
	[image: [Title]]

	
        
            
                Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

                

                Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.

            

            
            	CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP

            

            
               Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.

            

        
    
Redeeming the Night

Kristine Overbrook

 

[image: Crimson Romance logo]

Avon, Massachusetts


Copyright © 2015 by Sara K. Murphy.
 All rights reserved.

This book, or parts thereof, may not be reproduced in any form without permission from the publisher; exceptions are made for brief excerpts used in published reviews.

 

Published by

Crimson Romance

an imprint of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

57 Littlefield Street

Avon, MA 02322

www.crimsonromance.com

ISBN 10: 1-4405-9349-3

ISBN 13: 978-1-4405-9349-9

eISBN 10: 1-4405-9350-7

eISBN 13: 978-1-4405-9350-5

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, corporations, institutions, organizations, events, or locales in this novel are either the product of the author's imagination or, if real, used fictitiously. The resemblance of any character to actual persons (living or dead) is entirely coincidental.

Cover art © iStockphoto.com/grahambedingfield; iStockphoto.com/Chris Pritchard; iStockphoto.com/Yuri_Arcurs

 


Acknowledgments

Thank you

to my family, for your encouragement and support.

to Laura, my dear friend and butt-kicker.

to Tara G., your excitement is contagious.

finally, to Jess V., Annie C., and Julie S., your assistance and insight on this book has helped me become a better writer.


Contents


	
Title Page
   

	
Copyright Page
   

	
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
   

	
More from This Author
   

	
Also Available
   




Chapter 1

Smoke rose from torches around the chamber and snaked up the stone walls. The dark cloud pooled against the ceiling before it slipped through the vents. In the flickering light Ashley could easily make out the robed features of the sisterhood, somber in preparation for the coming ritual. The women had welcomed her, supported her, and had given her purpose during the worst part of her life. She owed them everything.

That was forty years ago. So long? Decades passed easily in the sisterhood. Those who wore the black onyx band of membership didn’t age. As the Mother had slipped the band on Ashley’s finger all those years ago she’d said she only welcomed the worthy. Even now, Ashley thanked the gods she had been chosen.

Ashley and the other women began to sway. The ritual had begun. Gold embroidery around the hems of their maroon, satin robes glinted in the torchlight. The Mother stood at the center of the chamber, flanked by two women. Thirteen others, including Ashley, formed a circle around them. Their murmuring chant echoed off the stone, the reverberation adding a deep, harmonious counterpoint, as if the chamber chanted with them.

The women’s onyx rings began to glow. Warmth grew and spread through their bodies. They moved in unison, circling, their steps keeping time with the chant.

Pressure built, rising within them. It flowed through their bodies. Coursed over their skin. Their breasts.

Every nerve ignited. They extended their arms toward the center.

The Mother reached her arms upward and cried out something unintelligible. The awakening began. The sisterhood cried out as waves of release shook them. Their bodies tingled and throbbed. The souls of the dregs of society, harvested for the betterment of womankind, pulsed from them, leaving behind nothing except oneness and satisfaction.

Slowly, Ashley’s mind cleared from the shared orgasmic fog.

“Ah, ladies, the harvest of this month was plentiful and your offering bountiful,” the Mother declared, extending her arms wide as if embracing the entire room.

Ashley nodded along with her sisters. This was the standard statement following the ritual.

The Mother raised a finger and continued, “So much so, it is time for us to move another to the inner circle.”

This brought murmuring. The inner circle currently held two sisters: Lena and Ashley's own mentor, Tarma. Those in the inner circle were the honored teachers. They were the closest to the Mother, and they often took part in private rituals with her. Although the outer circle knew nothing of the rites, they all wished to participate.

The Mother reached a hand toward Ashley. “Sister, you have shown dedication to our course and unity of spirit with your sisters. I will bestow this honor upon you.” Ashley stepped forward and placed her hand in the Mother’s. Her heart sang. She’d done everything she could to garner praise from those in the inner circle. Now her focus had been rewarded. The Mother’s thin fingers belied the strength with which she grasped Ashley’s hand. “There are two tasks you must complete before you can take your place.”

“Anything,” Ashley whispered. The sisterhood had saved her when she’d been used and discarded by the man she’d trusted. With their help, she had spent years making sure other women wouldn’t have the same struggles.

“The first task will begin tonight.” The Mother nodded to Tarma, who promptly exited the room. “You will become an official mentor and train the one who will take your place.”

Ashley nodded. This she could do. She’d helped Tarma educate several of the other sisters. Not everyone stayed; this life wasn’t for everyone. But the three that she’d helped to instruct stood around her and smiled their congratulations.

• • •

Once the meeting had dispersed, Ashley remained in the room, and for the first time she participated in an inner circle ritual. She learned a new chant and drank a new potion and welcomed the spirit of her new raison d'être. It was very similar to the ritual she had gone through when she first joined the sisterhood, the one her protégé would have gone through the night before.

After the ritual, Ashley visited her protégé, Nichole’s, room. She couldn’t wait to meet her student and teach her the ways of the sisterhood. However, after only a few minutes she worried that Nichole would be better suited to a different calling.

Nichole sat on her bed in her white gown that all the apprentices wore. Ashley still wore her maroon one. The difference in color may help her assert her authority.

The feeling of wonder permeated the room, so Ashley decided to keep it light. “How are you doing? Once you accepted the spirit and the ring, your powers emerged. You should be noticing a few subtle differences by now.”

“Oh, great,” Nichole replied. “It’s like I’m becoming a superhero or something. Just when you walked in I could hear what sounded like a snake hissing, but that would be weird, wouldn’t it? I do seem to see a glow about you. A beautiful robin’s egg blue one, with green and gold flecks.” Nichole cocked her head. “It kind of shimmers around you.”

“Yes, and over time you will be able to recognize your sisters using their auras. Very soon you will be able to accomplish a lot more. You will be able to change your appearance.” To demonstrate, Ashley shifted into a likeness of Diana Ross. “Though you shouldn’t use famous people because they get a lot of attention and the goal is camouflage.” She shifted back into a brunette with a heart-shaped face and blue eyes—the image she used most days. Most sisters didn’t wear themselves very often. For Ashley, her own face and body reminded her too much of her life before the sisterhood. “With practice, you will even be able to change your clothes.”

“Really? How does that work?” Nichole asked, her eyes wide with wonder. “I mean, like the science behind it.”

For some reason, Ashley had never asked that question. All she knew was that it worked. So she answered with her best guess. “It has something to do with being able to control the atomic particles of yourself and everything around you.”

“Ooh.”

“This is all so you can perform the primary function of the sisterhood: removing the evil influence of men on our society.”

“That sounds exciting.”

“You will feel more powerful than you’ve ever felt before.” Ashley nodded. She knew she did. “You start by evoking the prey’s worst fear. When they are overcome with terror it exposes their soul—it’s colored the same as their aura, but brighter. When you see it, use your mind and pull on the emotions that hide their true selves. Their fear, strength, and evil. It will feel like a part of you is reaching for them, like a hand you didn’t know you had. You know you have it when you can taste it; every sister tastes something different. I taste ripe peaches.”

“Doesn’t matter who?”

“Every time.” Ashley nodded. “When you taste it, you’re there, and you suck all of that evil soul right out of their body.” She was getting hungry just thinking about it.

“Ew.”

“No, it’s delicious. It gives you a delightful rush.” She smiled and patted Nichole’s leg until the woman smiled as well. “I always feel so energized after a harvest. So many women are saved by what we do.”

“What happens to the men?” Nichole asked, still smiling but in a more forced way.

“What do you mean?” Why should she care what happened to the men?

“After you remove their souls. What happens to them?”

“They die.” Ashley shook her head. “Of course.”

“Do we absolutely have to kill the men?” Nichole asked in a whisper. The petite woman picked at the fringe of her gown.

“The soul is extracted. Living is no longer possible,” Ashley replied, though she knew the answer wouldn’t satisfy her student.

“But … ”

Although Nichole had pledged to support their mission with a whole heart she questioned their methods. Ashley started to worry about Nichole’s commitment.

She held up a hand and waited a beat. Partially for the calming effect on Nichole, but also because it gave Ashley a chance to be sure her voice would hold a patience she didn’t completely feel. “Would you have wanted your boyfriend to continue abusing you? Could you have left him on your own? For all the free will you had left, he may as well have tied you up. Would you have wanted him to do it to another woman?”

Nichole responded vehemently, as Ashley had predicted. “No, of course not.”

The gravitas with which she spoke caused Ashley to smile. And she could see Nichole had more to say, so she waited, a level gaze firmly on her charge. Finally, the reason for the woman’s contrary behavior was about to surface. Best to get it out in the open.

“It’s just that … ” Nichole’s saucer-like eyes met Ashley’s. “Not all men are evil.”

Ashley nodded. “We don’t target the ones who are behaving. It’s like weeding a flower garden. We only remove the plants that could harm the others.”

Nichole went back to picking at her hem. “But some men change,” she whispered.

Ashley wanted to shake the young woman, to tell her that men whose souls were corrupted couldn’t simply clean them out again. It was only a matter of time before most men strayed down an evil path. It was their nature. But she knew from the way Nichole fidgeted she had yet more to say, so Ashley held her tongue.

“My dad changed for me.” Again, Nichole lifted her huge eyes and seemed to search Ashley’s face for something. “Before I was born he did drugs and messed around with loads of women. When my ma got pregnant with me he stopped all of that and became my dad.”

In Ashley’s experience, the male would only make that choice if it were the easiest to make. But Nichole’s voice rang with love and wonder and stilled Ashley’s interruption.

Nichole smiled as she rubbed at her knees. “Ma said they loved each other so much.”

The emotion that poured from Nichole felt sweet and soft. In spite of herself, Ashley listened like a child to a fairy tale. She’d believed in love like that—once—long ago.

Nichole ran her hand over the fringe of frayed fabric and sniffed. “Then, one night, he was in a wreck on the way home. I was eight. Losing him broke our hearts, but Ma always told me how he’d changed when I was born. She said everybody deserves a second chance.” Nichole rocked slightly back and forth, lost in memory.

Ashley remained quiet. She’d been given a second chance with the sisterhood, an out from an abusive and likely deadly marriage. A chance to help herself and women like her to be strong. How many chances did someone get?

Nichole’s words burrowed into Ashley’s heart. Could there be a man strong enough to fight the inherent male corruption and love her? Care for her? Live for her? In the years she’d been with the sisterhood she’d never encountered such a man.

“Nichole,” Ashley said gently, “how many second chances did you give the man we found you with?”

Nichole nodded and squared her shoulders.

Still, the thought of a redeemable man tugged at Ashley’s mind. Could one really exist?

• • •

The woman seemed to have more arms than an octopus. Eric Adams, private detective, disengaged himself from the grateful woman’s embrace and said, “You’re welcome, Mrs. Jaxon-Miller.”

He’d attempted to evade her several times already; fortunately, the fifth time seemed to be the charm. Though she pouted, it seemed she got the hint and lit a cigarette instead of trying to kiss him again. She said, “Oh, no. I’m changing my name back to Jaxon. Allison Jaxon won’t be associating herself with that jackass anymore.”

Two days ago, she’d walked into the closet he called an office and asked him to follow her cheating husband. It had taken Eric less than an hour to snap the photos she’d just chucked across the room. Apparently, her husband cheated regularly, and in the open to boot.

A few puffs of her cigarette and the room filled with smoke. He was willing to overlook his usual no-smoking rule if it meant Ms. Jaxon was keeping her hands to herself. She dropped the half-finished cylinder into her water bottle and gave him a pointed look. “We really should talk about compensating you for your trouble.”

She was slightly older, and she was hot. Especially in the tight miniskirt and heels that made her legs look like they went all the way up to her neck. A year ago, he may have taken her up on the offer. Back then, he’d been a ladies’ man. Back then, he’d been a man.

The Bestial Butcher case ended all that. The Butcher had turned his partner on the police force, Lydia Davis, into a werewolf. A werewolf. Eric had barely believed her when she told him. Then, during the raid that finally brought down the Butcher, the beast ripped Eric apart in an attempt to lure Davis into the open.

Luckily for Eric, the Butcher had used his mouth to tear open his stomach, and the disease, or whatever it was that changed a human to a werewolf, passed to him. Even as the surgeons operated to close his wounds, they closed on their own.

Fortunately, the surgeon had seemed content to take the credit for Eric’s miraculous recovery. The next day, the surgeon’s expression was more than a little uneasy as he examined Eric’s healed wounds.

Then, with the help of Lydia, Eric had checked out of the hospital the following day.

“Hey, sexy, where did you go?” Allison Jaxon was sitting on his lap, brushing the hair back from his face with one hand while working the fly on his jeans with the other.

Eric stopped himself from standing up and dumping her onto the floor. The woman needed reassurance that she was still sexy. While he wouldn’t sleep with her, he could boost her ego a smidge. He caught the hand that was in his hair and moved it to his lips. “Allison, you are one of the sexiest women I’ve ever met, gorgeous, and successful. But you should know I can’t mix business and pleasure.” He lifted her from his lap as he stood and set her on her feet, grabbing her ass and leaning close to whisper into her ear, “No matter how much I want to.”

Then he stepped back and let his arms drop to his sides. He was taking a chance handling her this way. He hoped he was right that she merely needed some validation. She panted, and for a moment, she looked ready to pounce. Swallowing hard, she reached into her purse and said, “I’ll write you that check.”

After Ms. Jaxon left, Eric tucked the check into his wallet. Private detective work paid the bills, albeit not well. Being a cop hadn’t paid all that well, either. In some ways, he missed it. But after Lydia left the force to start her family, he realized it was too difficult to explain how he could smell better than any police dog. By scent alone, he could tell if a person in interrogation was lying. Unfortunately, as a cop, he had to prove it. For instance, he would have had to produce cause to search the home of the pedophile who had kidnapped that little boy even though the pervert who answered the door reeked of the child.

Eric’s new partner hadn’t understood when Eric barged in as the man tried to close the door. He hadn’t understood when Eric punched the man into unconsciousness before the pedophile could draw the 9 mm tucked in his waistband. He hadn’t understood when Eric broke through the closet wall of what seemed to be a bedroom office. As a werewolf, his strength had doubled. Of course, during the full moon, it tripled.

Eric had found the boy. Saved the day. But the questions didn’t stop, and he couldn’t answer them. He couldn’t work on the force anymore. Not when he couldn’t be honest with his own partner. No sane man would believe him.

When he talked it over with the incredibly pregnant Lydia, she understood. “I found that the only team I can really trust is family,” she’d said. Then she placed a hand on his shoulder. “And you, you’re family now, you know.” If he ever doubted it, all he had to do was reach out with his mind. Apparently, because of the closeness of the pack, he could talk telepathically with his pack mates.

He knew, but it didn’t help. He could handle being alone professionally if he had someone to come home to, to share his day with. Hell, to share the night with. But it couldn’t be casual anymore. Wolves mated for life. Now, sex meant forever. If he wasn’t careful, he could be bound for life to a complete bitch.

To anyone on the outside he appeared healthier than he ever had. Sure, he had a quicker temper than he used to, especially during the full moon. Because he’d refrained from human flesh for his first full moon, with the help of Lydia and her mate, he didn’t look at humans as food. However, he now ordered his meat rare, and when the moon was full he barely cooked at all. The all-natural, raw diet cut the body fat, and the pet shampoos he used when he “wolfed out” made his hair full and shiny. Anyone who knew him thought he was happy.

The phone rang, startling him from his thoughts. A quick check of the caller ID and he answered. “Aaron Decker, how are you? How’s Sin City?”

“Troubled. I could use you down here, man.” Aaron sounded tired. More tired than when they’d gone through the academy together. “We’ve got a missing person case, juvenile, possible runaway.”

“I don’t know what I can do.”

“That’s all the false modesty you get. You were top of our class. You might have turned in your badge, but your reputation has grown in the last year. You’ve got instincts, and that’s what we need. There’s no evidence of abduction. The child left a typed note on her computer explaining she was running away, but that doesn’t feel right to me. Not to mention she’s the daughter of Miles Koburn, an influential man on the city council.”

Politics involved, too. Geez. “Aaron, you might want to get the feds involved. Better resources—”

“You’re not coming?”

The question hung in the air. He knew Aaron well, but could he work as part of a team again?

“It’s an eleven-year-old girl,” Aaron said. “The clock is ticking.”

That did it. “I’m coming.”

• • •

Ashley flipped her hair over her shoulder and strode confidently down the Strip. The dark night was lit by the ever colorful flashing lights. Other cities boasted that its citizens never slept, and although she’d never had a reason to leave Las Vegas, she was sure the nightlife here could give any of them a run for their money.

Every adult in this town focused on two things: sex and money. Women, men, young or old. All other necessities came second to the conquest of the seven deadly sins. And even these sins circled back to sex and money. Ah, but that was the good part. As the Mother taught her all those years ago, the deeper the coat of sin, the sweeter a soul.

Ashley had learned in the first few days of her own training that the sisterhood’s goal was to rid the world of the evils done at the hands of men. Not every soul was as corrupt as the next, and the less tainted a man’s aura, the worse the taste. Usually, after identifying those men whose hearts were mostly pure, she avoided them.

But now that Nichole had brought up the idea of a redeemable man, Ashley’s eyes lingered on the less polluted specimens. The ones she used to ignore. How they held their women close. She wondered what it would feel like to be held by such a man.

She ran her nails through her hair. Focus. She needed to concentrate on the task at hand.

The hunt could be fun. Reading thoughts, weighing sins. Separating those indulging in a weekend of transgression from those who made depravity a way of life.

She remembered her induction and rubbed a thumb over the onyx band around her left ring finger. The ceremony, the belonging. She would never be a victim again.

Striding past the people lined up outside a club, she slid into the front of the line. She’d found prey in this club before. A wink to the bouncer at the door and she was waved through without paying the cover. He wasn’t the purest man in the bunch, but as long as he remained useful he’d live. She spared a moment to wonder if the bouncer knew how close he stood to death’s door.

The rhythm of the music pounded in her chest like a second heartbeat. Colored spotlight beams crisscrossed the room. She wriggled and bounced to the pulse like those around her.

She danced through the crowd, gathering her hair behind her head, and then, raising her hands in the air, she let her long dark hair fall into shoulder-length blonde curls. No one in the pulsating room noticed; neither did they notice her eyes swirl through a rainbow of colors and land on a deep, seductive blue.

Tonight, she would find prey for Nichole. The best way to learn was to do. So, after a week of orientation, Nichole would get to put what she’d learned into action. Tonight, Ashley would find Nichole’s first kill.

Ashley’s instincts led her to a man around fifty. Short and stocky. His thinning hair whispered of once being strawberry blond, but the bad comb-over lay limp, thin, and peppered with gray. Stretching his mouth into a vile grin, he stood at the bar and leered at the woman dancing on top of it.

The aura around the diseased leprechaun of a man swirled in dark blacks and browns. Oh, yes, he was a ripe one. Ashley strode toward him, waited until he turned in her direction, and affected a vacant expression.

“Oh.” She stumbled against him and allowed her breasts to press against his arm for a moment longer than necessary. “Sorry,” she mouthed at him.

“That’s all right.” He gripped her shoulders and moved her to stand at the bar next to him. “Let me just buy you a drink.”

He waved at the bartender, and she leaned toward him again, this time catching the sweetly rotting scent of his corruption. She’d found a perfectly nasty one in the first club of the night. It seemed too easy.

The bartender passed the leprechaun her drink, and he gripped the glass by the top. If she really were the ditsy drunk blonde she pretended to be, she would have missed the little white pill he dropped into the glass. Too bad Nichole hadn’t come out with her. He was almost too ripe to resist.

Giggling, she accepted the drink and downed half of it. The drug would have no effect on one of the sisterhood. She nuzzled up to his ear and yelled, as the music wouldn’t allow for the seductive whisper the move called for, “I like you. How long are you going to be in town?”

“Baby,” he shouted, “I gotta get back to the wife in two hours!” He grabbed her ass and pulled her closer. “I need to make this count.”

“Where are you staying?” Nichole would have an easy time with this one. Her first time should be as pleasant as possible. Ashley could distract the wife while Nichole took the husband; the wife would be much better off without this jerk.

“The Palace.” Short as he was, his face barely reached her cleavage. He turned his head and attempted to help himself.

She stepped away, threw her head back, and laughed, as if the Palace weren’t good enough for her. She patted him on the cheek and made a show of stumbling away from him into the crowd. She felt his rage radiate at her back.

Once outside, she checked the bottle of pills she’d palmed from his coat. No label. She shook it and watched the little white tablets rattle around. Pleased that he would find no victims tonight, she emptied the pills into a nearby garbage can and then tossed the bottle in, too. Tomorrow, Nichole would ensure he would never take another victim.

• • •

Eric received the e-mail from Aaron with the tickets while at the bank depositing his check. The flight would leave first thing in the morning. Before heading home to pack, he stopped by his grandmother’s house to tell her he would be out of town for a few weeks.

Her small townhouse occupied an end unit in a historic neighborhood. It had been passed to her from her parents, and she’d raised her children there. Then, when Eric’s parents died in a robbery gone wrong, she’d taken him in.

The way the detectives had brought his parents’ killer to justice was what led him to choose to join the force. They’d reviewed the clues, followed the evidence, and given them peace.

Although the neighborhood had gone downhill over the last twenty years, his grandmother insisted on staying in her home. No matter the crime statistics, or the fact that Eric’s grandfather had had to put bars on the downstairs windows.

After his grandfather passed away five years ago Eric found himself stopping in daily. He couldn’t cook, and since she made such terrific food and was on the way home, he would stop in and do a chore or two—then he would look meek and hungry. He spent many an off-hour mowing her postage-stamp-size lawn, moving furniture, or fixing things. Just his way of paying her back for the great food.

She was like a mother to him, and at seventy-one, she needed to be taken care of, though she’d never admit it. She didn’t know about his transformation last year, and if he could help it, she never would.

He knew from experience that unconditional acceptance could only go so far. Years ago, he’d almost gotten serious with a woman. Unfortunately, he’d been applying to the police academy, and she was an accomplished thief. No matter what he said, she couldn’t or wouldn’t stop. He couldn’t love someone who would cross the line he was going to defend.

He walked up the two steps to his grandmother’s barred screen door. With the thick metal door open he could hear gentle singing coming from the kitchen.

Before he could knock she called out, “Come on back, dear.” She never locked her doors. She refused to get a security system, but she always knew when he arrived.

“Nana,” he called out as he entered and then locked the screen door behind him. “You shouldn’t leave your door unlocked like that,” he chastised, though he knew it would be futile. “Anyone could walk in.”

“I knew it was you,” came her usual reply.

“And if it wasn’t me?” He followed his nose and the smell of fresh cookies to the kitchen.

She greeted him with a plate of cookies and a glass of milk. “I would ask them to leave.” She pulled the plate away from his outstretched hand to emphasize her next word. “Sternly.”

“I believe they’d listen to you.” Eric took his plate to the little table by the bay window of the kitchen. He could see his grandmother’s small garden through the glass.

The rows were perfect, like always. His nana loved to garden and had had one for as long as he could remember. The herbs seemed to stand watch by the gate, and a little flower garden was in the center. A vase on the table held some of those flowers.

The warm cookies melted in his mouth. He’d lived on his own for years, but this kitchen, this house, was home.

Nana sat at the other end of the table and sipped her mug of tea. “Will you be staying for dinner?”

“Sure.” He had nothing else planned, and it only took minutes to pack a duffle.

“Are you going to tell me about your day?” she asked when their meal was almost finished.

“Nothing much to tell. I finished a case for that woman who thought her husband was cheating on her, and got paid for it.” Nana hadn’t questioned his choice to quit the force. And although she’d quirked an eyebrow when he started asking for his steak rare she hadn’t pressed him.

“I’m very proud of you. You might have stopped being a police officer, but you still make a difference in people’s lives.” She patted his hand. “Are you done?” she asked, pointing to his plate.

He nodded. “Nana, I wanted to tell you, I’m heading to Vegas for a couple weeks.”

“Oh, a vacation?” She rinsed the dishes and set them in the dishwasher, then brought him a bowl of green beans to snap.

“A case. Aaron—you remember Aaron?” he asked as he reached for a bean.

“Married that lovely attorney, Vivian, got a job in Vegas. Yes, I remember him. Nice boy. Loved my pot roast.”

“Well, he called today and asked if I can go to Vegas to help him with a missing person case. I shouldn’t be gone too long.”

“I understand,” she said, drying her hands on a towel and leaning a hip against the cupboard. “Be careful; I hear there are some bad eggs in Las Vegas.”

“No more than anywhere else,” he replied, passing her the bowl of beans. But at her arched eyebrow, an expression he knew brooked no nonsense, he said, “I promise to be careful.”

• • •

The rest of the night held many potential candidates for Nichole’s first field trial, but none as delectable as the leprechaun-ish man who’d tried to drug Ashley. So she returned to the mansion.

The lush green grounds carried the scent of night blossoms and fresh mulch. Pale petals glowed under the full moon. The sisters took turns tending the house and grounds. Just because they weren’t exactly normal didn’t mean they didn’t want to put out a good impression for the neighbors. In the 1940s, they’d opened the mansion under the guise of a women’s hotel. A few years back they’d switched to simple apartments. They didn’t advertise. There was no word of mouth, so no one even tried to apply for one.

Ashley crossed between the palm trees that seemed to stand guard on either side of the path. She pushed open the mansion’s large wooden door, where the stone of the front porch gave way to an arching foyer. The sky mural of pink- and purple-tinged clouds painted in perpetual sunset on the ceiling seemed to ripple as she passed into the sitting room.

She heard giggling from the kitchen. She crossed the hallway, her stilettos tapping a staccato on the marble tile.

Six of her sisters sat surrounding the wood and glass table of the breakfast nook. Each woman held a spoon and passed around several pints of ice cream. The bay window behind them revealed the lights of the Strip glowing in the distance and added a festive atmosphere to the ice cream social.

Though they came from different backgrounds and different ethnic groups, they were family.

Tarma, who at the moment appeared as a long, lean woman with skin the color of caffé latte, sat opposite the door and was the first to notice Ashley’s entrance. “Well, how’d it go?”
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