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      To all the Witty, Wicked & Wild Readers…

      Never let them silence our Witty Tongues,

      Never let them shame our Wicked Needs,

      Never let them stop our Wild Deeds.

      If it harm none, do what thy will!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 1


          

          
            Gracie Golden

          

          Thursday afternoon, Falls City

        

      

    

    
      I stand in the middle of the one-bedroom shack, my hands on my hips and eyes glued to the gaudy thrift store oil painting hung over the TV.

      Fucking clowns.

      Smith thinks he’s funny.

      Stepping to the right and then to the left, I curse as the clown’s eyes follow me. But I can’t take it down. That would make Smith think he’d gotten under my skin, and I’ll never admit that.

      He’s my handler on this undercover investigation, and was not subtle in his disdain for the assignment. One of those old school agents, he was so far undercover early in his career that he has the tattoos decorating his skin and scars on his knuckles to prove it. He doesn’t want to handle anyone—much less a woman—although even he has to admit he’s a bit too old to be knee-deep in the action. Plus, the FBI has already sent in three men to infiltrate the Predatora family over the years—all of whom are still missing.

      Now it’s time for a woman to show what she can do.

      At least that’s how I phrased it to the deputy director when I slipped into an elevator with him and used the ninety-second ride from the lobby to the top floors to make my pitch.

      My burner phone pings with an incoming message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Smith: Get settled and meet me tomorrow in room 119, eight am.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Abso-totally-utely boss man <3

      

      

      

      

      

      I’m not a unicorns and rainbows kind of woman. Not anymore. Not since Benji died.

      But Smith is such a tight-ass grump that I fake it just to piss him off.

      I’m twisted that way.

      Grabbing my two duffle bags, I walk into the bare-bones bedroom that is in desperate need of a coat of paint. At least the mattress is new—my only request for my temporary lodging—and I brought my own sheets and towels from home. I have no problem living on the shitty side of town while infiltrating Atticus Lycanese’s faction of the Predatora crime family, but I won’t sleep on a used mattress or dingy communal sheets.

      Yuck.

      Unpacking my clothes and toiletries, I fold up one duffle bag and stuff it in the closet before I open the other, stashing my weapons and personal effects in the side table next to the bed.

      The last thing I pull out is a wood box encased in bubble wrap. Carefully, I remove the protective layers, pop open the lid, and pull out a music box. Sitting down on the edge of the bed, I wind the key and stare through tear-filled eyes as the figurine spins.

      I remember the day my brother gave it to me as clearly as if it was yesterday. It was the night I turned thirteen. Benji came home from his dishwashing job and invited me to the park for a picnic. Considering he was seventeen and too cool to hang with his baby sister most days, I was thrilled by his attention.

      Nevertheless, I argued with him like the contrary little sister I was. “It’s too late for a picnic.”

      He shrugged, a devilish smile spreading his lips. “Who cares, Goldilocks? Let’s have one anyway.”

      No matter what else was going on in our lives, I knew when he called me that nickname, he wanted to spend time with me. I jumped off my bed and slipped on my ten-dollar sneakers to walk side by side with my big brother to the neighborhood park.

      “How was school?” he asked as he pushed me high on the swing.

      I skyrocketed into the air. “Another school, another group of rich bitches to win over.”

      “Yeah.” He snorted and stepped out of the way to lean against the pole and watch me soar high on my own. “Did you ask around about dance classes?”

      We moved into this neighborhood a few weeks ago, after my mother’s last boyfriend took off with two months’ worth of rent money, our TV, and our car. It was either move within walking distance of the restaurant or take the bus every day. Considering she couldn’t pay rent anyway, our mother opted to move us to a place her manager’s friend owns. I think they’re dating now, although I don’t know for sure. Our mother didn’t tell us much about her personal life on the rare occasions she came home.

      Moving and losing all our money also meant that any dance classes I’d been enrolled in disappeared. I loved to dance. It was the only thing that brought me joy.

      “No, but I saw a signup on the board in the cafeteria for the eighth grade dance team. I might try that.”

      He sighed and crossed his arms over his chest. “Once we’re settled and get a few bucks in the bank, we’ll see what we can do about getting you re-enrolled in Miss Cassidy’s ballet classes. Yeah?”

      “Okay,” I said wistfully, but was smart enough to not get my hopes up. That was the fourth time we had to move in three years, and the second time we’d lost our car. Although, it is the first time we’d had our TV stolen. Of course, it’s also the first time we had a TV to steal.

      “Come on. I have something for you.” Benji motioned for me to follow him to a small table.

      I jumped off the swing mid-air and followed, plopped down next to him, and flashed a big smile. “Is this my birthday present?”

      “It’s your birthday?” He held his frown for almost ten seconds—confusion creasing his brow while he pulled out a white styrofoam container from his bag. But he couldn’t fake it for long, and his lips curled into a wide smile. “Yeah, Goldilocks. I swiped an enormous chunk of chocolate cake from the restaurant for your birthday.”

      “Yum!” I clasped my hands, thankful at least he remembered when I was sure our mother wouldn’t.

      He popped the lid and handed me a plastic wrapped set of utensils. “Should we sing Happy Birthday?”

      I scrunched up my nose and shook my head. “No offense, but you can’t hold a tune.”

      “Ouch.” He feigned a wounded heart and pulled a wooden box out of his bag. “How about you play this instead?”

      Setting down my fork, I stared at the mystery box. “You bought me a present too?”

      “Of course. It’s not everyday we turn thirteen.” He pushed it in front of me. “Come on then, Gracie. Open it.”

      I popped the gold latch and pried open the top, a porcelain fairy ballerina with iridescent wings and a white feather skirt standing tall on a mirrored platform. “I love it.”

      “Pull it out, wind it up,” he encouraged and helped me remove the music box from its protective case.

      I wound the key on the side and set it down as a tinny version of “You are my Sunshine” played in the still night air. “She’s beautiful.”

      “Just like you.” He wrapped his arm around my shoulder and squeezed me into his side. “Someday that’ll be you in a frilly tutu dancing your solo on stage.”

      “You think so?”

      “I know so.”

      Swiping at a rogue tear on my cheek, I set the music box down next to my bed and whisper the same promise I’ve made to my brother nightly over the last five years. “I’m going to make them pay for taking you from me. I promise Benji, while I might not dance on stage, I will toe tap over their broken bodies before I see you again.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Eight hours later, I have a freezer full of TV dinners and a dozen soup cans stacked next to the microwave. I’ve made my bed, and the bathroom and my body are scrubbed clean. I’m as settled as I’m going to get in this shack, but my insides are buzzing with nervous energy. I’ve been dreaming about this for a long time, fantasizing about the day I came back to Falls City and started knocking down the dominos one by one.

      My brother died during my freshman year of college. I was on a full ride academic scholarship, pursuing a liberal arts degree with a minor in dance, when I got the call from FCPD my second semester.

      I missed a week of school to come home for a funeral that was no more than the county coroner handing my mother a box of ashes and a death certificate. That was the last time I spoke to her, severing all contact with the woman who had no desire to be a mother after my father died. I went back to school heartbroken and changed my major, graduating three and a half years later with a degree in criminal justice. Then I completed all the assessments to attend the FBI training academy in Quantico. It took me another three years to maneuver my way back to Falls City, just so I could get a crack at the men who put that rancid junk in my brother’s arm and left him to be discovered at the pier on a cold winter morning.

      With my blonde hair secured under a cap, I pull on a soft pink ombré wig and arrange the long locks around my shoulders. I apply fake eyelashes and a layer of gloss to my lips, my breasts hoisted up in a low-cut black halter top. Mid-thigh black-and-white checkered cheerleader skirt, thigh highs, and black heeled ankle boots complete the outfit. I feel ridiculous yet sexy, but if I’m going to sneak a peek at Atticus Lycanese and his crew, I need to blend in with the overly sexualized crowd at the Wolf’s Den. Part nightclub, part sex club, part unlicensed boxing showcase, part illegal gambling hall—it’s the hottest spot downtown. It comprises multiple unmarked levels of the Wolvern Towers building, one of the newest and tallest structures shimmering in the setting sun of the Falls City skyline.

      And as an added benefit—a night of dancing, drinking, and, if the mood strikes, fucking is exactly what I need before diving knee-deep into this investigation, and ultimately my revenge.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Atticus Lycanese

          

        

      

    

    
      “We just landed,” Barrister says, the sounds of ice cubes clinking in his glass.

      “Stressful day?” I glance down at the fire engine red fingernails sliding up the inside of my thighs, my cock thickening behind my zipper as I sit with my knees spread wide in my plush leather chair behind my desk. The wanton slut between my legs has been cowering on all fours for the last thirty minutes, wearing a clit vibrator that I control with the flick of my thumb.

      I explained before she willingly slipped under my desk that she wasn’t allowed to talk, touch me, or come until my brother called to tell me they were on their way. Only when he phoned would she be permitted to suck my cock.

      Big brown eyes peer out behind thick eyelashes coated in mascara as nimble fingers work my belt. As soon as she frees my cock from my slacks, I cup her jaw and use my thumb to smear her deep red lipstick down her chin. “Every fucking drop.”

      “Yes, sir.” She licks her lips and runs her tongue from base to tip before taking me deep down her throat, coating me in her slick saliva.

      “Are you getting blown while talking to me?” Barrister sounds amused.

      “Yes. She’s been waiting for you to call. You made her cry when your flight was delayed.”

      “Oops. Is she someone I want to make it up to?”

      “Time will tell.” I let out a low moan and let my head fall back, closing my eyes while she works my shaft.

      “Sounds promising.” Ice cubes clink again. “My driver says the kid is in the car, so we should be there in forty-five minutes.”

      “During rush hour? No, you won’t.” I slip my hand into the dirty little slut’s hair, threading her dark brown strands around my fingers and fisting tight, a small cry escaping her lips. “Keep going.”

      “Damn man.” Barrister chuckles. “You could at least tell her she’s doing a good job or some shit.”

      “She’ll know she’s doing a good job when I come down her fucking throat.” I curse through clenched teeth. To be fair, she’s doing a fantastic job. Her wet mouth, suction, and hand technique are top-notch, and she has me on the verge of shooting my load sooner than expected. But praise isn’t my thing. Domination with a side of degradation gets me hot, and the whore at my feet knew that before she set foot inside my office.

      Three steady wraps hit my solid wood door.

      “Come in,” I grunt, my cock jerking as the first rope of cum shoots down her greedy throat.

      Darla walks in with her eyebrow raised and her lips twisted into a sadistic smirk, slowly closing the door behind her. She waltzes across the dark gray carpet and leans her hip against the edge of my frosted glass top desk, impatiently drumming her fingernails as I finish and my eager submissive licks me clean.

      Opening my eyes, I chuckle darkly and tuck myself back into my slacks before I flip the switch on the remote, the clit vibrator buzzing to life between the slut’s legs. “Say hello to your sister, B.”

      “Hello, dear sister. Whose throat did you cut today?” Barrister asks as he walks the twenty feet from the jet to a private car, the wood soles of his leather shoes clicking against the hangar’s epoxied floor.

      “Not yours.” Darla walks around the edge of my desk, her eyes on the female crying out her own release on the floor.

      “Awww. Don’t you miss me?” he taunts.

      “Not if I was aiming for you,” she purrs.

      “Are you sure about this kid?” I ask, refocusing on the task at hand.

      “We’ve already gone over this,” he snaps. “Yes.”

      I sigh, pushing back from the desk and offering the woman my hand. “Fine. Come to the penthouse. We’ll have dinner and talk.”

      “See you soon.”

      The line goes dead and I exchange a quick glance with Darla, who is more sadistic as I am. Pulling the woman to her feet, I hand her a tissue for her smeared lipstick and smooth her hair back from her face. “What was your name again?”

      “Lisa.” She bites her lip. “Sir.”

      Darla looks her up and down curiously and runs a sharp nail over the swell of her breast, flicking the pert nipple poking through her silk blouse. “Did you come?”

      Lisa’s eyes go from me to her and back again, an uncontrolled shiver making her visibly vibrate. “Yes.”

      “Let us see.” Darla says while taking a step back.

      Confusion morphs over her face which surprises me. Lisa came to me a week ago while walking through one of our dungeons downstairs and asked for an appointment. So being naïve doesn’t jibe with what I barely know about her.

      Dragging in a deep breath, I narrow my eyes and fold my arms across my chest. “Turn around like the greedy little cum slut you are. Pull up your skirt, put your hands on the desk, and arch your ass into the air.”

      She drags in a shaky breath and nods, turning around before the words are out of her mouth. “Yes, sirs.”

      Glistening pink pussy lips stare back at us, wetness coating the insides of her thighs, the clit vibrator hanging loosely to the side. Darla runs her pointy claw through the wetness, slipping one finger inside Lisa’s cunt. “Are you going to fuck her?”

      I shake my head. “Not tonight.”

      Darla adds another finger, pumping slowly in and out of Lisa’s weeping hole. “Did you hear that? He’s not going to fuck this tight little pussy tonight.”

      Lisa whimpers and arches her ass ever so slightly, pressing back into Darla’s hand.

      Chuckling, I run my hand across my jaw. “Are you going to fuck her tonight?”

      Darla shrugs and pulls her fingers out, licking them with a thoughtful expression like she’s sampling a sauce and deciphering the missing ingredient. “That depends. How was her head?”

      Nodding, I take a step over to my bar and pour myself a whiskey. “It was good. Definitely worth a future appointment in the dungeon.”

      Palming Lisa’s ass, Darla leans over her and puts her mouth near her ear. “Do you eat pussy as well as you suck cock?”

      “Yes, mistress.”

      “Mmmm, good girl,” Darla purrs again and lightly smacks her ass. “And do you want to be fucked hard?”

      “Oh, god. Yes. Please.” Lisa whimpers as I look on from the bank of windows in my office overlooking downtown Falls City. Sometimes watching someone else work is better than doing it myself. Darla is an artist when working a woman’s body, but watching her torture a man has made my own balls shrivel a time or two. We don’t play with each other, but I respect her sadistic talents.

      “Pull your skirt down and follow me,” Darla says, walking briskly around my desk toward the door.

      “Wait a minute.” I hold up my hand and then motion to Lisa when both women freeze in place. “No, you get dressed.”

      I pin Darla with an arched eyebrow. “Why did you come to my office in the first place?”

      “Oh, right.” Darla grins mischievously, like she got caught with her hand in the cookie jar. “Give me one minute.”

      She escorts Lisa out of my office, no doubt putting her into the elevator and sending her directly to her floor two stories below us. I own this entire building and both of us live here, with my penthouse being the only floor above my office.

      Technically, the family owns this building—not me—but that’s one of many things I plan to change.

      Darla waltzes back in with a gleam in her eye and leans her hip against my desk again. “She’s going to be fun to break.”

      Grunting, I roll my eyes and sit down in my chair. “So?”

      “I wanted to tell you before Barrister gets here about a minor problem brewing on the south side.”

      “What kind of problem?”

      “Enterprising young dealers fucking with our formula and pocketing the extra cash.”

      Frowning, I toss back the whiskey in my glass and slide the empty tumbler across my desk. “Deja-fucking-vu. Has it been so long that no one remembers what happened to the last entrepreneurs within our ranks?”

      “I guess not. It has been five years, so I suppose no one from back then is still around.” She shrugs. “Doesn’t matter, I’m handling it.”

      “You always do.” Narrowing my eyes, I stare at the empty spot under my custom made desk that also functions as a cage. I’m less concerned with clever drug dealers and more concerned about anyone stupid enough to think they can fuck with the Predatora.

      Or more to the point, me.

      Now is not the time for my minions to question my power, or to think I’ve grown soft. Perhaps a reminder about exactly who I am and how ruthless I can be is in order. “Find out who it is, but don’t make a move without me. I’ve been off the streets for too long, and it’s time for an appearance.”

      She nods. “There’s something else.”

      I stretch out my legs and cross my ankles, threading my fingers over my flat stomach. “What?”

      “We got word the FBI has launched a new operation.”

      “Launched? As in past tense?”

      Darla shrugs. “Don’t know for sure. I’m having the last six months of employment scrubbed, but we’ll have to be extra careful with anyone new we bring on.”

      Fuck, I don’t need this shit right now. Extra eyes on my organization from the Predatora, local competition, or the government are the exact opposite of what I need.

      I sigh, frustration tightening my gut and eliminating the feel-good endorphins swimming in my blood after coming mere minutes ago. “How many positions do we have open?”

      She glances up at the ceiling while counting. “A couple dozen. Five at the club. Nine at the docks. Six at the construction site. A few more here and there. They’re all human positions, outside of the family, which makes them more susceptible.”

      I flex my fingers and clench my fist, my wolf in desperate need of being released so he can go for a run. “They’ve never attempted my faction before. Two failed attempts in New York, one in Miami, another in Houston—why are they here? Why now?”

      Darla shakes her head. “I don’t know, but I’ll find out.”

      “You do that.” I lift my chin and jerk my head toward the door, dismissing her. “Have an enjoyable evening. Catch brunch with us in the morning.”

      She pushes off my desk with a smile. “See you then.”

      Watching Darla sashay her sexy ass out of my office, I’m reminded that she’s not really Barrister’s sister, or mine for that matter, but we’re cut from the same cloth—trauma bonded at birth. Whether we were truly orphaned or rounded up and employed as one of Fagin’s boys as soon as our shifter side presented itself, the Predatora family knew exactly where we were and when to come find us. Although we’re genetically linked, shifters like us aren’t like shifters born and raised in packs. The Fates don’t watch over us, and they don’t gift us mates.

      It’s better this way. All the sex and none of the heartfelt bullshit.

      I doubt my heart could clench for another, anyway. I might care about Barrister and Darla, but after everything I’ve been through, everyone else can go fuck themselves.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Barrister Ursidanos

          

        

      

    

    
      Pocketing my phone, I nod at the driver holding open my door—one of Atticus’ minions—and slip into the town car to lock eyes with Cornelius Felinatti for the second time in the last three months. “Did you have a pleasant flight?”

      He nods and closes the lid to his laptop. “Yeah. First class is nice.”

      “Get used to it, kid.” I flash him a smile, noticing that his falters with my words.

      He stews for a minute, his gaze out the window as we merge into airport traffic. Finally, he takes a deep breath and says, “You know, I’m not that much younger than you. Four, maybe five years—right?”

      Eyeing him curiously, I press my lips together to stifle a chuckle. Is this boy genius really puffing up for me after three phone calls and one in-person meeting? “I meant no disrespect, Cornelius.”

      “You can call me Cor.” He sighs. “Sorry, but I’ve spent my life being underestimated. I’d like to start this partnership on the right foot, especially considering Mr. Lycanese’s reputation.”

      “Atticus? He’s a puppy dog.” I grin, knowing that Att would knock me upside the head if he heard me call him that.

      “And I suppose you’re nothing more than a cuddly teddy bear?” Cor raises his brow.

      My grin widens. “According to the public polls.”

      “I guess that’s politics, huh? Junior senators have to smile, kiss babies, and shit like that.”

      I nod. “Shit like that.”

      “How accurate is Atticus’ reputation?”

      Now it’s my turn to raise my brow. My gut told me not to tell Cor who we were meeting ahead of time because I knew he would use his skills to uncover everything there is to know about both Atticus and myself—everything that can be found in an online database no matter how scrubbed we believe it is. But he wouldn’t fly out here without a name, and I figure I’ll use my politician charm to smooth any raised hackles when necessary. “That would depend on what you dug up. I hope you didn’t talk to anyone after I specifically told you to keep our interactions a secret.”

      Cor licks his lips. “I understood the assignment. Besides, I don’t have any friends.”

      “You do now.” I grip his shoulder and his muscles tense under my fingers. But it’s more than that. I feel his anxiety spiking, his cat pacing like a caged animal in his chest. “What’s got you on edge, Cor?”

      He glances at the driver and shakes his head. “Nothing. I’m good.”

      My eyes follow his to the driver, a low level associate hoping to climb the ranks within Atticus’ organization. He’s a decent guy, but he’s not a shifter, so he’ll never be more than an errand boy for the Predatora family. “I promise I wouldn’t have flown you out here if I wasn’t positive you’re the man we’re looking for. I absolutely believe we can help each other get everything we want.”

      “I hope you’re right.” Cor leans back against the plush leather seat and glances out the window again.

      Grabbing the decanter, I pour each of us two fingers of whiskey. This kid has to relax before we get to Wolvern Towers or Atticus will eat him for dinner. I hand him the glass and settle back into my seat. “How’s the project going?”

      “Good.” He takes a sip, his lips curling in disgust.

      “Not a whiskey drinker?” I chuckle, letting the smoky liquid settle on my tongue before it slides down my throat.

      “I’m more of a microbrew kind of guy,” he says and then surprises me by tossing back the contents, hissing as the liquid burns down his esophagus and spreads like fire tendrils through his bronchioles.

      “Something tells me you’ll learn to love it.”

      He coughs and sets the glass down in the holder. “I wanted to thank you for paying my rent. Quitting that waste of a job has allowed me to get a lot further on my project.”

      “Well, I’m banking on that project. It’s an investment.” I lock eyes with him. “You’re an investment, Cornelius.”

      A light blush hits his cheeks. “Yeah, well, thanks anyway.”

      We spend the rest of the ride making idle chitchat about Falls City and the weather, traffic and the newest gossip on Capitol Hill. I don’t feel the need to keep much close to my chest with Cor, considering I know what will happen to him if he crosses us. Besides, I like this kid—dammit, man—and feel the need to bring him into the fold and toughen him up. He’s been on his own for too long, ostracized by his own pack since birth, and although I don’t know the details, I know he’s never felt like he belonged anywhere.

      I believe he belongs with us.

      We enter the underground garage and drive past the public parking spaces into the private area, rolling to a stop in front of the elevator. The doors pop open, and two more of Atticus’ guys stand by as our luggage is pulled from the trunk.

      “Take our stuff up to the penthouse and let Atticus know we’re here,” I say.

      “He already knows, sir, and is waiting for you in his office.”

      Tilting my head to the elevators, I lock eyes with Cor. “This way.”

      We ride up in silence and I can’t help but notice Cor fidgeting with his bag. As the elevator doors part, I put one hand over the sensors embedded in the threshold, the other on his chest. “Relax. You’re amongst friends. I guarantee your safety, regardless of if we go into business or not. Okay?”

      Cor nods and exhales a breath I bet he’s been holding for the last week. “Okay.”

      “Come on.” I lead our way across the marble floor to a giant wood door and open it without knocking. Atticus is the picture of casualness with a tumbler in one hand, the other stuffed into the pocket of his tailored slacks as he leans against the bank of floor-to-ceiling windows and stares down at the pier.

      “Welcome home, brother,” he says without looking in our direction.

      I snort, striding up to his bar with too much familiarity. “You know I’m way too good looking to be your actual brother.”

      “Too modest, too.” He chuckles and pushes off the window frame, turning to lay eyes on Cor. “You must be the boy genius.”

      I interject as a frown tilts Cor’s lips. “Genius, yes. Boy, no. This is Cornelius Felinatti, and he is the answer to our dreams.”

      Atticus extends his hand. “Welcome to Wolvern Towers where anything you want can be yours.”

      Cor shakes his hand. “You can call me Cor.”

      “Not Neil?”

      “No.” He shakes his head and mumbles, “Never Neil.”

      I watch their interaction from the bar, a fresh tumbler of whiskey in my hand. The truth is, I know very little about Cornelius Felinatti. An MIT and Harvard graduate working as a junior engineer for a software company, I met him at an alumni event and sniffed him out as one of us immediately. I invited him to dinner and asked him to pitch me his billion-dollar idea, which set the gears in my head in motion. Once the idea train left the station, I haven’t been able to think about anything else. Cor has the skills we need to get out from under the family’s thumb—I’m sure of it. “What would you like to drink? We can call down to the bar to get anything you want sent up.”

      “Any kind of dark beer—porter or a stout would be great.”

      Atticus nods, picks up his phone, and sends a message. He sets it down and sniffs the air. “You’re a cat.”

      Cor nods, also sniffing the air. “There was a female cougar in here earlier. Who is she?”

      “That would be my right hand, Darla. You’ll meet her tomorrow. She’s busy right now.”

      “Doing what?” I cock an eyebrow.

      Atticus throws a pointed glance to the space under his desk, causing me to laugh out loud.

      Fucking Darla. Such an opportunist.

      “Are you hungry?” Atticus asks. “I told Cher I wanted dinner served at seven,”

      “Starved,” I answer.

      “Let’s go upstairs. We can save the getting-to-know-each-other conversation for dinner and drinks.” Atticus opens the door and motions for Cor to precede us out. I exchange a look with Att as I pass him, letting him know we need to talk, and pull my keycard out of my pocket. I have my place a few blocks from here—something closer to the federal building downtown—but I crash in Att’s guest room so often I have a full wardrobe in the closet and a toothbrush in the medicine cabinet.

      Honestly, a US senator can’t be seen walking in and out of Wolvern Towers, a building suspected of housing organized crime, unlicensed boxing matches, illegal gambling, and an underground BDSM club—even though the men and women I work with on Capitol Hill are twenty times shadier than anyone connected to the family.

      “I had Cher make up the guest room for you, Cor. If you decide to stay longer, I can have you moved to an apartment nearby so you have your own space,” Atticus says as he slips inside the elevator and I use my card to select the top floor.

      Cher is waiting for us as the doors open. She’s a beautiful redhead with perfect curves and a wicked mouth I’ve had the pleasure of using from time to time. When the mood strikes, Atticus fucks her too, and I’m pretty sure Darla’s had a go at her once or twice.

      Her eyes sparkle when they meet mine, reminding me of the last time I was in town. “Gentlemen.”

      A sinister smile spreads Att’s lips as he palms Cor’s shoulder. “Cher, this is Cor. Can you show him the guest room and give him a tour of the amenities?”

      “Sure thing, boss. Follow me, sir.” She walks slightly ahead of Cor, her round ass swaying seductively in her tight black leather pencil skirt.

      We watch them duck into a room before either of us speak.

      “Think she’ll break him?” Att chuckles.

      “Only if he wants her to.” I cock my brow and turn on my heel, the two of us walking across the expansive living room to the bar set against more floor-to-ceiling windows.

      “He’s nervous,” Att says as we perch on two stools.

      “Yeah. I’m sure he looked us up, and I’m super curious as to what he found to make him so twitchy.”

      “Me too, considering I paid a pretty penny to be invisible. You still sure about him?”

      “Yep. I feel it. It’s instinctual. He belongs with us.”

      Atticus purses his lips. “He seems like a good kid.”

      I shake my head. “Don’t call him a kid. That seems to be a trigger.”

      “Interesting.” That one word and I know my brother’s gears are turning, desperate to know all of Cor’s past traumas and how they can help or hurt us. Not that he’s a monster—well, he’s never been a monster to me—but like me, he revels in information.

      The deeper buried the secret, the better.

      Cor walks swiftly from the bedroom, a blush brightening his cleanly shaved cheeks. Cher saunters behind him, a coy smile on her face. “Dinner is ready, gentlemen.”

      Att hides his grin, turning and handing Cor a dark brew with a frothy head. “Enjoy the amenities?”

      Cor takes a deep drink and narrows his eyes. “You set me up.”

      “No—” Att turns his back and walks away “—I didn’t.”

      I clasp Cor’s shoulder and lean in, lowering my voice as we walk toward the dining room table. “Cher’s free to do whatever and whoever she likes. She’s a skilled submissive, believes in sexual healing, and has provided relief to me and Att on multiple occasions. If she offered you anything, it was because she wanted to, and not because Atticus ordered her.”

      “This is a wild world you live in, Senator.” Cor sets his beer down next to an empty charger plate while his eyes roam over the art on the walls and the crystal and chrome fixture hanging overhead.

      “This is my private world.” I cast him a pointed look.

      “Understood,” Cor replies plainly.

      “Let’s eat,” Att says while sliding into his seat. As if waiting for his word, catering staff walk out of the kitchen with plates in hand. We stay silent as they serve us and dig into our five-star meals like men starved after a hard day.

      Honestly, my life is fairly plush. In my world, I have to outmaneuver my peers, dodging metaphorical knives and barbed tongues while placating my constituents. Child’s play compared to the literal knives Atticus had slicing his flesh in the early years of building his Falls City empire.

      I still don’t know why the family anointed me a white-collar criminal versus a bruiser on Att’s crew. It honestly could have gone either way and I would have been happy to have a home after becoming an orphan when I was eight years old. My mother was a bear shifter, as was my father, but they never mated. Years later, my mother met another bear shifter who believed she was his fated mate. Even though my mother never felt the call, he took issue with me and assumed if I was gone, she’d be his and would want to start a family. The fool tried to take me out, and she threw herself in front of the bullet aimed at my head before she had a chance to shift. Three days later, a group of shifters showed up at child services claiming to be my long-lost family. The state released me and they brought me to the Predatora school for gifted students—a front for orphaned shifters.

      If it hadn’t been for Atticus and Darla’s protection in those first few years, I might not have survived.

      “So,” Atticus wipes his mouth and leans back in his chair. “What are your goals?”

      Cor sets his fork down and finishes chewing the rare meat in his mouth before he speaks. “How do you mean?”

      “Do you aspire to be rich? Powerful? Famous? What gets you up and going every morning?”

      Polishing off my salmon, I also put my fork down and grab my tumbler, the amber liquid swirling in the glass. A normal man who consumed alcohol like I do would be drunk right now and his liver would be shit, but my shifter metabolism barely allows me to get a buzz, which sucks most of the time. Of course, drinking like I do and acting drunk to loosen my human peers' tongues works well for me in every other situation.

      Cor glances at both of us and then his plate, his mind spinning as he formulates his answer. “I don’t want to be famous like a celebrity, but rich and powerful sound nice.”

      Att flicks his incisor with his tongue. “Not famous like a celebrity. So what? Infamous like a gangster? Notorious like a villain?”

      “There are only a few people I want to have knowledge of who I am and what I’ve accomplished, otherwise I don’t care about recognition.”

      I grin. “So… revenge?”

      Cor’s gaze snaps up to meet mine, but he doesn’t deny it.

      Atticus chuckles. “You’ve come to the right people, Cor. We excel at revenge.”
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      Revenge.

      I’ve fought for years to phrase it any other way, but the fact is I want revenge against my family for the way they tormented me. I dream of flaunting my wealth, success, and happiness in my mother’s face, while stripping my siblings of everything they’ve accumulated off the backs of others.

      Revenge always sounded dirty to me, like I should be above it or something. But why? Why should I play nicer than those who kicked my dick into the dirt every chance they got from the time I was born until I graduated with honors and received multiple full-ride scholarships? My brain was the only reason I survived my childhood, and even with a dozen accolades, my siblings couldn’t spare me a kind word.

      “Yes. I want revenge.” Saying the words out loud is like lifting a weight from my shoulders.

      “Against whom?” Barrister asks.

      I glance down at my half-eaten steak. “Mother. Bastard brothers. Shrew of a sister.”

      “Do you want them alive or dead?” Atticus says the words so casually, I almost don’t grasp the severity of his statement.

      “Uh… alive.” I meet his eye. His face shows no hint of emotion, and I’m guessing the Predatora Family capo rumors are true. I figured they were—my data is rarely wrong—but I was struggling to find the connection between a US Senator and a crime boss.

      Of course, Barrister Ursidanos’s background is one hundred percent fabricated. From an influential family with strong European ties, he was born a US citizen and spent most of his youth in boarding schools overseas before attending Excelsior Prep Academy and ultimately Harvard. With that pedigree, he was guaranteed a political appointment from the time he was fifteen. But, I couldn’t find anything about his actual family or about him before he entered Excelsior. It’s like he appeared out of thin air. Not completely uncommon for a shifter, but usually I can unearth the information I need.

      “What are you thinking?” Barrister asks, a smirk twisting his lips.

      Sighing, I push my plate away. “I’m not sure. I haven’t talked to them in years, but I know where they are and what they’re up to. They are dirtbags—absolute garbage through and through. Knowing I’m rich, successful, and happy will piss them off, but that’s not enough.”

      “You want to take everything from them?” Atticus raises his brow.

      “Yes.”

      He nods. “We can do that.”

      “And what do you want from me?”

      Barrister’s eyes slide to the catering staff as they enter the room, and he throws his napkin down on the table. “Let’s take this into the other room.”

      I follow them into an entertainment room with a giant TV on one wall, a row of recliners, a pool table, and a fully stocked bar. Atticus closes the door behind me and flips a switch, a low hum vibrating the walls.

      “Soundproof room?” I glance at the ceiling.

      “With added white noise for shits and giggles.” Atticus nods and waltzes across the room to join Barrister at the bar.

      Barrister hands me a fresh beer and begins. “When we met, and you pitched your billion-dollar idea, I had bigger plans. Atticus and I have known each other since we were twelve and eight years old, respectively. My mom was murdered when I was young and the Predatora took me in.”

      “My father was a made man whose special skill was knocking up humans and waiting in the shadows to scoop up his progeny if and when we shift for the first time,” Atticus says without a hint of emotion. “He didn’t even have the decency to come himself, but sent a couple of guys who paid off my piece of shit mother who couldn’t have cared less about me, and then dumped me at a prison for orphaned shifters belonging to the family.”

      Barrington nods. “We live for the family. We bleed for the family. And there is no way out⁠—”

      “Except as a pile of ashes,” Atticus finishes.

      “We no longer accept that exit strategy.” Barrington motions to me. “That’s where you come in.”

      “You want out of the life completely?” I glance between both powerful men. “You want to give up your seat in the Senate?”

      “I’m only working on Capitol Hill on the Predatora’s behalf. Every bill I lobby for, every motion I support, is all to make sure that money flows back to the family.”

      “I’m not giving up my empire—” Atticus shakes his head “—but I want the family out of my business.”

      “A business they funded?” I guess, recoiling when fire flashes in Atticus’ eyes and his wolf charges forward.

      “I carved out this territory through blood and sweat, built my crew by hand, and cut down the other families who worked against me. This is my house, my town, my empire, and I won’t let new leadership come in and fuck up all that I’ve built to take for themselves,” Atticus spits through gritted teeth.

      “You see, Cor, the Predatora is about to change hands. The old man who started it is on his deathbed, and his sons are pieces of shit who never had to work a day in their pampered lives. They didn’t put in the blood or the sweat, but we’ve heard whispers of how they plan to make changes once the boss is gone. We’re not going to wait for that to happen,” Barrister says with a lot more calm.

      I take a deep draw off my beer, tossing the cool carbonated liquid down my throat and into my rumbling belly. Getting into business with the mafia is one thing. Working against them is quite another. I was worried about Atticus’ reputation for making people disappear, but what happens when he’s the only one protecting me?

      “I’m not sure how I fit in.”

      “We have ideas, but we don’t need to delve into the details tonight. The only thing we need to know right now is, are you interested?” Barrister says before lifting his glass to his lips. He’s working hard to be a vision of indifference, and I know he’s doing it for me. The good cop to Atticus’ bad cop, although I suspect both of them could kill in cold blood if they had to without losing a wink of sleep.

      They have that kind of energy.

      My eyes drift over the framed movie posters adorning the walls as I think through all the ways this could go wrong and a few of the ways it could go right.

      An American Werewolf in London.

      Underworld.

      Van Helsing.

      The Howling.

      Teen Wolf.

      “Someone has a sense of humor.” I motion to the posters.

      Atticus rolls his eyes and sits in a recliner, swinging it around to face us. “Darla. She thinks she’s funny.”

      I nod and choose my words carefully. “I’m interested in learning more, but I’m not a gangster, nor am I bloodthirsty. Honestly, I don’t think I could hurt someone if I had to.”

      Both men exchange a look, but it's the tilt of Barrister’s head in Atticus’ direction that has me swinging my gaze his way. “That’s not something you need to worry about, Cor. I have enforcers that take care of my mindless shit. We need your brain, and the fact that you are unknown by the family makes you an asset we’ll want to keep hidden from our business dealings. You’re safe as a kitten with us.”
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