking at him as if waiting for a signal.

Rand rolled the head across the tomb, out of sight. Then he retracted the blade. “Il est fini.” He turned toward the door, then back to her when he realized she hadn’t moved. “Allons-y. Vous êtes sûre.”

Slowly, very slowly, she walked toward him, pausing a few feet away. “Mon mari?”

“We’ll find your husband,” Rand promised. “We’ll go right now.”

Her eyes flickered, as if trying to smile, and she reached for him, wanting comfort, but he wasn’t the one to give it. He’d given her life; that would have to be enough.

Slowly, she lowered the hand.

“Let’s go,” he said, then saw her eyes widen with fear. In one motion he turned, shielding her petite frame as he flipped open his blade. He let it fly toward the tomb’s doorway, only to have it knocked aside by the strong arm of the man standing there.

“Have I been so poor a leader that you would seek to take me out with a blade to the heart?” Gunnolf asked. He reached down to pick up the knife, then slid his fingers along the blade’s edge, drawing a thin line of blood. “A steel blade will render no permanent harm to a werewolf, lad. You know that, aye?”

“That was a warning,” Rand said, inclining his head both in respect to his leader and to hide his amused grin. “But next time maybe you shouldn’t sneak up after a fight.”

“Och, aye. You have me there.” He crossed the room in three long strides, his wild mane of fiery red hair more suited to a Viking than to a political leader. Not that the Shadow Alliance was a typical political entity. Nothing within the shadow world was typical.

It had been Gunnolf who’d found him, confused and angry and changed. Gunnolf who’d fed him and sheltered him. Gunnolf who’d taught him what he now was—as much animal on the inside as he’d always been on the outside.

And it had been Gunnolf who’d given Rand a killing role in this new world, a role he understood and a part he could play with ease.

Gunnolf glanced down at the woman, who now stood behind Rand, clinging to his shoulders. “Do you know who I am, lass?” Gunnolf asked, compassion softening his sharp features.

The woman nodded, stepping close, finding the comfort with Gunnolf she hadn’t found with Rand. “Oui.”

“She needs to find her mate,” Rand said briskly. “And she needs a medic.”

“It will be done.” Gunnolf pressed a hand to the woman’s shoulder, then glanced down at Zor’s body. He shot Rand an ironic smile. “You found the bastard, then?”

“I did.”

The alpha turned slowly, taking in the tomb, the cage, the rank smell of death and decay with casual acceptance. “You took a hand to the matter yourself, I see,” Gunnolf said, his meaning clear. Rand had gone after Zor without official sanction. Without involving the Preternatural Enforcement Coalition, the organization with jurisdiction over all the shadow creatures.

“Yes, sir. You wanted the problem solved, and I solved it.”

“Aye,” Gunnolf said slowly. “You did right.” He paused, stroking his chin. “There is another matter. A delicate one.”

Rand stood at parade rest, his hands at the small of his back in a long-practiced show of respect.

“There are not many I can put on this task,” he said, shooting the woman a quick glance. Rand understood his alpha’s shorthand. He was referring to the kyne, a secret group of warriors assigned to each of the Alliance representatives. “Of those I can ask, you are the one I want.”

“Sure. Whatever you need.” Gunnolf said nothing, and the heavy weight of dread settled on Rand’s shoulders. He shook his head. “Oh, shit, no. Not that.”

“I haven’t asked.”

But he had. Even in silence, Gunnolf was asking him to do the impossible. “The answer is no.”

Gunnolf looked pointedly at the female. “Let us return the woman to her pack, and then we can discuss this.”

Rand squared his shoulders. “Now.”

Gunnolf’s shoulders dropped, and for a moment Rand thought he’d pushed too far. Then Gunnolf lifted his chin, and though Rand saw compassion in his alpha’s eyes, what he saw most was determination. This wasn’t a request; it was an order.

“I have another job for you, Rand. I need you to return home to Los Angeles.”


CHAPTER 2

Give me something, dammit. A flicker. A flash. Any goddamned thing.

Agent Ryan Doyle kept his eyes closed, one hand pressed against the body’s forehead, the other pressed against its heart. Usually he despised his gift. Today he hadn’t even hesitated before kneeling by the body. Seven humans, brutally slaughtered. Necks punctured. Blood drained. And not one goddamned suspect.

“Anything?”

He rocked back on his heels and looked up at his partner. He didn’t have to say it, Tucker could see the answer in his face.

“Fuck.”

Doyle nodded in agreement, then rose, nodding to the ME and his team hovering nearby. Time to let forensics take over. “Seven corpses, and we don’t even have shit from one of their heads.” As a percipient daemon, Doyle had the ability to snatch the last experiences from a body’s lingering aura. A handy tool for an investigator, especially in situations where the victim actually saw his killer. But the skill wasn’t without flaws—the weakness that overcame him after he plucked those last few moments from a victim’s head, the nourishment necessary to get his strength back.

Souls.

He scowled. Every time he did his goddamned job, he was reminded of what he was. What he always would be. A daemon. A soul-eater.

Fuck.

Tonight, though, he would have gladly paid that price.

Except there was nothing there. They were too late. Because once the aura faded, he was shit out of luck.

The first five victims had been a wash, the human cops getting to the bodies and putting them through their investigative paces, and finding less than nothing. It wasn’t until victim number six was discovered ten days prior that one of the human liaisons to the PEC had gotten a clue and notified Division 6. In Doyle’s opinion, the delay qualified as a major interagency fuckup, but at least things were on track now. Jurisdiction had been officially shifted, and now the case fell under the auspices of Homeland Security—the agency inside which the American arm of the Preternatural Enforcement Coalition existed as an off-the-books division known only to humans in select key positions.

Doyle looked down at the corpse, now glowing in the harsh lights put up by the crime-scene techs. The medical examiner, Richard Erasmus Orion IV, had moved in beside the body and was scraping samples of ash into small glass vials, which he then handed to his assistant, Barnaby. The ash had been at the last four crime scenes, its source still unidentified. Possibly it had been at the earlier scenes, too, but the bodies had remained undiscovered for days, and the scenes had been well contaminated by animals and weather by the time the techs had arrived.

“This is so fucked up,” Tucker said.

Doyle shoved his hands into his pockets. “Ain’t that the truth.”

“Sure as hell looks like a vampire kill,” Tucker said, squinting down at the body. “Not a clean one, though. Throat’s ripped out. Blood gone.”

“Occam’s razor,” Barnaby said, his elven eyes narrowing as he wrote on one of the vials with a Sharpie.

“Come again?” Tucker said.

“The simplest answer is often correct,” Orion said, not bothering to look up from the body. The ME always took exceptional care of the bodies in his custody, but tonight his examination went beyond meticulous. Understandable. The victims were human—and so was Orion.

He carefully scraped the dirt from under the victim’s fingernails into a vial, then handed it to Barnaby. “As Tucker said, the simpleminded, knee-jerk reaction is to cry vampire. Even though in this case, the simple answer may not be the correct one.”

“Simpleminded?” Tucker looked between Doyle and Orion. “Did he just insult me?”

Doyle ignored his partner. “So why not vamps?” So far Orion had withheld his formal report, claiming that his tests were inconclusive. If the ME finally had something solid, Doyle wanted the details, especially if the ME was giving a pass to the bloodsuckers. Despite the party line about how most vamps had reined in their daemon, Doyle knew damn well that in some it only took one little push to force the daemon to the surface. And a vampire with its daemon unbound was more than capable of killing seven humans. Or worse.

The medical examiner hadn’t answered the question, so Doyle pressed. “Why not vamps?” he repeated.

“I haven’t ruled out vampires,” Orion said. He stood up, pressed his hands to his lower back, and stretched, his spine popping as he let out a low, grateful sigh of relief. “Unfortunately, I can’t rule out anything.” His voice was level, but strained, frustration bubbling just below the surface.

“Why the hell not?”

“Because with the evidence sitting in my lab, I can draw no firm conclusions. A whole slew of samples, and the DNA doesn’t tell me a damned thing.”

Doyle glanced at Tucker, who shrugged. “Contaminated?” Doyle asked.

“No,” Orion said. Then, “Maybe. It’s like nothing I’ve seen before, and after fifteen years working for the PEC, I’ve seen a lot.”

“Well, what the hell are you seeing?” Doyle asked.

“We’re hitting a few markers that suggest vampire,” Barnaby said, looking up from the vials he was labeling. “But the rest is a mess. Like it’s something else entirely.”

Doyle noted the kid’s smug expression and narrowed his eyes. “You’ve got a theory.”

“Therians,” Barnaby said, referring to the broad species of shape-shifters that included werewolves, were-cats, and the like.

Orion shook his head slowly, as if both amused by and exasperated with his protégé. “Therians aren’t any more likely than vamps,” the ME said.

“What about the rumors?” the elf demanded. “It’s all over the street that Gunnolf’s behind all of this.”

Orion held up a vial of ash. “This is evidence,” he said. “Rumors aren’t.”

Barnaby turned to Doyle as if looking for an ally. “But that’s got to be it, right? Gunnolf’s back to his old tricks?”

Doyle stayed silent. He’d heard the rumors, too, and he wasn’t discounting them. But as the ME said, rumors weren’t evidence.

The elf frowned. “I don’t get you. I mean, it makes sense, especially after what Gunnolf pulled six months ago. All that shit about killing off a bunch of humans and making it look like vamps did the deed. The whole idea was to make folks think Tiberius didn’t have a handle on his territory, right?” he asked, referring to the vampiric liaison to the Alliance and governor of the L.A. territory. “So all this is just him trying again.”

Doyle bit back a curse. Trying to contain information in the PEC was like trying to herd tree nymphs. “Gunnolf backed off.”

“You trust a werewolf to keep his word?” Barnaby asked.

Doyle was saved from conceding the point by the arrival of the transport team, and Doyle and Tucker stepped back as Orion and Barnaby finished with the body and prepared it for the ride to Division. The rest of the forensics team swarmed in next—agents trained in the human approach to trace evidence and those skilled in looking for the various markers that indicated death by preternatural means. Doyle gave them his standard lecture, reminding them that unless they wanted to finish out their lives with certain limbs removed from their bodies, they’d do well to apply themselves 110 percent.

With the team sufficiently terrorized, he stepped away, then glanced around the area, as if a quick resolution to this mess could be found in the grass or the trees or the soil that made up the area inside the crime-scene tape. Beyond that boundary, reporters hovered near the uniformed PEC officers who stood tall and straight and tried to look like humans.

He recognized one of the reporters—a wisp of a girl with short cropped hair and an expression of firm determination. She stood now pressed up against the tape and waved her recorder, and even over the cacophony of the crime scene, he could hear her swearing to the officer that Ryan Doyle knew her and wouldn’t mind a few questions and couldn’t they please just let her through?

Despite himself, Doyle smiled. He didn’t have one goddamned clue who the girl was, but she must have picked his name up from somewhere, and she actually had the balls to try to turn that tidbit of information to her advantage. Clever, but too bad she was shit out of luck.

“Want me to get rid of them?” Tucker asked, following Doyle’s gaze to the onlookers. He cracked his knuckles, then rolled his neck, perfectly mimicking a boxer getting ready for a fight. “I can send them all down the road to Disneyland. Or skinny-dipping off the Santa Monica Pier. They’ll snap out of it in a few hours and wonder what the hell they’re doing. And what do you bet someone posts a few pictures of them in the meantime?”

“Tempting,” Doyle said, because using Tucker’s mind-control hoodoo sounded pretty damn appealing right then. “But—oh fuck me.”

“What?” Tucker asked, then turned in the direction Doyle was looking and saw the couple striding purposefully toward them. “Oh.”

“Him you can get rid of.”

“I thought you and Dragos had found your happy place.”

“I’ve acknowledged that he’s not a walking plague upon the earth,” Doyle conceded about the vampire he’d once called friend. “But that doesn’t mean I want to prance through the daisies with him, and I sure as hell don’t want him at my goddamned crime scene.”

“Gentlemen.” The woman with Dragos didn’t even slow, just signaled for them to keep up as she retraced their path toward the body. Doyle didn’t begrudge her a look at the victim. He’d had his doubts about Sara Constantine when they’d first met, but he’d learned soon enough that she was a top-notch prosecutor, even if her initial training had been in the District Attorney’s Office instead of within Division. And even if she had dubious taste in men.

Respect, however, didn’t ease over into taking her shit, and he reached for her elbow and tugged her to a stop. She complied, one eyebrow lifting in question. Her skin was pale, almost translucent, with the ethereal glow of the recently turned. Her coal-black hair was pulled back into a practical ponytail, but a few strands had escaped and now curled around her face, softening her no-nonsense expression.

Doyle focused on Dragos, who stood tall beside his mate. His words, however, were for Sara. “You want to tell me when you started dragging loverboy to crime scenes with you? Last time I checked, he wasn’t clocking in at Division.”

“You’re right about that,” Dragos answered, the words flat and even, but masking an underlying hint of amusement.

Doyle wanted to punch him, and not because Doyle’s famous temper was peeking out, wanting to kick ass and take names. No, where Lucius Dragos was concerned, punching just seemed like the best option on the table.

He reined it in. “Not in the mood for twenty questions.” He faced Sara. “What’s going on?”

“What do you think?” she snapped. “Division isn’t calling the shots anymore.”

He started to ask what she was talking about, but he didn’t need to. The answer was coming straight toward them—a white mist drifting over the low-cut grass, eerily illuminated by the not-yet-full moon. As Doyle watched, the mist seemed to rise, then take form, the soft, shadowy edges hardening into the powerful form of an ancient master vampire.

Tiberius stood tall and proud, his hair as black as his eyes, and his eyes as black as the night. He turned to face Doyle, then Tucker, then Sara, then Luke. Only when he reached the last did he nod briefly in acknowledgment.

“My lord,” Luke said, and beside him, Sara inclined her head.

Doyle didn’t. Governor or not, Tiberius had materialized at his crime scene in full view of humans, and that shit was dangerous. He glanced again toward the clutch of reporters, but saw that they were each looking elsewhere, their attention clearly diverted.

Doyle felt a reluctant tug of respect. As usual, Tiberius had the situation firmly under control.

The governor said nothing, but instead moved past Doyle to where the techs were still scouring the scene. As the vampire approached, the team scurried away. The governor paused a proper distance from the scene, and Doyle had to give him props for not stepping in like an ass and contaminating the area.

Then Tiberius turned, and his cold, coal eyes found Doyle in the darkness. “You are the investigator assigned to this matter?”

Doyle shoved his hands into his pockets. “Yeah.”

Tiberius didn’t move, but his attention shifted to Sara. “And you are the prosecutor.”

She came to stand beside Doyle. “I am.”

“Ten days,” Tiberius said, his voice as hard as his expression. “I expect answers in ten days or heads will roll.”


CHAPTER 3

Rand killed the Ducati’s engine and leaned back, his feet planted on the asphalt as he balanced the bike and looked across the street at the puke-green apartment complex. Jacob Yannew was in there. Apartment 212, shared with five other therians. A pack-dweller, unlike Rand, who chose to live alone, roam alone, hunt alone.

Right then, Rand needed Jacob alone.

The little shit was the reason Rand had come back to Los Angeles. “The wee devil’s kept a low profile,” Gunnolf had said, “but it’s him who’s telling lies behind me back.”

Rand intended to find out why.

He pulled out his smartphone and opened the file on Jacob that Gunnolf’s assistant had transmitted en route. He’d already memorized his target’s stats, but he reviewed the information anyway, the rote action part of a familiar routine. Five foot two. Mouse-brown hair. One eye scarred shut, the result of a knife fight two years before he’d been changed.

Jacob Yannew had lived in the gutter before the change, and he lived there still, his days spent panhandling on the city’s busy corners, and his nights spent roving the town, sucking down hard liquor at the various therian hangouts. He was a known snitch, not above sharing information he’d learned about his fellow therians with the PEC—at least not as long as the price was right.

Unfortunately, his snitch status went hand in hand with a reputation for being in the know. He’d started spreading rumors about Gunnolf and the dead humans, and because it was Jacob talking, the other therians had believed and the rumors had spread.

Rand knew better. And what Rand wanted to know was why Jacob had started spewing lies in the first place. Jacob had no reason to hold a grudge against Gunnolf—not one that the alpha was aware of, anyway. To Rand’s mind, that meant someone was pulling Jacob’s chain. Tonight, Rand would find out who.

Find out, deal with the problem, and get the fuck out of L.A.

He checked his watch, then swung his leg off the bike as the minute hand clicked into a perfectly vertical position, marking ten o’clock on the nose. He waited sixty seconds, then crossed the street at the same time Jacob emerged from the apartment’s main door for his late-night round of drinking. He turned north toward the cross street and the corner bar that catered to humans, but was still Jacob’s habitual first stop.

Rand fell in step behind him, his contempt for his prey rising when Jacob didn’t note his presence. A fucking werewolf and he didn’t catch the scent of a tail. Useless bastard.

Rand lengthened his stride and caught up to Jacob just outside the bar. As Jacob pulled open the door, Rand stepped close behind and caught Jacob’s free arm with an iron grip. With his right, he pressed the point of his Ka-Bar into the small of the wolf’s back.

“Jacob Yannew,” he said easily. “Step into my office.”

The little weren stiffened, but Rand pushed them both through the door. Jacob might force the change—most weren could summon the wolf at any time, the full moon not withstanding. But this wasn’t a therian bar, and changing in front of humans was not only reckless and stupid, it was illegal. And Rand didn’t think a weasel like Jacob had the balls to flaunt the system.

“Sit,” he growled, shoving the weren into a dark booth. “Talk.”

“I want a whiskey,” Jacob said, and Rand had to smile. It wasn’t exactly backbone, but it was something.

“I want to be out of this hellhole,” Rand said, sliding easily into the seat opposite. “But I’m learning to live with disappointment.”

The bastard hawked up a wad of phlegm and spat at Rand. It missed his face—which was good for Jacob’s overall life span—and landed with a wet splat on his collar. Rand wiped it away, his eyes never leaving his prey’s.

“You know who I am?”

“I know you’re in my face.”

“I’m Gunnolf’s,” he said, and watched as the face crumpled. And then, almost as quickly, shifted back into snarling indifference.

“Good for you,” Jacob said. “Now get the fuck out of my face.”

“Not just yet.” He leaned back in the booth, his quarry across from him. “Word on the street is you’ve got a big mouth.”

Jacob said nothing.

Rand frowned at the irony. “Maybe word on the street was wrong.”

“Fuck you.”

Rand leaned forward, his eyes never leaving Jacob’s. “You’ve been spreading rumors about Gunnolf and dead humans. I want to know why.”

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

Fast as lightning, Rand lifted his foot under the table, then jammed it forward, closing the distance between them. His heel intersected Jacob’s crotch, but he didn’t slow, not until there was nowhere to go, and Jacob’s puny balls were crushed beneath his heel.

He maintained the pressure and smiled congenially, the other bar patrons oblivious. “Talk,” he said.

“You’ll pay for this,” Jacob sneered.

Rand ground his heel, saw pain rise in Jacob’s eyes. “Maybe,” he admitted. “But not today. Talk. Or never get it up again. Your choice.”

Jacob spat on the table, but that was just posturing. Sure enough, he scowled at the tabletop, then lifted hooded eyes filled with malice to meet Rand’s. “You’re howling at shadows, boy.”

“Am I?”

“I’m not the one you want.”

“Then who is?”

“Don’t know.”

Rand bore down with his heel, and Jacob’s fingernails dug into the hard wood of the booth.

“Goddamn you, I don’t. Older. Weren. Smelled like damp and moss. Only saw him the one time. Figured him for an Outcast,” he said, referring to shunned therians forced to live outside the formal shape-shifter community, their privileges stripped along with their money and even their identities. Known only as Outcast, the creatures were forbidden to interact in either human or shadow society, and any therian caught interacting with an Outcast could be shunned himself.

Apparently that possibility didn’t bother Jacob, who merely shrugged. “Old bastard paid damn good.”

“When did you see him?”

“Weeks ago. He tossed a C-note into my can when I was working down on Hollywood. I noticed ’cause that kind of scratch makes an impression, and he was the only therian I’d seen that day. I caught his scent, you know.”

“He hung around? Talked to you?”

“Shit no. Was a message scrawled across Ben’s face. Big black numbers all graffiti-like on that hundred-dollar bill.”

“What numbers?”

“Phone number.” Jacob rattled it off. “Said it was a pay phone. He picked up when I called. Told me what he wanted. I never saw him after that.”

“Name?”

“Hell no.”

Rand considered him, nostrils flaring as he took in the scent. There was fear and sweat, but nothing to suggest Jacob was lying. Considering the little weren valued his testicles, Rand figured he wouldn’t risk a lie.

“Why?”

Jacob rolled one bony shoulder. “Figured he wanted to fuck with Gunnolf.”

That about summed it up. Rand leaned back, but didn’t move his foot. “And did he have the scent of blood on him? When he dropped Ben Franklin into your can?”

“You mean is he killing the humans? Don’t know; don’t think so.”

Rand cocked his head. “Why not?”

Jacob looked him hard in the eyes. “Wasn’t the scent of blood I caught on him. Was the scent of vampire.”

It was the most interesting revelation that Rand was able to extract, despite ten more minutes of ball-crushing interrogation. Interesting because vampires and weren tended not to mingle—at least not unless the mingling was laced with fighting.

“Go,” Rand finally said, moving his boot down to the ground. “And don’t let me see your face again.”

Jacob’s face twisted, and Rand was certain the little weren was biting back a burning desire to fire off a stream of insults. Wisely, Jacob kept his mouth shut, then left through the front door.

Rand waited a moment, then slipped out through the back, ignoring the sullen, questioning stares of the humans working in the kitchen.

He exited into an alley, then walked slowly to where it intersected the street. He stayed in the shadows, listening, and caught the distinct sound of Jacob’s steady footfall moving toward him.

He drew in a breath, readying himself, and when the weren passed, Rand stepped silently out, clasped his left hand over his prey’s mouth, and yanked the disloyal, backstabbing asshole back into the shadows.

Jacob tensed in his arms, a werewolf summoning the change.

But there wasn’t time. Rand’s knife was already at his temple, and with one quick thrust, he drove it home.

Jacob crumpled to the ground, one loose end expediently taken care of. Then Rand walked away, the darkness swallowing him.

He didn’t look back.
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