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“So, you wanted to talk?”



That voice was the definition of sultry. Tori swayed to the music, her pelvis bumping against Dante’s every few seconds, her fingers stroking the hair at his nape.

There were too many people on the crowded dance floor to talk about what he wanted to. Plus he wasn’t sure he could keep his mind focused on the conversation while she was plastered against him like she was. “Not here,” he murmured close to her ear.

Dante felt the shiver that went through her. She turned her face so that their lips were less than an inch apart. Amber flickered in her eyes and her breath tickled across his cheek. The slight curve of her belly brushed against his groin again, eliciting a resulting hardness to his lower body.

Before he could talk himself out of it, he dropped his mouth onto hers. His entire focus centered on the woman in his arms. Everything else—all the noise, the smells of the club—faded away. His heart thundered in his ears. Her tongue, tasting slightly of chocolate and amaretto and wholly of hot, sensual woman, twined with his…






I’d like to dedicate this book to my sister,
my most stalwart fan.

 

 








Chapter One



Hard muscles rippled beneath skin and fur. Sharp teeth reformed themselves. Bones crunched, shifted, and realigned. Glossy brown fur receded, leaving behind only silken, tanned skin as wolf became human.

Became woman.

Hugging her knees to her chest, Victoria Joseph took several shuddering breaths and fought her way back from the mind of the wolf. Perspiration dotted her skin. Her body ached, muscles flexed and quivered, recovering from the shock and pain of transformation. As the last of the wolf retreated inside, giving her one final slash of pain through her midsection, a soft moan escaped her. She took another deep breath, the humidity of the August morning traveling deep into her lungs. The rain overnight had cleared out, but not before it had tamped down the pollen and dust that ordinarily floated in the air. It was monsoon season in the Sonoran Desert. Even with the rise in humidity, unbearable with the hundred degree temperatures, she loved this time of year. Monsoon storms were wild, swift, and deadly yet they spoke to her soul.

She skirted a large saguaro and, with arms that still trembled, shoved aside a large rock to retrieve the plastic bag she’d stashed there earlier. She pulled out a bottle of water and took a long drink, then another and another until she’d downed it all. She’d learned a long time ago to rehydrate as soon as possible after a shift. Otherwise she’d be in real danger of passing out from the strain of the metamorphosis.

Dropping the bottle back into the bag, Tori drew out clean clothing and shoes. Once dressed, she tucked her cell phone into the front pocket of her jeans and plaited her long hair in a French braid. She hiked the mile back through the desert to the trailhead where she’d left her car. Whenever she went wolf, she wanted to get out where she’d have some degree of solitude, and the McDowell Sonoran Preserve afforded that, especially at night.

As she steered the Mini Cooper into her driveway, the sun began to rise over the eastern mountains, sending alternating shafts of light and shadow across the valley floor. She shut off the engine and sat there a moment, enjoying the stillness of the dawn, and wondered if her brother was awake yet. Randall had shown up four days prior without warning. The last time she’d seen him had been just before they were stripped of their bodies and put in a holding cell for decades. Their souls had then been sent through a rift between dimensions as punishment for a horrific crime committed by their cousin. As incorporeal entities they’d been drawn to Earth, to the bounty of human bodies available for the taking, for instinctively they’d known if they didn’t take a host they’d die. She’d ended up in London in the body of a woman making her living on the streets of the East End. Through the years, she’d managed to get away from that kind of lifestyle, and the new Victoria Joseph had made her way to the United States at the turn of the twentieth century.

Rand, she’d found out just recently, had gone into a man in a small village outside of Manchester. It might as well have been the other side of the world. In 1866, it had been impossible to even begin to try to find him. She’d been alone, a stranger in a borrowed body, overcoming the guilt at displacing the rightful owner while trying to find her way in a primitive world. Staying alive was about all she could do for a long time.

She and her brother hadn’t seen each other in nearly a hundred and fifty years until he’d shown up on her doorstep, a familiar spirit in a stranger’s body. She’d known him instantly. He was the same sweet brother she remembered, yet he was different in some ways. More withdrawn and evasive with a chaser of surly. But even with the newfound secrecy, she would take what she could get. He was family. She was willing to overlook a few eccentricities and irritating behaviors to have him with her again.

Tori just wished she knew what to do to make him more at ease. He’d had some predisposition toward obsessive-compulsive behavior before the Influx of 1866, but those tendencies seemed to be exacerbated here. Perhaps the human he’d ended up inhabiting, Randall Langston, had also had such predilections.

With a sigh she got out of the car and let herself into her small two-bedroom rental. Smells of lavender and vanilla assailed her from the various bowls of potpourri she had scattered around the house. Her job as werewolf liaison to the Council of Preternaturals was more often than not dark and full of violence, and as a werewolf she was predisposed to be more aggressive in nature than an ordinary human woman. So when she came home she wanted calm and tranquility. She needed it in order to slough off the stress of the day.

Tori drew in a breath and held it a moment, letting the tranquil setting of her home seep into her spirit. Neutral beige and cream furniture was piled with blue and green pillows, and the same color scheme played out on the walls. The wooden wind chimes on the back patio clinked, the sound coming to her as clearly as if she were standing beside them.

She didn’t need to use her keen werewolf hearing to pick up the snores coming from Rand’s bedroom. He rarely arose much before noon, preferring to stay up until the wee hours of morning and run as a wolf as much as possible.

She tried to get over his choosing to run alone instead of with her. After all, he’d been on his own just like she had, and he was much more of a loner than she’d ever been. But it bothered her. Why had he gone to the trouble of locating her if he didn’t want to spend any time with her? It was as natural for werewolves to run as a pack, even a small pack of two, as it was to breathe.

Tori moved quietly through the house, not wanting to wake him. She undressed in her bedroom, putting her cell phone on the nightstand. After she took a quick shower, she slipped into a robe and padded barefoot into the kitchen. She was starving, which wasn’t unusual after a shift. She pulled some raw hamburger meat out of the fridge and gulped down a couple of handfuls—just enough to satisfy her inner wolf. She’d long ago gotten over the gross factor of eating raw meat.

That first time, she’d been half asleep and had come wide awake when she realized she was chowing down on raw liver. She’d soon discovered that the longer she denied the wolf its meal, the more violent it became when it finally got out. As long as she fed it regularly, she could shift without worrying that she’d kill someone.

She dumped some granola into a bowl and added a few diced strawberries. She poured herself a cup of coffee and went into her bedroom, closing the door with a soft snick behind her. She placed the cup and bowl on the end table and went over to her bookshelf. Reaching for a well-worn paperback, she pulled it off the shelf and went back to her queen-sized bed. She perched on the edge and opened the book in the middle, staring down at the pages before her.

She spooned cereal into her mouth and slipped a finger into the book to retrieve the small black device nestled into the area she’d cut out. The size of a cell phone, it was about half an inch thick with a couple of small knobs and two retractable antennae at one end. Tobias Caine, former vampire liaison to the preternatural council and now a member of the same, had given it to her two weeks ago. Apparently, he and his wife, Nix, had acquired it months ago but held onto it in secret, waiting for a safe moment to hand it off to her.

As Tobias had put it, he’d chosen Tori because she had two things he needed: a background in radio communications and the ability to keep her mouth shut. Discretion was most important until they figured out the gadget’s purpose. She’d been honored that he trusted her with such a task.

He’d also given her the schematics, though they weren’t very useful in getting the thing to work. Oh, she’d managed to turn it on, but within minutes a voice had spoken in the standard language of the other dimension, asking for a password. She’d quickly turned the device off. Now, as she studied the thing, turning it over and over in her hands, she tried to figure out how to activate it without having someone on the other side know. The schematics didn’t seem to indicate that, at least not that she could tell. Perhaps it wasn’t possible.

She wouldn’t know until she tried. As far as she knew, only three other people knew she was in possession of this little doohickey—Tobias, his wife, Nix, and Dante MacMillan, a human detective who’d been right in the middle of the action when the device had come to light. Her resources were limited.

Tori finished her cereal and set the bowl back down on the nightstand. Grabbing her coffee, she took a sip and carried the cup as she went to her dresser. She opened her lingerie drawer and lifted her panties out of the way so she could pick up the folded schematics. She shoved the drawer closed with her hip. Going back to the bed, she spread out the plans and stared down at them while she sipped her coffee.

There were drawings of gears and lines and sections for a first amplifier and a second amplifier, R-F output, a resonator, and at least two doublers. Mostly though, it was a lot of letters and numbers that must have meant something to the person who’d drawn them up, but she couldn’t decipher it. Not yet, anyway.

She placed her empty cup on the table and folded the paper up again. Sitting on the edge of the bed, she slid the schematics under her pillow for the time being and stared down at the device. The idea that this little thing could open up a mini rift amazed and frightened her. What was the purpose? Oh, she knew enough to figure that right now it was used to communicate from one dimension to the other. But there had to be more to it than that. What nefarious plans were being hatched, and by whom? Tobias hadn’t told her from whom he’d gotten the device, just that the person had been mad with ambition.

Tori picked up the black apparatus and brought it closer to peer at the small knobs. She couldn’t discern any labels or hash marks on the casing, nothing to indicate what function each knob had. She needed to get a magnifying glass to tell for sure.

The more she studied this thing, the more intrigued she became. It really was an ingenious contraption created by an imaginative and clever inventor. What had been his intention behind building it? Had he meant to make mischief? Or had his plans been more altruistic than that?

A quick rap on her bedroom door was followed by the door swinging open. Rand poked his head around the edge. “Good morning. You went out early. Or is it that you came in late?” His head tipped to one side as if he were considering a complicated brain teaser. “Oh well, no matter. What’s that?” he asked, his gaze on the device in her hand. He came into the room wearing jeans, his chest and feet bare.

“Rand!” Tori closed her fist around the object in question and fought the urge to hide it behind her back. She wanted to deflect him from the device, not call attention to it, and putting her hand behind her back would make him all the more curious.

Lifting a hand, he lazily scratched his chest. His mouth opened wide in a huge yawn.

“You can’t just barge in here. You need to wait for me to tell you to come in.” She scowled at him. “What if I’d been getting dressed?”

“Then I’d have seen bits of you I don’t necessarily want to see,” he said. Tori had lost her East End accent long ago, but even after all these decades, Rand’s tones still held the flavor of his British human host. He stuck his fingers into the front pockets of his jeans and hunched his shoulders. “I dare say I’d have recovered from the shock eventually.” He glanced at her hand. “So, what is that?”

Though she was certain she could trust her brother, she was duty-bound not to divulge the secret. She liked Tobias. More than that, she admired him. She wouldn’t betray his trust in her. As nonchalantly as she could, she replied, “It’s just an MP3 player a friend asked me to try to fix for him.”

Rand raised his brows, skepticism shadowing his eyes. “And why would he think you could fix it?”

“I was a radio communications technician back in the day. I’ve kept up with all the new gadgets as a hobby,” was all she offered. She didn’t want to talk to him about serving as a communications officer in the American Army during World War II. If he was as pacifistic as he’d been before their Influx, he wouldn’t approve. She was sure he’d felt right at home during the sixties. Hell, he probably started the whole “Make Love Not War” movement. He would overlook the nobility of the cause, and right now she didn’t want to get into an argument with him. Not when they’d just found each other again.

It was time for a change of subject. “So, what do you think of Arizona?” She kept her eyes on him and her hand wrapped around the device. It wouldn’t do for him to get too close a look or he’d see it wasn’t an MP3 player. She kept her voice cheery, hoping to distract him. “I mean, I know you’ve been here only a few days, but how do you like it so far?”

Her brother looked like he wanted to pursue the other topic, but for now he let it drop, for which she was grateful. While ordinarily she had no problems discussing her job or, in this case, a special assignment, this situation was different. He was her brother, and she didn’t like being deceitful with him. She wanted him to feel like he could trust her because maybe, just maybe, he’d be more inclined to stay. But if he thought she was being disingenuous with him, it could be all the encouragement he needed to leave.

“I don’t know,” Rand said. His shoulders hunched further. “I like it well enough, I suppose. I don’t believe I’ll be staying here for the long term, though.” He grimaced. “It’s hotter than hell, for one thing. I mean, who the hell lives where it’s a hundred and ten degrees, for crying out loud?”

“Right now it’s hot, yeah. But it’s perfect in the winter months.” Tori bit back her disappointment. Rand didn’t have to stay in Scottsdale with her, but she’d like him to be close. “And of course I want you to stay here, but wherever you end up, we have to stay in touch.”

“Absolutely.” He walked over to her dresser, making her stiffen for a moment. Not that there was anything he could get into—the schematics to the device were under her pillow. When all he did was stick a finger into the glass bowl of potpourri, she relaxed. He stirred the fragrant mixture around, making the scent of lavender and vanilla permeate the room. “It’s been great to finally find you,” he said without glancing her way, his tone one of a stranger making small talk. They might as well go back to discussing the weather.

He sounded less enthused about being with her than she’d like. It befuddled her. What was going on beneath that brush cut? She’d thought they had been on their way toward rebuilding the relationship that had been put on hold by their trip through the rift all those years ago, yet he seemed remarkably disinterested.

Before she could delve into it further, her cell phone rang. With a murmured apology, she slipped the rift device under her pillow and then grabbed her phone from the nightstand. She noticed her brother’s sharp eyes hadn’t missed the fact that she’d hidden the alleged MP3 player. She’d have to make sure to find a better hiding place than a book and her underwear drawer. She answered the phone on the second ring. “Hello?”

“Got a brouhaha over on Chaparral, just east of Hayden,” the council dispatcher said without any formal greeting. He was an irascible werebear who didn’t put up with a lot of crap, though he sure could dish it out. “Local LEOs have things in hand at the moment, but you need to get your furry self over there.”

“What happened?” All business, she rose from the bed and headed toward her closet. For now, at least, the Scottsdale police had things under control. She paused as she reached for a blouse and wondered if Dante MacMillan was already at the scene. A sensual shiver worked its way through her. There was something about that man, something that, even though he was human, called to everything feminine and primal within her.

“Some kind of skirmish between a werewolf and a vamp,” the dispatcher answered, drawing her back to the conversation, “with a human bystander caught between ’em. Think the human’s okay, though. Well, mostly okay.” The werebear gave a little growl. “As okay as one of ’em can be in the middle of a fight between two prets, I suppose. But you need to get over there pronto.”

“Ten-four.” She grinned at the dispatcher’s disgruntled snarl. He really hated it when she used police codes. Tori rang off and looked at her brother. She shoved the phone into the pocket of her robe. As she pulled the blouse from its hanger, she started, “Rand, I—”

“Let me guess,” her brother said. His voice held a hint of sarcasm that dismayed her. “You have to go.”

She nodded and went to her dresser to pull out a clean pair of jeans. “Rand, we really—”

He slashed a hand through the air. His face darkened, glittering gaze meeting hers. “Just forget it, Tori. It’s always been this way with you. Job first, family second.” He sounded like a sulky child.

She tamped down a surge of irritation even as she felt the need to defend herself and her choices. “That’s not true!” She dropped her clothing on the bed and went over to him. She put her hand on his shoulder and gave it a squeeze. “I love you, you know that. And I love having you here. It’s just like old times. With you around, it makes this place, this planet, feel like home.” For the first time since she’d arrived in this strange, new world it felt…comfortable. Family made all the difference.

She was surprised to see a film of tears make his blue eyes shine. “It’s not that I don’t like being here with you,” he said, his voice low, a little hoarse. “It’s just…” He shook his head with a sigh. “I’ve always felt like I existed in your shadow. ‘Why can’t you be more like your sister?’” he mimicked in an excellent approximation of their father’s bellicose tones. “‘Your sister never disappoints us.’” He went back to his normal voice. “I knew he was disappointed in me. Always disappointed. And I’m just not sure that, if I stay, things will be any different. I’ll be known as Tori’s little brother, the inept one. The loser.”

“Rand, no you won’t.” Tori felt much more compelled to build up Rand’s self-esteem than to defend her father. He had been strict, demanding perfection from a son who was too emotionally fragile to withstand the pressure. She gave her brother’s shoulder another squeeze. “You’re not inept. And Father loved you. You know he did.”

“Did he?” Rand shrugged. His fingers started tapping against his thigh. “Whatever.” He wore the same churlish expression he had when he’d been a teen. She felt momentary dismay that he could still be so immature. Hadn’t he learned anything from his trip through the rift? Had he not grown at all in the century and a half they’d been on Earth? He seemed to shake his mood, because a slight smile tilted his lips. He lifted his hands, spreading them in a sheepish gesture. “Listen, I’m just being…” He shook his head. “Don’t pay any attention to me. Go. Get to work. Save the day,” he said in an approximation of a superhero’s voice.

She returned his smile, though she couldn’t get rid of the worry niggling at the back of her mind. He was lost and alone and resisting her attempts to make him part of her life again. If she pushed too hard she might lose him again. On impulse, she hugged him and quickly released his thin but firm body. Anyone who made the mistake of thinking he’d be physically weak might make the last mistake of their lives. She pressed a kiss to his cheek and tried to ignore the sour-milk scent of his sullen discontent. “I’ll see you later, all right? We’ll have dinner together. Think about what you’d like, and I’ll stop by the grocery store on my way home.” She searched his eyes, looking for a sign, any sign, of what he might be thinking, what he was feeling. “We’ll talk. Catch up some more.”

“Yeah. Sure.” He gave another smile, though this one was definitely forced. With a nod he left the room, pulling the door closed behind him.

Tori grabbed the device and schematics from beneath her pillow. She slipped the folded paper into the pocket of a fleece jacket she hardly ever wore and tucked the device into the toe of one of her boots. The jeans she shimmied into were formfitting, and the blouse was frothy in various shades of turquoise. Her women’s athletic shoes were serviceable with bright purple along the edge of the sole. Being a werewolf was so much a part of what she was, she needed to find ways to feel like a woman. To be feminine. To be more than the beast. Purple shoes and filmy blouses helped.

She brushed her still-damp hair and braided it, then slipped her brush into the fanny pack she usually wore instead of carrying a purse. After shrugging into her shoulder holster, she retrieved her Magnum from the gun safe. It was a requirement of the council that all liaisons, in essence law enforcement officers for preternaturals, had to carry guns. Tori didn’t usually mind, but sometimes the gun was the least favorite part of her job. While it often made her feel sexy, it rarely made her feel feminine.

Besides, when it came to defending herself or running down a suspect, all she really needed were her claws and fangs.






Chapter Two



Tori parked her Mini behind a Scottsdale squad car and hopped out. She gave a nod to one of the uniforms standing at the perimeter of the scene, keeping the crowd at bay. Several squad cars with lights flashing marked the area of the grocery store parking lot where the action was taking place.

As she approached the police van near the group of black-and-whites, the acrid scent of drying blood wafted to her. Quickly, she scanned the scene, seeing patches of blood on the pavement and a lump of bloody material lying near the entrance to the store. Never far from her thoughts, she wondered if Dante had arrived yet, and she glanced around again, this time to suss out something, someone, entirely different. Her stomach bottomed with disappointment when she didn’t see him. Maybe because there wasn’t a human fatality he wouldn’t be dispatched. It’s not like he covered all the cases. There were several members of the Special Case squad that could be sent to work an active crime scene, but the extent of their involvement, if at all, depended on whether humans were embroiled in the action. If Dante had too much on his plate, another detective would be sent here. At that thought, her disappointment grew.

She blew out a breath and put her attention on the police van. A man sat in the back, huddled in a blanket, his hands clutching the edges in front of him to cover his nudity. Since he was naked, she had to assume he’d tangled with the vampire in his werewolf form. She grimaced. That was easier to picture than him just cavorting around in the buff. “Well, there’s the werewolf,” she murmured to herself. “Where’s the vampire?”

Glancing around, she spotted him off to one side, a couple of uniformed officers standing beside him. Their hands rested on the butts of their weapons; their eyes shifted from one another to the vampire. Tori made a mental note to keep the van between her and them in case those itchy trigger fingers weren’t held in check. The vampire liaison, Aldis Knox, was already there, taking the vamp’s statement. She lifted a hand in greeting and stopped next to another uniformed officer. “What’s the status of the human?” she asked the young cop.

“EMTs took him over to County.”

If he was taken to the hospital, it meant he’d probably gotten in the way of somebody’s teeth. “Was he bitten?” she asked.

“Looks like.” The officer gave a quick shrug. “They weren’t sure which of the EDs did it, so they’ll keep him in the secure wing until they know whether or not he’s going to turn.”

“We prefer to be called preternaturals. Or prets if it’s easier.” Tori held his gaze.

A slight flush darkened his cheeks. “Sorry?”

She couldn’t tell if his confusion was genuine or put on. “You called them”—she gestured toward the werewolf and the vampire with a swoop of one arm—“EDs. Extra-dimensionals. Most of us prefer to be called preternaturals,” she repeated, just in case he was missing her point.

“Oh.” He stared at her for a few seconds, then offered a muttered apology. “I didn’t know.”

“No problem,” she responded easily. “Now you do.” She glanced around the scene again, unable to keep from searching for Dante. She didn’t see tall and sexy anywhere. “Has Detective MacMillan arrived yet?”

“No, ma’am.”

She gave a brief nod and, as she started to move off, the officer said, “Ah, ma’am?”

Tori stopped and looked back at him.

“How does that work, exactly? Turning someone, I mean.” He gave a sheepish smile. “They explained it to us in the academy, but I didn’t really understand it.”

She was glad to educate him, figuring the more informed humans were the less they might let their imaginations overtake them. “The pret releases a little bit of their essence—a piece of their soul, if you will—into the victim’s blood. For a vampire, the timing is critical. It has to happen right before the person dies.” She remembered the first time she’d seen someone “come back” after being bitten by a vampire. The poor thing hadn’t been expecting it, and it had taken all of Knox’s considerable strength to hold the woman down while he explained what had happened. Only the sound of Tori’s voice had finally calmed the new vampire enough so that she could actually hear what Knox was telling her. Tori looked at the officer. “A shapeshifter can do it at any point during the attack. And the victim doesn’t necessarily die. But at the next full moon they will transform.”

“Okay.” He glanced over his shoulder at the vampire. He seemed much more nervous of the vamp than the shapeshifter.

Tori decided to disabuse him of any illusions he might have that werewolves weren’t a threat. He’d live longer if he learned this lesson now instead of while being maimed by teeth and claws. She leaned in and let the wolf come to life in her eyes, just a little. “We’re all just as dangerous, officer.”

His face paled and he jerked back a couple of steps. “Right. Yeah.”

She’d meant to get her point across, not scare the crap out of him. She sighed and held up a hand. “Look, I’m sorry. That was a little heavy-handed.” She put some space between them and heard his breathing even out. “Just…don’t underestimate any pret, okay? You’ll live a lot longer,” she added in a dry tone.

“Right.” He swallowed and then dipped his chin. “Thanks.”

Tori nodded and walked over to the werewolf in the blanket, unzipping her portfolio as she went. She drew a breath and frowned as she stopped at the back of the van. “Barry,” she greeted the werewolf in a calm voice. She’d discovered over the years that having such a melodious tone was at odds with her being a wolf, and it kept people off guard long enough for her to worm out more information than she might otherwise ordinarily get. She drew out her pen and jotted down the date and location on the incident report form.

“Ms. Joseph.” He briefly met her gaze and then ducked his head. She hadn’t thought it possible but his shoulders hunched even more. A definite odor of tequila and rum poured off him, though it lessened with each passing second. The smoky mixture of chagrin and irritation only grew.

“You want to tell me what happened here?” she asked.

“Not really.” At her sharp look, he cowered as if expecting a blow. When one didn’t come, he lifted his head slightly and looked up at her. Well, looked in her general direction, because he didn’t make eye contact.

“Barry,” she said. “I’m not part of your pack.” She wasn’t part of anyone’s pack, not really, unless you counted the other werewolf liaisons in the region. “I’m not going to hold you to your Omega status, okay?” It was obvious to her from his subservient demeanor that he was the lowest ranking member of his pack, one that treated him roughly, if his cowering was anything to go by.

His eyes darted to hers but he didn’t say anything.

“Now, tell me what happened.”

“He started it.” His expression turning mutinous, Barry pointed at the vampire. “He called me a mutt.” His words came out a little slurred, but she knew any intoxication he currently suffered would soon dissipate. The incredible metabolism of a werewolf made it impossible to maintain a drunken stupor for long.

She knew that from firsthand experience.

“And calling you a mutt started the fight?” She made a few notes.

“Well, no.” He shifted and pulled the blanket tighter. “He said my mother was a real bitch.” His mouth tightened. “I loved my mother.”

“I’m sure you did.” Tori held her pen at the ready. “So that’s what started the fight? Him insulting your mom?”

“No.” Barry straightened. “He said my Wilma was a shitmobile. A shitmobile!”

That seemed a strange insult to deliver to a wife or girlfriend. “I take it Wilma is your…”

“She’s a 1965 Mustang convertible.” He gave a low growl. “Shitmobile.” His face darkened. His gaze on the vamp, he started to get up.

“Barry, sit down. Now.” Shooting him a look but not changing the calm tenor of her voice, Tori jotted a few more notes on the incident report. Once Barry had sunk back down onto the seat, she looked at him. “So you let this guy insult you, insult your mom, but when he dissed your car, that’s when you let him have it?” She lifted her eyebrows. It made no sense to her, but then she didn’t have testicles.

“Wilma can’t stand up for herself. He had no business insulting her. I had to make him pay for it.” He sent a glare the vampire’s way.

Tori glanced over her shoulder to see the vampire completely ignore Barry, though she could tell by the smirk on his face he was well aware the werewolf was glowering at him. The vamp said something and then shook Knox’s hand before he walked off.

“They’re just letting him leave?” Barry jumped down out of the van, leaving the blanket behind. “What the hell!”

Shocked gasps and then titters from the crowd drifted to Tori. “Oh, for the love of…Barry!” she barked, dropping her calm voice. Barry flashing his junk was not going to garner any points with the locals. “Get your ass back in the van. And cover it up, for crying out loud.” When he started past her, she grabbed his arm and whirled him around with a snarl. She held his gaze, the wolf clawing to get out. She was determined to maintain her professionalism, despite the fact that her inner wolf wanted to let loose with teeth and claws. It always wanted to rumble. “You do not want to start something with me. Do you?”

Her voice was no longer the soothing tones she’d been using. It was low with the growl of the wolf. And he took note of it.

“No, ma’am.” He climbed back into the van and draped the blanket over his lap. “Sorry.”

Tori drew in a deep, cleansing breath. She made a few more notes on the incident report and then closed her portfolio and tucked it under her arm. She looked at Barry. “You’ll have to spend the night at the council jail, and go before the council tomorrow. They’ll decide what your punishment will be.” The western region Council of Preternaturals, made up of thirteen members representing most of the major clans of prets, handed out swift justice. It wasn’t always merciful, though, and Tori hoped Barry got a break.

“Why do I have to spend the night in the pokey but he gets to walk away?” He sat there, shoulders hunched, blanket bunched over his lap, looking like a recalcitrant child, not the vicious killer he had the potential to be. The killer he probably was. Every werewolf she’d ever known had killed at least one person. Some on purpose, some by accident.

It was something you never forgot, that first kill.

Tori pushed back guilt over dark things she herself could never undo. “Pouting on a werewolf is never pretty, Barry.” She narrowed her eyes. Referencing a popular board game, she said, “Do not pass Go, do not collect two hundred dollars. You started the fight. You’re the one who lost control, not the vamp. Just pray you weren’t the one who injured the human, or your punishment will be worse. And if you turned him, against his will…”

Barry heaved a sigh and leaned his elbows on his knees, scrubbing his face with his palms. “Oh, God,” he moaned, his voice muffled by his hands. “I am in so much trouble.”

“You very well might be.” Tori reached in and touched his arm. She remembered a time when she hadn’t made the best of choices, so she could certainly feel for him in his current situation. Faced with what he’d done, she knew he’d do anything to turn back the clock, to undo what had happened. “I’ll do what I can for you,” she murmured.

“Thanks.” He rubbed his hands over his face again and then turned his head to look at her. “I won’t cause any more trouble.” He sounded weary. Defeated.

Sooner or later the wolf broke them all. Then you learned to live with what you were, learned to accept your darker side and the atrocities it was capable of committing.

Tori lifted her chin in acknowledgment and pulled her cell phone out of her pocket. After making transportation arrangements for Barry, she put her phone away. Struck by a thought, she looked at the disheartened werewolf. “Barry, you’ve heard about the attacks in the north quadrant?”

He held up his hands. “Hey, it’s not me. I’m not stupid.”

She raised her eyebrows in unspoken disagreement. The idiot had taken on a vampire because of an insult to his car.

“Usually,” he amended with a sigh. “I’m usually not stupid.” He crossed his arms. “And I’m definitely not stupid enough to go turning people into wolves without council sanction.”

An accidental turning now and then was usually forgiven, as was an unsanctioned turning out of necessity, done to save someone’s life. But in most cases a rogue pret who willy-nilly started making other preternaturals was executed. And one who turned people against their will had no other option than to pay with his own life.

Preternatural law was efficient and deadly.

She studied Barry, saw the honesty in his eyes, smelled the light aroma of his sincerity, yet still, she had to be sure. She ripped a blank piece of paper out of her notebook and handed it to him. “Write down where you were on the fifth, sixth, ninth, and tenth. Account for every minute, Barry.” Deciding she wanted the vamp’s side of the story, Tori started toward Knox. “Sit tight,” she said to Barry over her shoulder. “Transport should be here in about half an hour.”

He gave a nod. Blowing out a breath, he leaned back against the inside of the van.

Tori’s long strides covered the distance between her and the vampire liaison quickly, but when a spicy, woodsy scent wafted her way she faltered. She glanced around and saw Dante MacMillan standing at the perimeter of the parking lot, talking to one of the uniformed officers. As she stared at him, her heartbeat picked up speed, setting up a hard thump in the pulse at the base of her throat. Mutant butterflies began doing somersaults in her stomach. Her breathing quickened.

This is ridiculous. She was a hundred and seventy-six years old, for crying out loud. Yet here she was, reacting like a schoolgirl with her first crush. But she’d have to be dead inside to not appreciate that walking advertisement for tall, dark, and sexy.

Dante’s head was bent as he listened to the officer, and the sun glinted off his dark hair. As usual, it was brushed back from his forehead, but stubborn strands insisted on falling forward. They made Tori’s fingers itch to stroke them off his face just so she could watch them flop down again. He gestured, and her attention was caught by his masculine hands. Long, square-tipped fingers and broad palms.

She’d love to feel those hands on her skin.

Dante must have felt her gaze on him, because he lifted his head and looked right at her. Sexual interest flared in his brown eyes before he turned back to the man beside him.

“Uh, Tori?”

She jerked back to awareness and looked at Knox.

“You okay?” the vampire asked. Blue eyes stared at her with a mixture of concern and bewilderment. “You’re just standing there, in the middle of the lot, staring…” His gaze drifted to Dante and he gave a soft grunt. “Ah. Never mind.”

Tori felt her cheeks heat. She’d been caught gawking at Dante like a teenager. It was mortifying. She cleared her throat and deliberately turned her back so she wouldn’t be tempted to start watching him again. “So, what did your guy have to say? What was he doing here?”

“Picking up a bottle of red wine.” Knox pointed toward a broken bottle and the spill of wine near the front door. “He said your wolf-boy attacked him without provocation.”

“Oh, come on.” She put one hand on her hip. “Barry may be a little impetuous, but even he wouldn’t go around jumping vampires without cause. Your guy definitely provoked him.”

Knox shrugged lazily. “Eh. A few words about a car. If your wolf got all riled up over a guy with a big mouth, well…” His gaze dared her to defend that. “Besides, wolfie’s the one who injured the human.”

“You’re sure about that?” Tori glanced over at the van to where Barry sat slumped on the seat, blanket still modestly covering his privates. He met her gaze for a second and then looked away. Tori faced Knox again. “It could have been your vamp.”

Knox shook his head. “Nope. Wolf-boy is the one who took the human down in his hurry to get to the vampire. Who, by the way, kept his fangs to himself.”

Tori sighed and rubbed her forehead. This did not bode well for Barry. “All right. Hopefully, Barry didn’t release any pret essence when he hurt the guy. That’ll make things easier for him.”

“Hmm.” Knox glanced over her shoulder. “Heads up. Here comes your boyfriend.”

“He’s not my…” Tori scowled at Knox’s easy grin. “Shut up. What are you, like, twelve?”

“Four hundred and sixty-seven, actually.”

“Well, you’re acting like a twelve-year-old.” She put a smile on her face and turned to greet Dante. “How’s it going? Any word on the vic?” She couldn’t keep her eyes from drifting down the lean length of his body. This close, his scent was stronger, more enticing.

“Not yet.” His smile was slow and lazy. “You’re lookin’ good.”

As usual, Dante was charming and flirtatious, completely impossible to ignore and utterly not serious about her. But she could flirt with the best of them, especially when he so easily revved her engine. “You’re looking mighty fine yourself.” Her voice came out throaty. She couldn’t help it. He did look fine. More than fine. Any finer and she might jump his bones.

Dante winked at her, then glanced at the vampire liaison. “Knox, you look well, too. Rested. Have a nice vacation?”

Knox grimaced. “I was reassigned to Yuma, MacMillan, not spending a week in Paris.” He muttered something that sounded like “Teach me not to get on Caladh’s bad side again.”

Tori pressed her lips together against a grin. Caladh was a seal shapeshifter and one of the more powerful members of the council. “Yuma’s the third largest city outside of Phoenix and Tucson,” Tori defended. “It’s got the territorial prison. That’s kinda cool.”

Knox just looked at her.

She liked Yuma, personally, but the fact that Knox, the consummate urban dweller, had been assigned there tickled her to no end. She couldn’t resist giving him a few verbal jabs. “It’s right next to California. You could go dune bashing in the Imperial Sand Dunes. And San Diego’s not that far away. You can go whale watching,” she offered. “Or check out the sea lions in La Jolla.”

The vampire’s look went even drier.

“Give it up, Tori.” Dante never lost his grin. “I think Knox here is a city boy through and through.” He lifted a brow. “It must be torture for you to be here with us instead of L.A. or New York.”

“Tell me about it,” Knox muttered.

“So, what’d you do to get stuck here?” Tori asked. She knew he’d been assigned to one of the Los Angeles quadrants a few years ago, and she also knew he’d never have left L.A. voluntarily.

The vampire’s lips tightened. “Never mind.” His gaze flicked to over her shoulder. “Here comes the poster girl for comic book heroines.”

Tori turned to see the quadrant’s new human liaison, Piper Peterson, coming their way. The young woman had a lilt in her step, her eyes covered by round, dark sunglasses, her mouth curved in its customary smile. She always seemed perky, and with a name like Piper Peterson…well, Tori understood how a guy like Knox could be a little snide about her. She just hoped he wouldn’t give Piper a hard time to her face.

The human liaison stopped next to Dante and pushed the sunglasses up on top of her blonde head. Ignoring Knox, an action that interested Tori greatly, she looked at Dante and Tori and said, “So, I just got word that the guy who was hurt is going to be all right. He wasn’t, ah, enhanced in any way.”

Tori blew out a sigh. Barry was still in trouble, just not as much. She’d go break the news to him. “I’ll be right back,” she said and headed toward the police van where Barry still waited.

As she approached, he looked up and then stiffened. “What? You found something out?” he asked, his voice holding a slight tremble.

“The vic wasn’t turned. You’re off the hook, for that at least.” Tori glanced around the parking lot and saw some of the crowd had dissipated.

Barry gave a nod and leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. Staring down at his hands, he murmured, “I really messed up this time, didn’t I?”

She wasn’t going to sugarcoat anything for him. “Yeah, you did. But they’ll go easier on you since you didn’t accidentally turn the guy.” She kept one ear on the conversation going on behind her and heard Piper talking about another case involving a distant relative of hers. A car pulling into the lot caught Tori’s eye. She recognized the two council guards who got out. “Looks like your ride is here,” she told Barry.

He exhaled and climbed out of the van, keeping the blanket securely around him. He paused and looked at Tori. “Thanks.”

She tipped her chin. “Take care of yourself.”

“Right.” He walked toward the guards and got into the back of the car.

As the vehicle pulled out of the lot, Tori returned to Dante and the other two liaisons.

“If anything,” Piper was saying, “I think the council treated him more harshly because of me.”

“Oh, no doubt,” Knox said. “Family members of liaisons are supposed to conduct themselves with the utmost comportment.”

Piper rolled her eyes. “There aren’t too many prets that I know of who can manage to comport themselves utmostly.” She made quote marks in the air, and her glance at Knox suggested he had little room to talk about proper behavior.

Tori frowned. Man, she must have missed something between these two. The tension was almost to the point of animosity.

The vampire scowled. “I’m done here,” he stated and walked off.

With another roll of her eyes, Piper said, “Good riddance to bad garbage.”

“I heard that,” Knox called out.

Piper shrugged. “It’s not anything I wouldn’t have said to his face.” When Tori started to say something, Piper waved a hand with a muttered, “I’d really rather not talk about it.” She looked at Dante. “So, I saw Nix last night, and she told me to tell you hello the next time I saw you. So…hello.”

Dante’s face softened with concern for Nix de la Fuente, the former human liaison. Well, Nix Caine now, since Nix and Tobias had gotten married a few months ago. Tori knew Nix and Dante had worked together for a short time but had formed a solid friendship, one that Tori would never admit out loud had made her envious.

Dante said, “I haven’t talked to her in a couple of weeks. She doing okay?”

“I think she’s having a harder time acclimating to being a vampire than she wants to admit. Plus her mom…” Piper shook her head and frowned. “Her mom isn’t exactly thrilled to have a vampire daughter. And of course she blames Tobias.”

“But Tobias had to turn her to keep her from dying.” Tori planted one hand on her hip. “What, her mom has a problem with not having a dead daughter?”

“Apparently she has a real thing about vamps. You know how demons are.” Dante hooked his thumbs over his belt, large hands framing his silver belt buckle.

That little action drew Tori’s gaze to his midsection, then lower. He caught her looking, of course, his smirk knowing. She met his eyes and held them, challenging him. The man knew exactly what he was doing. So if he wanted her to look, she’d look. She deliberately dropped her gaze and saw the faintest twitch behind the placket of his zipper.

He cleared his throat and pulled his jacket closed, fastening one of the buttons. “So, I’ll just take a look around the scene, do my job.”

“I’m going to head over to the hospital and talk to the victim,” Piper said. “I’ll keep you two posted.”

Tori murmured a good-bye to her and turned with Dante as he walked the parking lot. “So, how about a cup of coffee?” She rested one hand on his upper arm, able to feel the firmness of his biceps beneath the layers of clothing. “My treat.”

The muscles beneath her fingers tensed. His tongue swept out to wet his lips, drawing her gaze to that sexy mouth. “I’d like to, Tori. I would. It’s just…” He gestured with one arm. “I have a ton of cases right now. I should finish up here and get back to the station.” Dislodging her hand, Dante rubbed the back of his neck. He looked as uncomfortable as a dog that had just gotten skunked.

“No problem,” she said easily. “Tomorrow’s Saturday. We could meet for breakfast.”

His tongue swept across his lower lip, a gesture of nervousness that on him managed to look sexy. He gave a little wince and said, “Sorry. Weekends I’m tied up with my horses.”

“I understand.” But she didn’t. Not really. He flirted, he teased, and then he turned skittish and shut down any time she made an approach. One of these days maybe she’d get it through her head that he just wasn’t into her, and give up.

“Rain check?” he asked, his voice as polite as the expression on his face, though his eyes were awash with swirling emotions she had a hard time deciphering. Indecision crossed his face before his lids drooped, hiding his feelings even more.

“Of course.” She should go back home and fiddle with that device, since Dante wasn’t going to let her fiddle with him. Maybe she’d discover something new and see if she could reconnect with a brother who blew as hot and cold as a certain Special Case detective.
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