
  
    
      
    
  


  
    
      Elven detective Saxon Kirby is under pressure to find out who left a gnawed body at a Las Vegas tourist attraction. He already knows what is responsible: a werewolf. The Keeper of the Vegas werewolves is supposed to control his charges, just as Keepers have kept vampires, shifters and other paranormal races in check for over a century. But the local Keeper is weak and there is nothing to stop the murderous wolf—except Saxon.


      Saxon’s investigation leads him to Calleigh McGowan, a half-werewolf, half-Elven dancer who entrances him with her sensual moves and promise of carnal pleasure. She’s a sexy distraction Saxon doesn’t need—even if Calleigh has her own reasons for hunting down the rogue werewolf. But in order to catch the killer, they’ll have to put their lives—and hearts—on the line.


      Look for more stories in The Keepers: L.A. series coming soon from Harlequin Nocturne, starting with Keeper of the Night by New York Times bestselling author Heather Graham.
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      New York Times and USA TODAY bestselling author Heather Graham has written more than a hundred novels, many of which have been featured by the Doubleday Book Club and the Literary Guild. An avid scuba diver, ballroom dancer and mother of five, she still enjoys her South Florida home, but loves to travel as well, from locations such as Cairo, Egypt, to her own backyard, the Florida Keys. Reading, however, is the pastime she still loves best, and she is a member of many writing groups. She’s a winner of the Romance Writers of America’s Lifetime Achievement Award, and the Thriller Writers’ Silver Bullet. She is an active member of International Thriller Writers and Mystery Writers of America, and also the founder of The Slush Pile Players, an author band and theatrical group. Heather annually hosts the Writers for New Orleans conference to benefit both the city, which is near and dear to her heart, and various other causes, and she hosts a ball each year at the RT Booklover’s Convention to benefit pediatric AIDS foundations.


      For more information, check out her websites: TheOriginalHeatherGraham.com, eHeatherGraham.com and HeatherGraham.tv. You can also find Heather on Facebook.
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      Chapter 1


      The City News and Herald

      Las Vegas


      Are Zombies Roaming the Streets of Las Vegas?


      

      



      The scene on historic, neon-lit Fremont Street was an unprecedented bloodbath last night as a crowd of several thousand went into a panic, killing and trampling one another as they scrambled to survive a “zombie apocalypse.” The frenzy began when the body of Marston Greenwood, thirty-eight, of Portland, Oregon, was discovered in the midst of an Old West display beneath a blazing green neon Z. The man appeared to have been partially consumed by some sort of animal, which sent the crowd into a frenzy just as, ironically, the cast of the new Zombieville revue appeared on the street for a promotional stunt—with tragically unfortunate timing. While eyewitness accounts vary, one survivor, Sam Nichols of Nunnelly, Tennessee, claims, “Some guy who walked like a mummy and had a serious skin rash stumbled toward a woman just as she discovered the body. She screamed, and the man next to her—I think he was a Texan, ’cuz he was fast on the draw—tried to protect her and shot the zombie or actor or whatever the hell he was. Then people were screaming, running like crazy. There was a giant hairy creature roaring down the road, and I couldn’t tell the showgirls from the hookers or the actors. Music was blaring from somewhere, but you could still hear everyone screaming. Looked to me like zombies or werewolves or vampires or God only knows what were ripping through the streets, tearing into everyone.”


      Despite Nichols’s claims and other similar reports, police, state and federal authorities have characterized the tragic incident as a case of mass hysteria in reaction to the combination of an unfortunate death and the ill-timed promotional performance by the Zombieville cast. The agencies have joined forces for the continuing investigation into the tragedy. Pending notification of family, the names of the dead are being withheld.


      While the area is currently closed, Mayor Herman Langston is assuring the local population and tourists alike that the situation is now under complete control. “Vegas is open for business. Police are out in force, and while we’re all shocked and saddened by the horrific events of last evening, we will not be shut down by this tragedy that has been visited upon our exceptional city. The local hotels and casinos are offering free rooms and entertainment, so if you already have plans to visit us, don’t change a thing. And if you don’t already have plans, then this is the time to make them.”


      

      



      Saxon Kirby stood in the morgue staring at the body of lynching victim Joe Moore. Art Krill, the medical examiner, was carefully removing the rope used to hang the man. He spoke in his dry monotone so the microphone clipped to his chest could record his findings.


      “The deceased, identified as Joe Moore, thirty-one, resident of Las Vegas, Nevada, actor by trade, appears to have been in excellent health before his death. X-rays show that the deceased’s neck was not broken, and that he died...”


      Saxon didn’t actually need to be there. There was nothing for him to do but stand around and watch. But he was a cop, a detective, and his presence was expected. He was pretty sure that no one needed a medical degree to figure out that the poor guy was dead, and that he had died slowly, ripping desperately at the rope around his neck as he kicked and fought before finally losing the fight. The smell in the room was rank, but then, hanging wasn’t an easy way to die. The body gave in and the bowels emptied. There was no dignity in death. He’d met Joe Moore a few times. He’d been a decent guy and a half-decent actor who’d finally gotten his big break with a role in Zombieville.


      Yeah, his big break.


      Saxon looked out at the stainless steel gurneys filling the room. The statistics were horrifying: nineteen dead and forty-nine in local hospitals, some in critical condition.


      He turned and exited the autopsy room, his strides lengthening as he left the morgue. Outside in the bright Las Vegas sunlight, he headed for his car.


      “Detective!”


      He stopped and turned.


      Captain Clark Bower was there. It was unusual to see him at the morgue. Then again, this entire situation was unusual.


      Bower was nearing retirement. He was a good captain, but at the moment he just wanted to finish out his last three months in office.


      “Captain,” Saxon said.


      “You’re leaving already? I thought—”


      “Captain, what am I going to learn here that we don’t already know? Joe Moore was hanged. Eleven died of gunshot wounds, and the others were stabbed or trampled. I was here earlier for the autopsy of the man who was...cannibalized—and that mattered.”


      Bower gritted his teeth, looking up at the sky as if asking the heavens how this could have happened now. “The mayor is down our throats, Saxon. The police chief—”


      “The mayor wants to be reelected. This town runs on tourism, so naturally he wants an explanation for everything that happened, and he wants it fast and all wrapped up in ribbons. It’s not like we can blame it all on some crazy with a gun permit. Every man out there—assuming we find every man—who shot his piece will claim self-defense. I don’t need to hang around the morgue, Captain. I need to find whoever killed Greenwood and dumped his body on Fremont so something could chew his face off.”


      Captain Bower nodded. His jowls weighed his face down heavily. Bower had been in charge of units that had solved some of the most vicious murders in the city, but right now he looked as if he were a cast member in Zombieville himself. He was a big man, but it suddenly looked as if his skin was hanging off his bones.


      “Yes—find who murdered the man. Or who found his gnawed body and threw it into the street. Get to the core of this and—Lord help us all, Saxon—do it fast. I’d say you could start with—”


      “I know where to start, Captain. I have connections on the street. I know what I’m doing,” Saxon told him quietly.


      Bower nodded. “Then do it.”


      Saxon turned and continued to his car.


      But he wasn’t really heading out to see a snitch.


      At the Wolf and Crown, one of the newest and most elegant casinos to grace the Strip, he pulled up to the valet stand and tossed his keys to one of teh attendants, Billy Shield, a kid he knew pretty well.


      Billy grinned as he caught them. “I’ll have it ready the second you want it,” he called. Billy knew that even though Saxon was a cop, he tipped.


      Saxon headed past the flashing slot machines. He was barely aware of the din that filled the casino as he strode across the elegant marble floor toward the elevators, and he ignored one of the executive guard dogs who saw him, frowned worriedly and hurried in his wake.


      The elevator door closed after him just as the suit rushed up.


      Saxon knew the code to reach the level devoted to the private office of Monty Reilly, owner and CEO of the Wolf and Crown.


      The elevator opened on Monty’s floor.


      And there was Monty.


      He was still in his bathrobe. A silver coffee service sat on his desk. There was an urn of coffee on it with a large bottle of bourbon next to it. To his credit, Monty wasn’t sitting there petting one of his scores of buxom fortune-hunting beauties. He was pacing. He’d dragged his fingers through his dark hair a dozen times and looked like hell.


      “Saxon! I knew you’d be coming, but you got to believe me, this wasn’t done by one of mine. I’m telling you—”


      “Sit down, Monty.”


      Monty, who had the smooth look of James Bond—at least when his hair was combed—sat immediately and stared at Saxon. “It wasn’t one of mine,” he repeated.


      Saxon walked over to the desk and leaned on it, staring back at Monty. “It all started with the discovery of a corpse, Monty. A corpse that had been eaten. Gnawed. Devoured.”


      He’d seen that body, and he knew a werewolf’s marks when he saw them.


      Monty swallowed hard. “Come on, Saxon. You know that a body doesn’t last long in the desert without something eating it. A coyote, a—”


      “A werewolf, Monty. And you’re the Keeper of the Vegas werewolves. Your charges have been getting out of control for a long time. And I know you have a pretty good idea which one of them did this. I’ll bet you cash money that a werewolf was responsible for the disappearance of that craps dealer two months ago, and for that pretty blonde singer who left work and never returned. And I know damn well that a wolf was responsible for those bones we found out in the desert last month. What the hell is going on, Monty?”


      Monty looked away.


      “Who is it, Monty?” Saxon sat on the corner of the desk, crossing his arms over his chest. “That new hotshot from Toronto who gave me grief when I kicked him out of the Wolf’s Den? What’s his name? Jimmy Taylor? Or how about the billionaire pulling your strings—old Carl Bailey? He’s been talking all over town about going back to the old ways. And God knows, he has both the power and the money to get rid of any witnesses. Then there’s the new girl I’ve been hearing about, fresh in town, Candy Laughton. She’s been working the elite clientele—‘entertaining’ them. Stripping, maybe more. God alone knows what really happens when she gives a guy a private lap dance.”


      Monty swallowed. “Come on, Saxon. You don’t know that a werewolf is to blame. That guy from Toronto is just a jumped-up punk with a big mouth and too much money. Old Carl Bailey is all talk. And Candy...she’s just another wannabe, even if she’s an especially pretty one. Saxon, I’m telling you the truth—I don’t know who did this. I mean, you don’t even really know that it was a werewolf.”


      “We both know the truth, Monty. And when the first disappearance happened, you should have been right on it. Damn it, Monty, it’s your job, your calling.”


      Monty rose. He was going to lose all his hair, Saxon thought, if he kept running his fingers through it so hard. The Keeper shook his head. “I thought everything was going well. I mean...what control do I really have? They’re the biggest players in the city, some of them. You know that. They’re powerful. They’re— Hell, Saxon, stop looking at me like that! There really aren’t any rules...no justice system for us to rely on. I can’t haul anyone into court. I—”


      “Monty, Keepers maintain control.”


      “That’s not fair, Saxon. Sure, we’re supposed to control the other races. But what power do we really have? It’s not like everyone signed off on a bill of rights. Once it wasn’t a big deal. The populations in the New World were small—hell, the worldwide population was still small—and it was possible to discreetly handle situations. But there’s no recourse for me now, nowhere to go—and no real laws.”


      “You should find a way to handle it,” Saxon said. “But since you can’t, I will.”


      “This is everyone’s fault—not mine!” Monty insisted.


      Saxon felt tension riddling his body. He wanted to land a punch on Monty’s clean-shaven jaw; he wanted to shake him out of his comfortable, suck-up position at the casino. Monty was a figurehead. He wasn’t running the werewolves—they were running him.


      But one thing Monty had said was true: there was no overall governing body for the Keepers to rely on when they were dealing with their charges; there were no real laws. Life and society had changed over the years. For well over a century now, the Keepers had been keeping control all over the world—preventing the mass extinction of human beings by keeping the werewolves, the vampires, the shifters and all the other paranormal races in check. But Monty was right. They were living in a world where populations had exploded. If a Keeper in one city was weak, hell, just move there and behave as irresponsibly—as violently—as you wanted.


      Saxon cursed the fact that there was no judicial system for Keepers and their charges.


      There should be.


      Except he didn’t even know who to talk to about forming one.


      And for the moment he couldn’t worry about it. He had to find the werewolf chewing his way through Las Vegas.


      Hell.


      Did he start with the kid, the billionaire or the stripper?


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 2


      The Rock Candy Club occupied the penthouse level of Candy Country, one of the few casinos that hadn’t been built using Carl Bailey’s money or ended up with Carl Bailey owning a huge percentage of the shares, whether by name or through one of his many business ventures.


      Carl had wanted in; Saxon knew that. But one of the major investors was Reginald Holland, a vampire who held sway in New York City. None of Carl’s goons were going to get to Reginald in his cement castle in the Big Apple, and Reginald could not be bought. Saxon had never met him, but he hadn’t heard about any vampires causing problems in New York, so presumably Reginald was working hard at living the American dream—controlling his appetite for blood with domestic animals, the small forest creatures that inhabited Central Park or, most likely, blood banks.


      Saxon smiled, pleased that Carl Bailey hadn’t managed to take ownership of the entire city.


      The Rock Candy Club was reached via private elevator.


      The women who worked there weren’t listed in advertisements—nor, he suspected, on any IRS forms—as either prostitutes or strippers, though both professions were legal in the city.


      The Rock Candy Club hired entertainers.


      To be fair, the women were reputed to be quite entertaining.


      There was a guard outside the elevator. It wasn’t so much that you needed ID to reach the upper floors, but you did need an impeccable credit rating to reach the penthouse level.


      Saxon produced the exclusive platinum card that he carried for precisely such an occasion. Sometimes in Vegas it was necessary to play the part.


      The guard let him by, but there was another “host”—not as tall as Saxon, but massive and broad like a steel-hulled ship—ready to greet him in the elevator.


      Werewolf, definitely.


      Big, hairy, broad-faced werewolf.


      “Welcome, sir,” he addressed Saxon politely. He wore his suit well, though he did seem to chafe a bit in the tailored shirt, high collar and tie.


      “Elven?” the guard asked politely.


      Saxon merely nodded.


      The man cleared his throat. “Begging your pardon, sir. I didn’t mean to pry. We don’t see too many of your kind here, on account of...”


      His voice trailed off as Saxon pointedly ignored him.


      Elven were invariably tall and generally blessed with exceptional looks. That was why so many of them had successful acting careers out in Hollywood; not only did they tend to be tall, blond and good-looking, they were usually also blessed with a considerable amount of charm.


      Both sexes were also revered as lovers, endowed with stamina and, in the males, sexual equipment to match their well-toned physiques.


      “Actually,” the guard said, “we don’t see many of your kind in Vegas at all.”


      “I’m sure that’s true,” Saxon agreed.


      “And certainly not...here. You know what I mean. Here. Looking to spend money on...entertainment.”


      Saxon wasn’t feeling the patience for a pissing contest. On the other hand, he didn’t want to start off on the wrong foot before he’d even made it into the club.


      He grinned at the guard. “I’ve heard great things about this place.”


      The guard smiled back at that. “It’s spectacular.” He lowered his voice as an indication of confidentiality. “Ask for Candy.”


      “I hear she’s new,” Saxon said. “And exceptional.”


      “She may or may not agree to see you,” the guard told him. “She’s selective.”


      Luckily Saxon didn’t have to continue the conversation any longer. The elevator had reached the penthouse.


      The door opened.


      At the end of a hallway stood a beautifully constructed glass enclosure, the customary pole at the center. The pole was wrapped in a shimmering sheath of fabric that matched the temptingly designed outfit worn by the dancer on display.


      She was incredible. Lithe, her every movement was seductively smooth as she danced to a tune he knew well and barely heard.


      She wasn’t half-naked, like the typical Vegas entertainer, or even provocatively dressed. Clad from head to toe, her exceptional allure came from the figure within, which was tall and lean and wickedly curved. Limber didn’t begin to describe the exotic way she could twist and turn. She moved around the pole with the animalistic grace of a cat.


      Saxon was dimly aware as the guard behind him said, “Enjoy yourself, sir,” and the elevator door closed. He continued down the short hall that led to the foyer—and the glass-enclosed dancer. The place was elegantly and tastefully furnished in antiques; paintings graced the walls. None of them were sexually explicit. One was of a medieval damsel clad in delicate draping white, bending down to draw water from a shimmering stream. Another was of a knight in shining armor, a fair lady gently carried in his arms. The rest were similar in subject matter and tastefulness.


      Saxon barely noted them or the decor. His attention was fully caught by the dancer.


      Her hair was dark—not black, but a sable color with streaks of auburn running through it. Her face was delicately, aesthetically, sculpted, yet her lips were almost supernaturally full.


      Her eyes, when she deigned to notice him, were an intriguing mix of green and gold, as sharp and beautiful as diamonds, glittering like the fabric that covered her.


      And when they met his, they filled with disdain.


      Once she caught his eyes, she didn’t look away. She stared at him and continued dancing as if he were no more than a fly buzzing nearby.


      “Mr. Kirby?” someone murmured in a silken voice.


      He turned. A blonde with the perkiest—and undoubtedly heavily silicone-enhanced—breasts he had ever seen was coming toward him. She was clad in something that resembled a stewardess uniform from the earliest days of commercial flight.


      “Welcome,” she said. “They told me you were on your way up. Please, if you’ll join me in the antechamber, we’ll discuss what brings you to us, what fantasy you would like fulfilled and what kind of entertainment will satisfy your heart’s desire.”


      Antechamber? Interesting word for a business office.


      He smiled. “Of course.”


      He was loath to leave the entry. He could almost feel the hot gold-and-emerald gaze of the woman behind the glass.


      Not to mention her contempt.


      He forced himself not to look back, though it was difficult.


      But he followed the buxom blonde. She led him into an elegant office. Her desk—which still held the obligatory computer and phone—was carved ebony with handsome ivory insets. Her office chair was upholstered in a deep burnished crimson, like the massive chairs that sat across from it. Marble statuary graced the edges of the room, and a plate-glass window looked out over the sunbaked brilliance of the Vegas Strip.


      “So...” she said, sitting down and folding her long-fingered, exquisitely manicured hands, and smiled. “What is your wildest dream, sir? How may we entertain you? Do you dream of angels or demons? Or perhaps something in between—a dance of innocents and vixens together? Is your dream girl slim or curved or...?” She lifted her hands, the fabric of her suit jacket stretching across her breasts. “We seek to entertain, sir. Our performances are among the most talented in the country. But we cannot entertain you unless we know what it is you seek.”


      He leaned forward and met her eyes, then gave her a charming smile. “Candy,” he said.


      She paled slightly. “We have Asian beauties who can twist and turn in ways that you’ve never imagined. We have Russian acrobats who sail across a room as gracefully as the last great ships that rode the oceans’ breezes. African women whose movements can rival the rhythm of any heart. Irish lasses who can dance their way into the bloodstream.”


      “Candy,” he repeated.


      His hostess sat back, perplexed. She pursed her perfect cherry-red lips.


      “Candy—despite the name of our establishment—has not been with us long. She is a rare and exotic talent, so rare that her contract here allows her to choose when to entertain privately.”


      He nodded. “Candy.”


      The woman sighed.


      He tapped his platinum card on the table as if in thought. “Perhaps you would see if the young woman might be willing to give me just a few minutes of her time.”


      “I...” The blonde clearly intended to protest.


      He leaned closer to her and deepened his smile, seeking her eyes and staring into them. “Candy,” he said again.


      She rose without breaking eye contact. “I’ll speak with her.”


      He nodded, watching her go. Once she was out of the room, he was on his feet. He quickly made his way around the desk to the computer and looked up Candy’s employee file. She was listed only as Candy—no last name. Her hours were listed as “general entertainment,” and, as the blonde had said, there was a notation by her name that read “Will choose individual clients.”


      He frowned as he heard the blonde returning, her heels clicking on the marble floor.


      By the time she entered the room, he was back in his chair. He quickly stood, looking at her expectantly.


      “Candy will see you,” she said, and turned. “This way, please.”


      He followed her down an elegantly paneled hallway until she stopped, opened a door and ushered him in.


      Saxon stepped into the room, but he didn’t see Candy. Nor did he notice when the door closed behind him.


      A marble-floored entryway led to a large, richly carpeted room. Sunlight poured through French doors that led to a balcony and offered a view of the nearby fountains at the Bellagio and a stunning view of the entire Vegas Strip.


      A huge Venetian-tiled whirlpool bath looked out toward the balcony. Heavy furniture in oak, mahogany and ebony filled the room, along with a massive bed whose hand-carved head- and footboard supported an elegant canopy.


      He knew he was being observed.


      He noticed an Oriental screen beside the whirlpool.


      And as he watched, Candy emerged from behind the screen.


      His breath caught in his throat when he recognized the dancer who had seduced and entranced and hypnotized him from behind the glass.


      She wasn’t dressed as she had been before, or as he would have expected of an “entertainer.” She wore a plain white terry robe, her hair sleek and curling around her shoulders.


      She was tall, perhaps five foot ten. Elegant in build, and supple, as he’d already seen when she’d danced.


      She moved so fluidly that she seemed to float slowly across the room.


      She wore no makeup. Her eyes, which seemed to gleam with a hypnotic beauty, were unadorned by shadow or mascara. Her lashes were rich and thick all on their own, her face pure perfection.


      When she spoke, her voice was a husky alto that teased his senses. “So, you have come just for me, I hear?”


      “Yes.”


      She smiled and came closer. “And what is it that you desire? A dance? Ah, but you’ve already seen me dance. Perhaps you’re looking for something more intimate, more...personal?”


      She stopped directly in front of him and slid her hand up his shirt. Then she placed both hands on his chest, the subtle pressure of her body pushing him toward the bed. The backs of his knees met the mattress, and he held steady for a moment.


      “What are you offering?” he asked her.


      It was difficult to maintain his composure in the face of her pure sensuality. She seemed to offer the wildest and most intimate and intriguingly carnal pleasures the mind could imagine.


      And he was Elven.


      Also a cop—trying to stop a murderer.


      He let himself fall back on the bed, wondering what her next move would be. In seconds she was straddled over him, and his wrists were imprisoned by her long fingers as she stared down at him.


      “Elven,” she said.


      “Yes.”


      “And a cop,” she added.


      He smiled. Time to turn the tables. She wasn’t prepared when he flipped her over and straddled her, pinning her wrists to the bed.


      “Werewolf,” he said, meeting her eyes. “Hunting your way up the Strip and through the desert.”


      Her eyes widened, and she stared back up at him. “What?”


      “You heard me,” he told her, but his gut told him that she had nothing to do with the rash of deaths.


      He was fighting to keep his responses to her in check, but he could feel her beneath him with every fiber of his being.


      “Elven cop, yes,” he said. “And I intend to stop the death and insanity before more innocents die and their deaths bring our entire supernatural society crashing down.”


      She was still staring up at him, and her frown seemed real. “Get the hell off me,” she told him. “Unless you...can’t.” Her suddenly seductive tone told him exactly what she was thinking.


      “Don’t flatter yourself. You invited me here, after all.”


      “Don’t flatter yourself, Elven. I had to know what you were up to.”


      Those golden eyes studied him, reached into his soul. Then they suddenly cleared and turned innocent—even vulnerable.


      “Just what do you think I’m doing?” she asked, making no attempt to hide her annoyance.


      “I have no doubt that you entertain your audience. I just worry about how many pieces your audience is in when you’ve finished your performance.”


      “Don’t be a fool,” she told him. “I’m here to stop what’s happening. I’m not causing it.”


      He stared down at her. How the hell do you trust a woman who could torment a man to insanity with her eyes alone? “Why should I believe you?” he asked.


      “Because of Angie,” she said softly.


      He waited for her to go on.


      “Angie Sanderson.” He could have sworn that tears glistened in her eyes. “She disappeared six weeks ago, right after Carl Bailey gave her a job singing at one of his casinos. She had the voice of a lark. If you’re a cop, you must have seen the report.”


      He had.


      And he had suspected that her disappearance was related to the case he was looking into—he’d said as much to Monty.


      True, lots of beautiful, talented young women came to Las Vegas, and plenty of them ended up disappearing. Some simply gave up on their dreams and left. Some were consumed by the city, finding work but not the glittering careers they had come in search of. Some changed their names when they vanished into the city’s seedy underbelly, because they didn’t want their families in Kansas or South Carolina or whatever wholesome place they came from finding out what they were really doing.


      But Angie...


      He could remember the “Missing” posters that had gone up all over town.


      She was blonde and blue-eyed, young and innocent. She had done her shift one night, singing her little heart out—and been reported missing when she hadn’t returned to work the following day. The casino cameras had lost her once she’d mingled with the throng of humanity on the street.


      “What do you have to do with Angie Sanderson?” he asked. “It’s not your job to find people. And if you really are innocent, then you need to get out of here—since it’s dead obvious one of your kind is up to something very bad.”


      Candy looked at him with her golden eyes gleaming with tears.


      “I don’t believe ‘my kind’ have anything to do with this. As for what I have to do with Angie...she’s my half sister. And I don’t care if you’re a cop, an Elven or an archangel come down to claim us all—I’m not leaving until I find her!”


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 3


      Saxon got up and moved away from Candy and that far-too-tempting bed.


      He needed some distance. First the woman had been the embodiment of exotic beauty and erotic movement. Now she seemed like a little girl lost. It didn’t matter which, really. When she looked at him, he felt as if he were being drawn deep into a netherworld where he could easily become lost forever—and he didn’t dare take that chance. Especially not now, with a murderous werewolf on the loose.


      “Your half sister?” he said, studying her. “Half...what?” He conjured the picture of the missing woman. Blonde, angelic.


      Elven?


      Candy shrugged, then sat up and ran her fingers through her hair. “Half sister. We share one parent.”


      “And?”


      She took a breath, then said, “I’m a bit of an unusual...being.”


      “Go on,” he said firmly.


      “Our mother was the sweetest, gentlest and most amazing woman you could ever meet. She met one of her own kind—an Elven—and they had Angela. Then Angie’s father died.”


      Saxon felt his muscles tighten. Elven normally led very long lives. “Because your mother met your father?” he asked.


      The look she gave him was so scathing that he felt as if he were melting in the pool of her contempt.


      “Angie’s dad died because he had it in his head that he should serve his country,” she said quietly. “He was in the air force, and his plane went down in the water and he...died. I’m sure you understand.”


      Saxon nodded. Of all the underworld beings, the Elven had been the last to come to the New World. They didn’t melt if they touched water, but they were creatures of the earth. Despite their strength and normally robust health, they couldn’t survive long in or even over water. Because of that, they hadn’t come to the New World en masse until flying became commonplace. A few adventurous and hardy souls had made it over via ocean liner, but the crossing had been difficult. Not everyone who attempted it had succeeded, and the weakened survivors had been easy prey on arrival.


      “And your mother married a...werewolf?” he asked.


      “You really are a condescending SOB, aren’t you?” she said sweetly.


      “Don’t be ridiculous. I’m not a prejudiced man,” he denied quickly.


      She shrugged. “You are—but perhaps it’s not entirely your fault. You’re Elven.”


      She said the word as if no explanation was needed, and she was probably right, he thought.


      “So, yes,” she went on, “my mother married a werewolf, and I don’t know a soul who doesn’t like my father. He was the best father in the world to my sister. He doesn’t know yet that she’s disappeared. Neither does my mother.”


      “And they don’t know that you’re working here, either, do they?” Saxon demanded.


      She exhaled. She was obviously trying to come up with a good explanation, but then she simply said, “No.”


      He shook his head while looking at her. “So how are you going to explain to your father that you’ve been dancing in a strip club and pretending to be a prostitute?”


      “That’s the point, don’t you see? My mother is an actress. Angie and I grew up in the theater. I’ve done nothing but act—act like something I’m not—since I got here.”


      “You’ve acted out wild romps with men?” he said incredulously.


      “If you know so much—”


      “I know you’ve agreed to see only a few private clients. But you’re growing legendary—there’s talk about you around town.”


      “Really? That’s wonderful. I’m getting to where I need to be,” she said, smiling.


      He walked over to her and pulled her to her feet. “What’s the matter with you? You’re dealing with ruthless men—ruthless creatures who can rip you to shreds and scatter your bones across the desert. Have you actually slept with these monsters?”


      “No!” she protested. “I told you—it’s all an act. I’m trying to find out who killed Angela, and I think I know.”


      “What? Who?”


      “I’m trying to get to know people who are close to Carl Bailey,” she said. “Everyone’s on guard, too intimidated by him, on his own turf. But people are less wary, more willing to talk, when they’re away from work. Maybe Bailey himself will even show up here one of these days. I’m certain he’s behind her death, if he didn’t kill her himself. He has his eye on this place, and I think he’d do anything to get it. If Angie heard something about what he was up to, something he didn’t want her to know, he wouldn’t have thought twice about siccing some killer werewolf on her. As for my...sexual activity, I accept very few private clients. Luckily for me, my performance has earned me the right to choose who I do and don’t see.”


      “This is dangerous. You’re dangerous!”


      “Good,” she told him flatly.


      “And how do you get rid of those clients without...delivering?” Saxon demanded. He reminded himself that he wasn’t her father. He had no right to sound so angry. But...


      She was dangerous, all right.


      She shook her head and offered a dry grin. “I make them believe they were involved in an experience that was pure magic.”


      “And how do you do that?”


      “It’s in the eyes,” she said softly.


      “You have werewolf eyes, animal eyes,” he said. His voice was harsh.


      “Yes. And I could have made you leave here without suspecting a thing, thinking you’d been to heaven and back,” she told him.


      “I doubt that,” he assured her. “I’m Elven, remember?”


      “And I’m half Elven—and half wolf,” she reminded him sweetly. “Should we test it out? Or perhaps you should leave now. And make sure you arrange an exceptional gratuity for me, will you?”


      He walked over to her, jaw locked, frustration boiling inside him. “What’s the matter with you? Your sister disappeared. Do you want to disappear, too?”


      “I’m forewarned—and I do have that wolf thing going for me, after all.”


      “You can stop that. Some of my best friends are werewolves,” he said.


      She laughed. It was a nice sound. An honest sound. “Sorry, but that is so, so patronizing.”


      He flushed, then was annoyed with his own reaction. He was a cop, for God’s sake. “It’s not patronizing. It’s just the truth,” he said. “Listen—”


      “I’m not going away. I’m free and over twenty-one. And here in Vegas, my activities—or whatever activities you suspect me of—are completely legal. You can continue on your quest—just leave me alone to follow mine.”


      She surprised him by smiling again. A real smile, not pretending to be a hardcore temptress or making fun of him.


      “Let’s start over, shall we?” She walked over to him, offering her hand. “My name is really Calleigh. Calleigh McGowan. From San Francisco. I’m a Libra—usually very fair in all things. I love long walks in the forest, and I think there’s nothing quite so beautiful as a full moon rising on a clear night. And you’re...?”


      He couldn’t help it; his lips twitched. He gave her his hand. “Saxon Kirby. Detective by trade—and inclination. I have a deep-seated need to help the underdog, and I loathe watching the powerful take advantage of the weak.” He paused, shaking his head. “What the hell am I doing standing here still talking to you?”


      “Admitting that I’m not going away, that I may actually be—” she paused to laugh “—of some help. Face it, Carl Bailey is always surrounded by security, and he may have half your department in his pocket.”


      “All right, back up.”


      “I said may,” she stressed.


      “And Carl Bailey may not even be behind these deaths. It could be any one of a whole list of suspects, including the new hotshot in town—that Canadian wolf who’s been throwing around so much money.”


      She could manage a truly impressive stubborn set to her chin. “I’m telling you, it’s Carl Bailey. He runs the werewolves of Las Vegas. The Keeper here is...weak.”


      Weak. That was an understatement.


      “It’s not like that in San Francisco,” she said. “There are laws in San Francisco, and everyone knows you obey them or you pay the price.”


      Saxon frowned. San Francisco had laws—why couldn’t the rest of the world manage it?


      No time to dwell on that now.


      “I should call your father,” he threatened.


      She looked away nervously, and he realized he’d hit on the key to keeping her safe.


      “You don’t know who he is,” she said, but she still wouldn’t meet his eyes.


      “I’ll find him. I know he’s in San Francisco,” Saxon told her.


      She shook her head. “Don’t you dare! He doesn’t know that Angie is missing. He doesn’t know that I’m here. He and my mother—”


      “Listen to what you’re saying! Do you want them to lose two daughters?”


      “Care to let me finish?” she asked him coolly.


      “All right.” He stood back, arms crossed over his chest.


      “Not too long ago, my father got a request from a Keeper in London, via Larry Miller, our Keeper in San Francisco. They were having some trouble in Chelmsford—a banshee rampage. Anyway, they were seeking my father’s advice.” She was quiet for a minute. “My dad has a background in law enforcement and the judicial system. He’s gone to work with the English on a central plan so they won’t find themselves in this situation again, and my mother’s over there with him. It’s very secret. I don’t even have a way to reach him. He calls every few days to check on me. He thinks Angie is so busy with a show that she’s impossible to reach, so...”


      “So you’ve been lying to him,” Saxon finished. “Your father is Theo McGowan, then? The former congressman?”


      She didn’t respond. She didn’t need to.


      He shook his head. “Great. Theo McGowan’s daughter is in Vegas pretending to be a stripper, and he has no idea.”


      “You won’t find him.”


      “Actually, I wasn’t thinking about that. I was thinking how great it is that the San Francisco Keepers actually cooperate with their international counterparts. But that’s not important right now. What’s important is—”


      “Finding Angie and stopping this killing spree,” Calleigh said. “And that’s just what I intend to do.”


      “Calleigh, listen, I’m a cop—”


      “And I’m a big girl. You can’t stop me. What you can do, if you want, is help me,” she told him. “Meanwhile, your bill is getting higher and higher,” she warned him. “You need to get out of here before you go bankrupt.”


      “Calleigh, I can’t let you do this.”


      “It’s not your call. Right now you need to go. We can talk later,” she told him. “Trust me. If you don’t give me away, I’m safe, at least for this afternoon, even if I can manage to lure Carl Bailey here. If—”


      “Carl Bailey is old, Calleigh.”


      “And I’m young.”


      “My point is, he knows every trick in the book, and he hasn’t got a moral fiber in his body. He’d just as soon kill you as look at you if you were in his way.”


      “Then I’ll have to make sure he doesn’t realize I’m in his way. How about I meet you tonight and we can make a plan to work together?” she said. “Please. Frankly, I don’t want to be responsible for a good cop going bad to pay his bill for my services.”


      He hesitated. “You’re not lying to me to get me out of here?”


      “No. I swear. I’ll do anything to find Angie, so if you’re really going to search for her and not think of her as a showgirl gone bad—”


      “Calleigh, Missing Persons has been on it—”


      “And done nothing.”


      “All right. We’ll talk tonight. But if you don’t show, I will find you here, and I will find a way to arrest you.”


      “I’ll meet you.”


      “Where?”


      She scratched out an address he knew vaguely. It was one of the local equestrian facilities where the members of the show circuit trained their hundred-thousand-dollar mounts.


      “This is where you’re living?” he asked her incredulously.


      She nodded. “The house belongs to a man—a human being—named Dirk. He’s in love with Angie, and he’s going insane with her gone.”


      “And he knows what you’re doing and hasn’t tried to stop you?”


      “Seriously? Even if he wanted to—which he doesn’t—can you imagine any human who could stop me? I need to find my sister.”


      Saxon knew that he would find Angela Sanderson, no matter what. She was Elven.


      He looked at Candy—at the hope in her eyes.


      He could only pray that, with everything else that had been going on, there was the ghost of a chance that he would find her alive.


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 4


      Saxon had several hours to kill until he was scheduled to meet up with Calleigh.


      He headed back to his station house, sat down at his computer and pulled up the information on the cases that he was now convinced were linked.


      Two months back: bones found in the desert. They might have been the result of an accidental death—and the surefire way the desert had of cleaning up the dead. A forensic examination of the bones had been inconclusive. There were no chips or marks on them to indicate that a bullet or a knife had been the cause of death. There were tooth marks on the bones, but while the ME considered them likely to be postmortem, Saxon had his own theories on that. The dead man had been about six feet tall, between forty and fifty years old—and somehow he had managed to die ten miles out in the sand, where vultures, coyotes, beetles and whatever else had pretty much taken care of all his soft tissue. His dental records had led nowhere. He’d been wearing a denim shirt and jeans, size-nine boots, and a buckle that advertised a Tennessee country rock band.


      He’d died minus a wallet or any other identification—or someone had intentionally removed them.


      Saxon had attended the autopsy, because the bones had indicated a possibility that the victim had been one of the Elven, who had strong, elongated bones.


      But in the end the ME had determined that the skeleton had belonged to a man—just a man, and nothing more. A dumb man—traveling in the desert on foot with no wallet—but a man. Except that Saxon didn’t think that little of humanity. And no mortal man could have gotten that far out in the desert on foot. It was too convenient to think he’d simply lain down in the sand to die, then was fortuitously consumed by the local wildlife. No, someone had taken him out there and left him to die, or killed him elsewhere and dumped him in the desert for the body to be eaten and the evidence destroyed.


      Murder number one, he thought. At least that he knew of.


      Then there had been the craps dealer. Rutger Heinz. He had come to Las Vegas because he’d been entranced by what he’d seen and read about the city while growing up in Bavaria. He’d arrived just five years earlier, attended the University of Nevada, then taken a job.


      At Monty’s casino. Which was mostly owned by Carl Bailey.


      Security cameras recorded Rutger’s exit the night he had gone missing. He could be seen getting into his car and driving away. And then, somewhere in the congested traffic of the Strip, he had disappeared. And he hadn’t been seen again.


      Not long afterward, Angela Sanderson had disappeared. Exquisite, beautiful, Elven. Young, talented, ready to take on the world. With everything to live for.


      One thing he’d noticed on the casino security footage of both Rutger and Angela before they’d disappeared was that there had been a very high proportion of werewolves around. It was a tentative connection to the murders, but his gut told him it was real nonetheless, that werewolves were involved in the disappearances as well as the killings.


      Then, yesterday, the half-chewed body of the Oregon tourist that had caused a disaster on Fremont Street.


      Two officially dead—and his concern as a homicide detective.


      Two missing and, he feared, most likely dead.


      The dead man found right there on Fremont Street seemed to be a sign that the murderer wanted to be noticed. It was like a cry for recognition.


      Why would a killer make such a point of calling attention to himself? One possibility: it could be a cry for help. Maybe he abhorred the killing, but couldn’t stop himself and was hoping the police would catch him. Or maybe he was showing off for someone.


      Another possibility: the killer was so mentally deranged that he was certain he wouldn’t be caught; as a narcissistic personality, he considered his own desires of uppermost importance and couldn’t imagine that he could be caught.


      Yet no matter what else was true of the killer’s psyche, the validity of this was not in question in Saxon’s mind: the killer was a werewolf. A werewolf acting as pack leader, as alpha, and trying to convince the rest of the pack that it was time for the wolf pack to take their place as kings of the city.


      Las Vegas was one of the pleasure capitals of the world, a neon-lit paradise where every vice known to man—and Others—could be indulged. Where money—and women—changed hands from minute to minute. A city where Carl Bailey was already the de facto king.


      What more could the man want? Saxon wondered. Why would he kill—or, more likely, have someone else kill for him? He had money, and hundreds of people working for him, worshipping his name. He had power, scores of mistresses, every conceivable comfort.


      Maybe it wasn’t Carl Bailey, Saxon reminded himself.


      He shook his head.


      No, Carl had to be involved. The new wolf from Toronto hadn’t been here long enough to make the kinds of connections you needed to kill someone and dispose of the body.


      Still, it wouldn’t do to count the guy out. A smart detective considered all possibilities.


      He rose. He supposed he could pay a visit to Carl. But he wanted more evidence than what he had—which came down to pretty much nothing—when he actually accosted the man.


      He wanted to arrest the bastard, just on general principles, but he had nothing to hold him on.


      Besides, how much good would it do when he finally did have enough? How much sway did Carl Bailey have in the courts? Was there any hope the werewolf would actually wind up paying the ultimate penalty under the law?


      There should have been another law. A universal law for the nonhuman races. The kind of law that the Keepers had surely used to rule over their creatures, once upon a very long time ago.


      Saxon reminded himself that he was a cop. Even if he could prove beyond a shadow of a doubt that Carl Bailey was a murderer, the man was protected by his rights under the Constitution. Saxon couldn’t just walk in with a silver bullet and shoot him down.


      They desperately needed real laws for the Otherworld. With real consequences.


      It was a waste of time to rue the fact that Monty Reilly was either as crooked as Carl Bailey or totally ineffectual. There were two lost people out there, alive or dead. One of them a woman who was, in a way, kin. He had to find them.


      He put through a few calls and found out that the new wolf in town, Jimmy Taylor, was playing craps at one of Carl Bailey’s casinos.


      He decided he felt like gambling.


      * * *


      Jimmy Taylor was in his late twenties, tall, leanly muscled, and he had a thick lock of dark hair that fell over his forehead and the heavy-lidded bedroom eyes that women seemed to find attractive.


      The guy could have made it in movies. He should have headed to Hollywood—the kingdom of stars—Saxon thought.


      But he’d come here instead—to the kingdom of high stakes.


      Carl Bailey’s Galway Glen casino was, like all his properties, expensively and expertly decorated. There were salutes to Ireland throughout. The Tralee Tavern, located above the casino floor with a view of the action, was done in shades of green, and the bartenders were all female and all wearing short green skirts. Carl liked women—the prettier the better, the bustier better still. It was pretty much a given that if a beautiful woman wanted a job—and was willing to kowtow to Carl Bailey—she was guaranteed a job at the casino.


      Saxon knew that Carl hated him. He knew from the minute he entered the casino that the security cameras were on him and his presence would be announced to Carl, wherever in the city the man might be.


      He didn’t head straight to the gaming tables but decided on a drink first. He settled into a green upholstered chair at the Tralee and took a minute to appreciate the ornately carved wood of the bar itself, designed to look as if it had been cobbled together from logs in a forest. Eyes peered out from between artificial branches, as if mischievous leprechauns were watching out for those who’d come to imbibe. A realistically carved female figure, one of Ireland’s famous selkies, looked down from above the bottles of expensive liquor shelved behind the bar.


      His waitress was in her early twenties. She shimmered a bit when she moved, and he instantly thought, shape-shifter.


      “Good evening, Detective Kirby,” she said. “Are you here to ask questions? Or are you...off duty?” she finished flirtatiously.


      “I’m off duty. But I always like to ask questions,” he told her. “I can start with how do you know my name?”


      She flushed. “I guess you’re not going to believe I’ve waited on you before and you introduced yourself?”


      “No.”


      “Okay, so...the truth is, Mr. Bailey alerted the employees to keep an eye out for you to show up. He doesn’t want to cause a stink by refusing you entrance. He does want you watched.”


      Saxon looked over at the selkie statue above the bar. He knew she had cameras in her shimmering eyes.


      He waved.


      “Why does he want me watched?” he asked innocently.


      “He says you’re on a vendetta—blaming the werewolves for everything that’s been happening lately.”


      “Could be a shifter pretending to be a werewolf,” he said with a shrug. “Or a person. It’s not as if vicious serial killers can’t be human.”


      “So what will you have?” she asked, apparently deciding not to pursue the topic of his intentions.


      “I think I’ll stick with the theme. A good Irish beer, please.”


      She left to get his beer, and his eyes idly tracked her journey back to the bar. He noticed that there was a platform in front of the selkie statue, and as he watched, one of the servers climbed up and took her place on it. Traditional Irish music started playing, and she began to dance, her feet moving with skill and speed to rival the best performer back on Irish soil.


      The waitress returned with his beer.


      “She’s good,” he said, nodding toward the dancer.


      “Yes—we don’t get hired if we can’t perform.”


      “What’s your specialty?”


      “I’m a vocalist,” she said.


      “This is where that singer used to work,” Saxon said, keeping his tone casual.


      “What singer?”


      “The one who disappeared.”


      His waitress shrugged. “Girls come and go in Vegas. You get a better offer, you move on.”


      She started to turn away, but he grabbed her wrist to stop her. “This girl didn’t get a better offer. She disappeared.”


      She tried to wrench herself away from him. Without blinking, he made a vise of his hand.


      “Damn Elven,” she muttered.


      “You don’t need to fear the Elven. You do need to fear your boss.”


      “Let go of me. They’ll notice, and I’ll get in trou—”


      “Then smile and act like you’re flirting with me.”


      She smiled, and he kept his eyes locked with hers, so she didn’t give the cameras a guilty look.


      “Did you know her? Angela Sanderson?” he asked. She was obviously frightened, her eyes widening in shock, but she didn’t say anything. “You did know her,” he said.


      She leaned close to him and laughed, as if he’d said something funny. “I replaced her,” she said, swallowing. “They said she wasn’t coming back. But that was before I knew...”


      “Before you knew that she’d disappeared.”


      She looked even more terrified, if that was possible. “I have to go,” she insisted, trying to pull away again.


      This time he released her. When she was gone, he drank his beer, then headed for the craps tables.


      He spotted Jimmy Taylor at one and took a spot at the other end. He bought in for several hundred, aware that Taylor was staring at him angrily. He ignored the other man and laid money down on the pass line.


      A man at the middle of the table was rolling. “Lucky seven, lucky seven!”


      The dice landed on four and three. The players applauded.


      Jimmy Taylor continued to ignore Saxon as the run continued. The same man rolled an eight next, and more money landed on the table. He hit several more numbers, and then an eight again. The table cheered. There was money everywhere.


      But Taylor didn’t seem happy. And when the roller came up with another seven, Taylor actually looked relieved, though sighs went up elsewhere around the table, along with some applause for the shooter, who’d made a lot of money for most of them.


      Taylor went to cash in. Saxon held his ground, putting down his money while the next shooter started. On a whim, he played a nice sum on craps. The shooter hit an eleven, and Saxon realized he was coming out ahead, a nice plus for his investigation.


      He watched as Jimmy collected his money and headed toward the bar. He waited through the next roll, then cashed in himself and headed back to the Tralee.


      There was Jimmy Taylor, his hands rough on a young waitress’s shoulders. Saxon was tempted to step in, but he reminded himself that he was playing for higher stakes. And he knew Jimmy wasn’t going to hurt the girl anyway—not in public, and not in one of Carl Bailey’s establishments.


      He followed when Jimmy left the bar. He thought at first that the guy was going to head upstairs, which could prove tricky. Carl’s men would be on him like an infestation of lice if he tried to go up to the rooms.


      But either Taylor didn’t know he was being followed or he didn’t care. Either way, he apparently had a destination in mind. Or maybe—Saxon warned himself—a plan.


      Taylor headed out to the streets. Saxon followed him down the neon strip, until he took a sudden turn into a back alley. Okay, so a plan it was.


      It occurred to Saxon long before he entered the obvious trap that he would need some help, which was easy enough to arrange. It was good to be a cop. But first he wanted about two minutes alone with Jimmy Taylor. After that, it would be great to have some help. He hit the speed dial on his phone and gave the code for “Officer in Need of Assistance.”


      Then he took a deep breath and ducked into the alley, keeping close to the wall of the building on his right, one of the smaller casinos and most likely another of Carl Bailey’s properties.


      There was a doorway marked Employee Entrance about thirty feet in, and Taylor was heading right for it.


      Saxon hurried past boxes and an overflowing Dumpster, and before Jimmy could put his hand on the doorknob, Saxon grabbed his shoulder and spun him around, forcing his thumb on a pressure point in the younger man’s throat as he slammed him against the door.


      “Where is she?” Saxon demanded.


      The other man couldn’t breathe, which made him desperate. He tried to make the change, no doubt intending to rip Saxon to shreds with his teeth and claws, but Saxon just increased the pressure on that vulnerable point. And if the other man couldn’t breathe, he couldn’t make the change.


      Jimmy sagged, giving up, and Saxon eased up just a hair, then repeated, “Where is she?”


      “I don’t know what you’re talking about, so kill me if you want to. But you’d better be quick. You’re going to die soon enough yourself.”


      “Not likely. You’ve got good hearing, right? I can already hear the sirens.”


      “Great. I’ll have you charged with police brutality,” Taylor told him.


      “Where’s your evidence? There’s not a mark on you. Now, you have thirty seconds before I put a shade more pressure on your neck and zap your nerves. You’ll be a paralyzed pup the rest of your life.”


      At last Taylor looked scared. “If I talk to you, I’m dead anyway!” he said.


      “Dead is probably better than the way I’m going to leave you,” Saxon said. “For the third time, where is she?”


      Taylor blinked. “You’re talking about that girl, right? That singer? I told him to leave her alone.”


      Saxon tensed, accidentally increasing the pressure on Taylor’s throat. The werewolf let out a sharp squeal and started talking again the minute he eased up.


      “I didn’t hurt her. I didn’t do anything to her. I just drove her out there.”


      “Out where?”


      “His lair in the desert,” Taylor said. “Five miles out Highway 15 there’s a big stand of cactus. You can’t miss it. His place...it’s there, but it’s underground. You—”


      Saxon heard footsteps. He pressed Taylor’s neck hard to silence him. It had to be Carl Bailey’s men, and considering the speed with which Taylor had given in, he might be someone worth keeping around.


      He spun around and saw four thugs heading his way. Two dumb human guards with no clue, along with a vampire and a werewolf. He smiled.


      “We can go at it, boys, but I think you hear the sirens. Now, here’s the thing. This young pup of Bailey’s doesn’t give the police any respect. He took a swing at me. He’s going to spend a night in jail, and then the little bastard will be arraigned and dumped back out on the streets. I think we should leave it at that.”


      “You know we have to report this incident to Mr. Bailey, Kirby,” the vampire said, assuming the lead.


      “I’m counting on it,” Saxon said.


      “You okay, Jimmy?” the werewolf asked. “We look after our own, so if you want help, just say the word.”


      Jimmy managed a nod. “Damn straight I want help. You need to bail me out. Fast!”


      “You bet, Taylor. And don’t worry none—Mr. Bailey looks after his own kind.”


      The four thugs turned and left seconds before two patrol cars, sirens screaming, drove into the alley.


      “Take him in. Assaulting an officer,” Saxon said, shoving Taylor toward the officers emerging from the second car. Then he bent to speak to Keeghan McMurtree, the driver of the first.


      McMurtree was a leprechaun. A tall one. Despite his race’s reputed ability with money, he wasn’t lucky at gambling. He was a damn good cop, though, driven by his disgust at all the killing he’d seen back in the old country—among humans and Otherworld races alike.


      “Anything going on I should know about?” Saxon asked.


      McMurtree nodded. “Just a warning. Captain is in a state, anxious as all hell. That business yesterday with the dead guy getting eaten, you know.”


      “I know,” Saxon said. “I’ve got a few things to follow up that might put him in a better mood.”


      McMurtree nodded. “Take care, buddy.”


      “Will do. Thanks,” Saxon said.


      McMurtree drove away, and Saxon stood there for a long moment, considering the state of his investigation.


      So...it wasn’t the stripper and it wasn’t the tough new wolf in town—who wasn’t so tough, anyway. And he’d never thought it was a shifter in wolf’s clothing, much less some human nutcase. Given everything he knew about the man and everything he’d learned today from Calleigh and Taylor, there was only one person—one werewolf—it could be.


      Carl Bailey.


      But that bastard was too clever by half. No way was he doing his own dirty work. Nope, Carl was definitely not working alone.


      Saxon glanced at his watch. It was time to head out to ranch country.


      He would keep his meeting with Calleigh brief, just long enough to tell her that he had what looked like a decent lead, and if she stayed home and played it safe, he had a chance of finding her sister.


      But when he got to the address she had given him, Calleigh wasn’t there.


      He knocked, and the door was opened by an awkward young man with a baby face and the look of a dreamer in his eyes.


      It had to be Dirk, human owner of the house.


      “You the cop?” Dirk asked anxiously. When Saxon nodded, the other man rushed on. “Calleigh’s been telling me about you. She said you sounded as if you really care. You have to help. I don’t know what to do. Like now. I don’t get it.”


      “What don’t you get?” Saxon demanded. He grasped the younger man’s shoulder, steadying him, looking into his eyes, demanding silently that he get a grip.


      “I don’t know what happened. She was here, right here. I was just out back, feeding the horses, and I heard her say someone was coming. I thought she was talking about you, but when I came back in she—”


      “Dirk, where’s Calleigh?” Saxon interrupted.


      “That’s what I’m trying to tell you! She’s gone, and I don’t know where!”


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 5


      Gone? Calleigh was gone? Saxon could barely wrap his mind around it. Was this revenge because he’d arrested Jimmy Taylor? Or had Calleigh’s amateur investigation made her too noticeable—and too dangerous—in the eyes of Carl Bailey?


      And did any of that matter in light of the possibility that she might have fought back against her kidnappers and gotten hurt, or been dragged away half dead?


      “How long ago?”


      “Ten minutes.”


      “Did you hear a car? Were the horses acting up?”


      “Um, yeah.” Dirk stared at him blankly. “Yeah, sure, the horses were going crazy.”


      Saxon turned and hurried back toward his car. Dirk ran after him. “Hey, what do you want me to do? Should I call more cops?”


      Saxon swung around. “Don’t do anything or call anyone. Get back in the house and stay there.”


      Saxon waited long enough to make sure Dirk did as instructed, then got in his car and drove away. He didn’t go far, though: just down the road. Then he parked, got out and headed back toward Dirk’s place, making sure to stay out of sight as he carefully approached the house.


      He heard one whinny from out back, but that was it. Horses had a tendency to like Elven.


      They were fearful around werewolves.


      And Dirk had been dating an Elven, so he knew about the other races, which meant not only that he could have known what the horses’ behavior meant, but that he had known it. So he’d neglected to offer the key piece of information: the horses had been acting up....


      Saxon slipped close to the rear of the house, where French doors leading out to the back had been left slightly ajar.


      He moved in closer, listening. He could hear Dirk talking to someone on the phone.


      “Yes, I know for sure he headed out. He left five minutes ago, at least. If Jimmy told him what he was supposed to, he’ll be heading straight out to the lair—alone. He even told me not to call any other cops.”


      Dirk never heard Saxon enter, never heard him move. All he felt was the cold steel of Saxon’s semiautomatic as he pressed the muzzle next to his ear.


      “Ask him about your reward,” Saxon whispered.


      He was afraid that Dirk was going to fall down, his terror was so great.


      “Man up and ask, or you’ll be eating bullets for your last supper,” Saxon warned.


      “Hey, um, when do I get what you promised?” Dirk managed. His voice wasn’t entirely steady, but it would pass muster.


      Saxon heard the angry words coming from the other end. “You’ll get your payment soon enough. You gave us the one girl, we’ll give you the other.”


      Saxon heard the click as the other man hung up. He frowned just as Dirk finally collapsed, falling down as if he were a marionette whose strings had been cut.


      Tears sprang into the younger man’s eyes. “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry. It’s just that...I had to give him Calleigh. He swore that Angela was still alive and that he’d give her back if...if I gave him Calleigh.”


      Saxon felt his fury draining away; this kid was a mess. He wasn’t a criminal—he was simply cowardly. No, not even cowardly. He was just pathetically in love and utterly useless.


      He dragged Dirk back to his feet. “Listen up. I’m going to go get both of them back. You’re an idiot if you thought your girlfriend would be returned. Bailey considers them a threat, but he’s a man with an eye for a pretty woman, and that means he’s going to use them both up and spit them out when he’s tired of them. They’ll end up as more bones in the desert if I can’t save them. I can’t take you with me—you’ll just be someone else I need to protect—but if you pick up a phone and call anyone, you’ll be signing their death warrants and your own. Do you understand.”


      Dirk nodded, sobbing. “You have to understand...I love her!”


      This mess of a human being was in love with an Elven, and apparently she loved him back. Sad. Truly sad.


      “Who were you talking to?” Saxon asked.


      Dirk was sniveling. Saxon had to nudge him to get an answer.


      “Monty. Monty Reilly.”


      “Reilly is in on this?” Saxon demanded.


      “He, um, he says that Bailey is going to rule Las Vegas and all of the desert. That there’s no point trying to stop him. He said Angela and I could get out before...before the killing started if I just gave him Calleigh.”


      Dirk was full-on sobbing again when Saxon bent down beside him. “I need a horse. I don’t want to take my car, because they’ll be waiting for me.”


      “The mare...Mistress Mellora...she’s like a speed demon, and she’s used to the desert. She’s a Thoroughbred-Arab cross,” Dirk managed.


      Saxon didn’t wait to hear more. Time was of the essence.


      He slipped out back and quickly found a bridle and a stall with a placard that read Mistress Mellora. In less than a minute he was on his way.


      * * *


      The desert could be unforgiving, but Saxon had come to know it well, because it was such an organic part of the place he had bizarrely chosen as home. And as he rode the fleet-footed mare across the rough terrain, he thought about how to use it to his advantage.


      Carl Bailey had no doubt built his lair underground so he could carry out his crimes—and practice whatever depraved behaviors turned him on—undetected. It was also no doubt where he was preparing for the werewolf attack that would end with his takeover of Las Vegas.


      But no wolf’s lair would have just one entry, because then it would be too easily turned into a trap. The question was, where would the back door be? And how would it be camouflaged against the desert floor and sparse vegetation?


      It would have to be hidden by either a field of scrub brush or a group of cacti.


      Finally he found what he was seeking. It was actually hidden by both scrub brush and cacti, and shadowed by a small dune for good measure, but footprints—both human and wolf—in the sand gave away its location.


      After dismounting, he stroked the horse and thanked her in a whisper for the ride; then he gave her a slap on the rump that sent her running for home.


      He crept low among the cacti until, just as he’d expected, he found a wooden hatch flush with the ground and hidden under the brush.


      They might not be expecting him to come in the back way, but even so, he would be an idiot not to expect an armed guard immediately inside.


      Silently, he worked the latch, grateful for the darkness that was swiftly falling over the desert. He glanced up before entering. Bad luck. The full moon was rising.


      He quickly lifted the door and slid through, stopping at the top of a flight of stairs leading down into the lair. As he’d expected, there were guards on duty: two of Carl’s chowhounds. Luckily they weren’t taking their work seriously. They were standing together, rifles slung over their shoulders, extolling the virtues of the Cuban cigars Bailey had procured for them.


      Saxon marveled at the fact that they were so involved in their conversation that they didn’t see the sliver of moonlight that slipped in with him—or him. They didn’t hear him, and they didn’t smell him. Maybe Carl had convinced his crew that brute strength alone made them superior, but these brutes were capable merely of chewing up the unwary.


      Whatever the reason for it, their lackadaisical attitude worked for Saxon.


      He was able to step right up to the two of them as if intrigued by their conversation and equally enchanted by their Cuban cigars.


      “Nice,” he said.


      When they looked up, he cracked their skulls together.


      They fell without a whimper.


      He was hindered by the fact that he had no idea where he was going or just how extensive this underground lair was, but he was also determined to succeed.


      He moved quietly through the hallway, listening, barely breathing. He heard music—the kind of music that belonged in an epic fantasy film, accompanying a phalanx of armed horsemen as they galloped out to do righteous battle.


      He turned a corner, following the music, then paused. He could see a group of about twenty wolves in human form inside a room, the same room where the music was playing.


      And among the werewolves gathered there he saw his quarry: old Carl Bailey.


      Old he might be, but Carl Bailey was anything but decrepit. He’d been around for centuries. Werewolves weren’t immortal, but they aged very slowly.


      Carl looked like a distinguished gentleman of sixty-plus. His hair was silver-gray. His posture was still straight. He had his share of wrinkles, but they sat well on his sharp-boned face, adding character rather than age.


      He was gesturing animatedly, speaking over the music—stirring up the passions of a roomful of his fellow werewolves.


      “It is time! It is time to rise up and become all that we can be! The rules—the laws we have forced ourselves to obey—they are not for such magnificent creatures as our kind. We are strong. We are predators. The laws of men are not for us. I am your rule. I am your law. And my law says that we are meant to live and conquer as the greatest force on earth!”


      His words were met by a roar of approval.


      “Show yourselves in your true nature!”


      As Carl shouted, the men and women in the room let out a second roar—a roar that became a howl.


      Saxon watched as Carl’s followers began to change.


      Most of the werewolves that he knew personally—friends, fellow cops—managed the change in as sleek and beautiful a manner as could be imagined.


      This was not sleek or beautiful. This was something so low and brutal and ugly that he found himself staring transfixed, despite his repulsion. Clothes were ripped off. Teeth gnashed as they nipped at one another, trying to show dominance. Some changed fully, others were arrested in some blasphemous form, half human and half beast.


      Only Carl Bailey had yet to change.


      He pointed to four of the wolves in front. “You! The Elven cop is on the way. Go out into the night. Take him by surprise. Tear his limbs from his body and gnaw his bones. Rip off his face.”


      As they turned to obey, Saxon flattened himself against the wall. They were so eager to do their master’s bidding that they raced right by him.


      He followed swiftly. He hated this—hated killing. But he had no choice.


      As soon as the wolves had rounded the corner, Saxon drew the knife he kept at his calf and made a leap for the one in the rear, who went down without a sound. The next wolf died just as easily.


      The third made a sound low in his throat as he died, causing the fourth to turn. He bayed and came at Saxon, preparing to leap.


      Saxon pulled out his repeater and brought him down with one silver bullet. In the close confines of the tunnel, the report sounded like thunder.


      Saxon turned and braced himself against the onslaught he was certain would follow. When nothing happened, he moved silently back toward the meeting room and realized that the roar coming from within, combined with the music, was so loud now that they hadn’t heard a thing. He pressed himself against the wall again and listened.


      “My friends!” Carl announced. “Tonight I have the ultimate appetizer for the feast that will be our reestablishment of the old order. Tonight you will dine on the most delicate flesh.”


      Saxon tensed against the wall, readying himself for whatever was coming next.


      From across the way, a door opened and a woman was shoved into view. She was dressed in white, as blonde as a ray of sun, and appeared to shimmer even in the dark fortress of the wolves. She stood tall, staring defiantly at the werewolves slavering at her.


      That had to be Angela.


      Saxon saw that her wrists were bound with stout ropes.


      One of the half-turned creatures moved toward her.


      Before Saxon could intervene, a second woman was pushed up next to her. She, too, was bound at the wrists.


      Calleigh!


      She stood as tall and proud as her sister, a Rose Red to Angela’s shimmering Snow White.


      And when the first monster half laughed and half howled as it moved closer, she had plenty to say.


      “Look at you! You’re pathetic. Are you foolish sheep when you should be wolves?” she demanded. “Follow this man and he will lead you straight to death! Do you think the vampires will stand idly by and let you destroy the precarious existence they’ve established in the world of men? That the Elven will let you rule viciously and unchallenged? Touch me,” she vowed, “and so help me, you will pay a bitter price.”


      The monsters hesitated, but the bloodlust still gleamed in their eyes.


      Then Carl Bailey roared out in fury, “Why are you listening to her? She’s weak, a half blood, willing to say anything to save her worthless skin. Show her the true power of her own kind—a power she has eschewed! Show her what she should have known, what she should have been!”


      He strode over to the two women and stood beside Calleigh. “She is tainted, of course, by the Elven blood she carries. She has sullied our line. But she has the wolf in her still. Watch her squirm and howl in helpless agony as you rip apart her sister—the Elven! And then let her, too, know what it means to suffer fury and death.”


      Saxon prepared to move, but the instant Carl reached toward Angela, Calleigh leaped between them and raised her hands, breaking her bonds.


      And then she raked her hand across his face, her nails leaving gashes and long ribbons of blood that drizzled down his cheeks.


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 6


      Carl Bailey let out a cry of rage that seemed to shake the walls.


      He changed then, for long seconds becoming some horrible parody of both wolf and man. There were split seconds of horror-movie recall in which it seemed he was nothing but bones, teeth and a macabrely grinning mask, sheets of sinew and muscle, and then...


      Then he became the biggest, most vicious-looking silver wolf ever to walk the earth.


      He cast back his head and let out a howl that seemed to shatter the earth.


      Saxon dug in his pocket for his phone and hit speed dial, praying he would get a signal this deep underground. He knew that if the call went through, his fellow cops would have his location and hear the terrifying cacophony.


      No more waiting.


      Saxon leaped into the fray, aiming his gun and its specially made silver bullets at the crowd.


      “Stop!” he demanded as the room went still. “Do you all want to die?”


      “Take him, you fools!” Carl Bailey roared, back in half-human form. “He can’t kill you!”


      “This gun is loaded with silver bullets—I sure as hell can kill you!” Saxon responded.


      One of the half-changed wolves stepped toward him. “Silver bullets? Sure!” He laughed.


      Saxon shot him.


      He dropped.


      The crowd surged forward and Saxon shot indiscriminately into the wall of fur and flesh.


      Carl Bailey took a standing leap that carried him over Saxon’s head to take up a position behind his acolytes, where their flesh protected him from harm. His followers howled and screamed, shifting between forms in their fury and terror and pain.


      “Control yourselves! He can’t kill all of us!”


      Saxon shouted to be heard above the din. “Let the women walk out of here with me and there will be no more death!”


      For a moment there was silence except for the whimpers of those who had been wounded.


      Several others lay dead on the floor.


      “Stop this!” Saxon shouted. “Stop this cycle of death!” He walked into the center of the room, despite knowing that this action left his back exposed and that he didn’t have enough silver bullets to take them all down.


      But this was wrong.


      It was wrong anytime any race or religion set out to destroy or enslave another, to take all the power and use it without mercy.


      “You are powerful,” he exhorted them. “And because you’re powerful, your responsibility is to protect others, not use them and destroy them. What is the matter with you? There has never been a force so great in the history of the world that it has managed to subjugate all men, all races, forever. They will rise against you—and you will be exterminated. Follow Carl Bailey and they will find a way to hunt you down and kill you. All of you. Even the mortals—frail as they may seem—will show you abilities you never dreamed they possessed. What they lack in strength they make up for in cunning. They, too, are capable of cruelty—but they’re also capable of laws and compromise and governance to protect the weak among them.”


      He heard growling.... But he also heard whimpering, a sound that could mean pain—or a fierce desire to heed his words held in check only by fear.


      “Stop the death—including your own,” he commanded them.


      “Saxon!”


      He heard Calleigh cry his name in warning and whirled to see one of Carl Bailey’s die-hard lieutenants leaping at him.


      He fired at point-blank range, and the wolf went down like a rock.


      “Fools! He can’t shoot all of you at once!” Carl shouted.


      Saxon was grateful for his acute Elven hearing. Grateful that he knew one of the wolves was nearly on his back. He spun, thrusting an elbow into the creature’s side with a force that sent his attacker flying back against the wall.


      “The women! He can’t shoot the women!” someone—apparently brighter than Carl—called out.


      Damn! The creature was right. He had to reach them before the werewolves did.


      He swung around, shooting the two creatures separating him from Calleigh and Angela. Then he leaped to join the women, who immediately flanked him. He quickly handed Angela his knife so that she could cut herself free.


      “We’re getting out,” he told them quietly. “We need to back up along the hall and around the corner. Block the way, so they can’t surround us. It’ll force them to come at us a few at a time.”


      Their barely perceptible nods assured him that they’d heard him, and as a group they moved backward along the passageway.


      He kept his gun on the crowd, and they moved as quickly as they dared.


      “You’ll never get out—this place is a labyrinth!” Carl warned. He was making his way through what remained of the hesitant crowd, but he kept two of his followers in the lead as lupine shields.


      “You’re killing your own people, Bailey,” Saxon persisted. “Doesn’t that matter to you?” Carl responded in growls, so Saxon addressed the throng. “Don’t you see? You’re expendable to him. He calls you magnificent creatures, tells you you’re poised for greatness, but he treats you as puppets, as tools in his rise to power!”


      “Stairs. Stairs behind us,” Calleigh whispered to him.


      His feet touched something.


      He looked down, and his stomach rebelled.


      He was very much afraid that he’d found the craps dealer.


      He was a pile of bone and ripped clothing, broken and gnawed limbs, blood and death.


      He heard Angela moan softly.


      “Hold yourself together. You can do this,” he told her. “You are Elven.”


      He sensed rather than saw her nod. She swallowed and kept moving with him. One by one, with Saxon going last, they backed their way up the narrow stairway.


      “The door,” he whispered to Angela, who was first to reach the top. “Just push it up.”


      He caught Calleigh’s eyes. Beautiful eyes. They were wolf eyes, that extraordinary glittering gold shot through with green.


      He’d known that werewolves could be remarkable, just as he’d known that all sentient beings came with a capacity for evil. But overall they were good, driven by the desire to live and let live. The fight for survival had made monsters of many in the past, humans included. But laws and rules created a world where everyone could live and prosper.


      Until you threw a Carl Bailey into the mix.


      Saxon kept his eyes trained on the wolves that were still stalking them, step by step.


      He heard Angela open the hatch at the top of the stairs and climb through.


      “Go!” he shouted to her. “Run!”


      He felt Calleigh behind him.


      “Go,” he ordered her. “Take your sister and get out of here.”


      The minute she was through, he followed, slamming the hatch down and jamming the latch with a nearby rock. He felt Calleigh next to him and knew from the tension in her body that something was wrong.


      He spun quickly...


      ...and found himself facing the captain.


      Captain Clark Bower. The man who was so near to retirement—the man who had ordered Saxon to put an end to the chaos.


      And he had a semiautomatic trained on the three of them.


      Saxon stepped onto the wooden hatch to further delay the werewolves and weighed his odds.


      Elven could heal almost magically, but they weren’t immune to bullets, silver or otherwise. Elven had tremendous strength—but a bullet in the heart trumped the strongest muscle.


      “Captain,” he said, his shock evident in his voice. “You’re in on this? You’re human, for God’s sake.”


      “Human, hardworking and tired as hell. I’ve watched monsters—human monsters—do terrible things, go to court, blame it on a video game and be acquitted. I’ve been shot, stabbed, beaten and nearly ripped to shreds by a junkie running on coke and adrenaline. And now—now I have a retirement package that wouldn’t support a poodle for a month. Sorry, Saxon. You’re a good cop, a good guy. But I’m ready to savor the fruits of a long career as provided by those with the true power. Carl Bailey will set me up in a penthouse for life with a monthly allowance that will keep me well into my twilight years.”


      Saxon could hear the wolves banging at the hatch beneath his feet.


      “Step aside,” the captain told him.


      He held his ground. “Why is it that we can all be so incredibly stupid when we want to be seduced?” he asked. “Carl Bailey used Monty Reilly and dozens of others, and he’s using you. He tricked a weak young man into doing his bidding tonight, and he’s tricking you. He intends to kill everyone who helps him as soon as he’s done using them.”


      The captain’s gun remained on Saxon; his hands were steady.


      “I’m an old man, Saxon. Old and tired. I know you. I know all about you. You can afford to let the years go by. You can grow very, very old and still be in your prime.”


      A board burst beneath Saxon’s feet. The pack would be bursting free any second.


      “Let the women go,” he said to the captain. “Let them go—give them a chance to escape—and I’m yours.”


      “No!” Calleigh cried. “No, listen, Captain, please...please, look at me!”


      Saxon frowned, about to protest, but Calleigh had already drawn the captain’s attention.


      Yet she just stared at him, hopefully, searchingly, as if speaking to him through the changing expressions in her eyes. What was happening? Suddenly Saxon remembered how he had watched her dancing in that glass enclosure, remembered how their eyes had met, the way she had watched him with complete disdain—and yet he had kept staring at her...hypnotized.


      Just as the captain now seemed to be under her spell, his gun hand down by his side, his expression slack.


      But before the captain relaxed so fully that he dropped his gun, there was a massive bang as the hatch shuddered beneath Saxon’s feet, and the sound broke the spell.


      The captain realized his imminent danger and pointed his gun directly at Saxon’s chest....


      The crack of a bullet split the night.


      Time seemed to slow as Saxon braced himself for the pain. Yet nothing ripped into his flesh. Instead, as he watched, a red stain spread out over the captain’s chest and he fell forward.


      “Dirk!” Angela cried. An angelic smile illuminating her face, she rushed forward into the arms of the man who had come to her rescue.


      Saxon stared in surprise. Dirk stared back. He was shaking, but his arm was around Angela, holding her close. His voice was barely a whisper. “I had to come. I love her.”


      “Great,” Calleigh said. “Now get her out of here.”


      “Get them both out of here,” Saxon snapped at Dirk.


      The wood beneath his feet was splintering. “For the love of God, get them both out of here now!”


      Everything seemed to happen at once. Calleigh shoved her sister and Dirk, pushing them away.


      The hatch shuddered as it started to give, and Saxon moved to the side, ready to fight for his life.


      Then the wailing of sirens resounded in the night, and flashes of headlights cut erratically through the darkness.


      The cavalry was arriving at last.


      Dirk finally grabbed Angela’s hand and raced with her toward the road.


      The hatch burst open.


      Calleigh stood shoulder to shoulder with Saxon as the werewolves surged forth in full, vicious splendor. He started shooting and didn’t stop, and they began to fall, the dead delaying the living and buying him time. But there were just too many of them, and one injured wolf hurtled into him, nearly dragging him down.


      Calleigh whirled and shoved, using her strength to send the wolf flying.


      They backed away from the hatchway, Saxon still shooting, but there were so many of them. Too many.


      For every werewolf that fell, at least two more came.


      But then he felt the ground tremble as the squad cars came roaring up, and dust rose around him as he was joined by Keeghan McMurtree and a horde of men in uniform, guns blazing.


      “Werewolves... Your bullets...” Saxon began.


      “Silver, of course,” McMurtree said with a grin.


      The wolves fell by the dozens then, dying as animals, twisting in their death throes, becoming human again. Someone rushed past Saxon, and he realized that it was Calleigh. She was carrying a tear-gas grenade that she’d taken from one of the cops, and she was streaking toward the open hole in the desert floor.


      “Calleigh!”


      He called her name just as Carl Bailey appeared in his mammoth silver glory. He raked out a massive hairy paw and brought her down, then dragged her against his massive chest and open, slavering jaws. The grenade fell into the hatch.


      Choking fumes rolled out and filled the night air.


      Saxon couldn’t fire: he might hit Calleigh.


      Saxon shoved his way through the stragglers still coming at him and pitched himself atop Carl Bailey’s shimmering silver back. He clawed at the wolf with a strength he’d never even suspected he possessed. His gun went flying as he wrapped an arm around Carl’s massive neck and tightened it in a choke hold.


      Distracted by the attack, Carl loosened his grip on Calleigh, who slipped free as Saxon and the wolf rolled together through the dust and dirt. Cacti pierced Saxon’s flesh, but he didn’t feel a thing.


      Finally Carl pinned the Elven cop beneath him, and Saxon looked up and saw Carl’s predatory eyes on his. Saw his gaping maw. Saw his canines as he bent down, saliva dripping, to savage Saxon’s throat.


      Elven had strength, Saxon reminded himself.


      And cunning...


      He waited, then rolled at the last second.


      The werewolf took in a mouthful of dust, and Saxon leaped to his feet.


      Carl made a quick recovery, rising and standing for a moment, silhouetted against the moon, a giant silver-haired man-wolf in all his strength and glory.


      And then a shot rang out and he fell.


      Blood soaked the ground beneath his body as he melted back into human form.


      Saxon turned and saw Calleigh holding his gun in a two-handed grip, arms still outstretched, ready to shoot again. And she was shaking.


      He walked over and wrapped his arm around her. She was beautiful, tall, slender, vulnerable there in the darkness.


      He didn’t speak; he just held her. He could hear McMurtree and the others finishing their cleanup of the remaining combatants.


      Calleigh pressed closer to him. “I’ve just killed my own kind,” she said softly.


      “You had to,” he said. “You saved my life.”


      She flashed him a smile. “No, you saved all our lives. I’m not sure he would have been a match for you, but...”


      “But?”


      Her eyes met his. The same eyes that could seduce, that could kindle with pure wickedness, were, at this moment, completely giving, and as bright and beautiful as the sun.


      “I don’t like to take chances, you know?” she whispered.


      McMurtree walked over to them and gestured at the bodies strewed across the desert. “How the hell are we going to explain this?” he asked.


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 7


      The City News and Herald

      Las Vegas


      Desert Raid Puts End to Militia Threat


      

      



      A violent militia group with an underground stronghold and vast cache of weapons was brought down last night in the desert outside Las Vegas.


      Inside the secret underground complex police found evidence connecting the dissidents to the recent deaths and disappearances in the city. Police speculate that the militia leader orchestrated the violence to destabilize the city and facilitate an attempt to take control.


      The death toll is still being determined, but police have revealed that two prisoners being held by the cult were freed in the raid. The names of the dead are presently being withheld, pending notification of next of kin.


      Captain Clark Bower of the police is among the dead; his position is being temporarily filled by Lieutenant Keeghan McMurtree, one of the officers who led the assault.


      Further information will be made available as it is released to the press.


      

      



      “Not bad,” Calleigh said, putting down the paper.


      She and Saxon had escaped the frenzy in Vegas and taken a suite in a luxury hotel in Reno. Calleigh was curled up next to Saxon on a deeply upholstered love seat. He was staring out at a view that, unlike what every window in downtown Vegas offered, was not of neon lights or man-made towers.


      These plate-glass windows looked out over the majestic splendor of the mountains.


      Calleigh touched his cheek. “Good story, don’t you think?”


      He nodded and opened his mouth to speak, but she kissed him, and that was the end of the conversation.


      * * *


      She was sleek and beautiful. She had skin like silk, radiated heat like the sun and demonstrated a range of passion to match the golden fires that burned in her eyes.


      Her kiss had the power to turn his blood to lava. She could move as if making love were the most exotic dance known to man, and she had the ability to make him forget himself and the world, leaving him absorbed in a feeling of wonder that they were alive and together.


      They lay in each other’s arms on the floor in front of a leaping fire, sated and spent.


      She turned and looked at him, stroking his face as he stared back at her in wonder.


      She smiled slowly. “News flash. Elven cop seen with Vegas entertainer. Can a true Elven find happiness with a half-breed werewolf?”


      He smiled. “I seem to be too worn-out to think of an answer.”


      She smacked his shoulder lightly. “Cut me some slack. I’m laying my heart at your feet.”


      He grinned and rolled on top of her. “You are half Elven,” he reminded her. “Making love...it’s a pretty amazing deal for the Elven, you know.”


      She touched him, intimately. Even now she could get him sizzling again, kindle another fire in his loins—and fingertips, muscles, tendons, blood, toes....


      “I know,” she told him wickedly.


      “I know I won’t ever let you out of my sight again,” he told her.


      They both jumped at a thunderous knocking at their door.


      “Get dressed,” he said to her, reaching for his jeans.


      A moment later he checked to make sure she was decent, then made his way to the door, checked the peephole and opened it, his expression a mix of welcome and surprise.


      Keeghan McMurtree smiled and walked in, accompanied by an entire group of Keepers. He immediately started making introductions. “This is Brad Thierson, Keeper of the New York City werewolves.”


      “And we’re all appalled by what Monty Reilly let happen in Vegas,” Thierson said.


      “I’m Eamon MacDonald, leprechaun Keeper, Dublin,” another man said.


      The introductions went on, with Calleigh standing behind Saxon, both of them confused as to what the hell was going on.


      “Think we can sit down?” McMurtree finally asked.


      Saxon nodded, and Calleigh led the way, seating them and asking if she could get them something to drink.


      “I’m not going to waste time here,” McMurtree said to Saxon once everyone was settled. “You’ve been chosen to head a new council.”


      “What? Why me? And what kind of council?”


      “A council of Keepers,” McMurtree explained.


      “But I’m not a Keeper,” Saxon said.


      “Doesn’t matter—hell, maybe your independence makes you an even better choice,” McMurtree told him. “You see the need for a centralized system of regulations, of checks and balances, the one to insist that the Keepers need to have the power to maintain control, so that they don’t fall prey to the powers of the very beings they are born to control.” McMurtree grinned. “All you have to do is set the date and the place, and Keepers from all over the world will be called to a summit. Bailey wanted a New World Order—well, we’re going to create one, and it’s going to be based on a code that’s fair and rational and backed up by the power of a worldwide network of Keepers. It’s complex. I realize that. But we need you—not just as a figurehead, but because of your ethics and your beliefs, your strength and your courage.”


      Saxon looked at Calleigh, awed, uncertain, even a little bit afraid of the responsibility that was being handed to him.


      “Put your money where your mouth is, big boy,” she suggested softly.


      He stood. He was being given the opportunity to be part of something that could change the world—and not only his world—for the better.


      “When do we begin?” he asked huskily.


      “In the morning,” McMurtree told him. “Invitations will go out across the world and a true governing council for the underworld races will become a reality.”


      With that announcement, McMurtree stood and pulled Saxon in for a hug.


      Moments later the visitors were gone, and Saxon looked at Calleigh. “Is it possible?” he asked.


      She slipped into his arms. “All things are possible,” she whispered, her eyes meeting his. “All things. Because I’m here, with you.”


      He took her into his arms. When she was with him, he realized, he did indeed believe that all things were possible.


      “News flash,” he said. “Elven cop finds life, purpose and everlasting happiness in the arms of a half-breed werewolf.”


      And just in case she wasn’t sure he meant what he’d said, he proceeded to demonstrate exactly how true his words had been.


      * * * * *
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      If you loved The Gatekeeper, don’t miss the next titles in The Keepers: L.A. series, an epic new paranormal quartet led by New York Times bestselling author Heather Graham.
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      Keeper of the Night by Heather Graham (January 2013)

      Keeper of the Moon by Harley Jane Kozak (March 2013)

      Keeper of the Shadows by Alexandra Sokoloff (May 2013)

      Keeper of the Dawn by Heather Graham (July 2013)


      And don’t forget to check out how it all started with

      the first three books in The Keepers series!
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      The Shifters by Alexandra Sokoloff
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      The Wolven by Deborah LeBlanc
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