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      “For you, I’ll wait an eternity.”

      

      Despite the spoils of a solid relationship and an idyllic life at Keystone, Raven is itching for the thrill of another big case. Things begin to heat up when a dangerous assignment falls in her lap.

      Searching for the mastermind behind an illegal fighting ring is no easy feat, but as the weeks roll by, Raven’s undercover job begins to take an unexpected emotional toll. It’s a deadly mission, and if she’s not careful, she could lose everything.
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      Ruby’s Diner was one of those old-fashioned joints that stood frozen in time, and tonight it was lit up like a pinball machine. I parked my blue pickup truck on the side of the building near the row of windows. Beyond the booth seating were small tables and a long counter, but I didn’t see any sign of my father. He might have been sitting at the front of the diner, thinking I’d come in through that door, but I always took the side entrance. Aside from the food and hospitality, I liked Ruby’s because it was open twenty-four hours a day and mostly served humans. I glanced up at the sign on the window advertising today’s special: homemade chili.

      I hopped out and took in a deep lungful of the warm evening breeze, which smelled like charred hamburgers. God, is it June already? I’d been with Keystone for a year now.

      Halfway to the door, I spun on my heel and glared at my truck. “Are you coming?” I asked quietly.

      Christian’s dark shadow remained on the passenger side for a beat before his door swung open and he got out with a long-suffering sigh. He looked smoking hot, and if I were a girl who easily swooned, I might have blushed when our eyes met. I’d selected his outfit, and he despised me for it. Not because Christian had anything against tank tops, but he didn’t wear them in public. Tonight was special. I wanted him to show off the raven tattoo on his right pec. The fabric covered most of it, but not the wing that stretched across his shoulder and arm as it reached for his back. The tips of the black feathers were dipped in blood, the right eye just as pale blue as mine.

      “I don’t see why you dragged me along,” he grumbled. “You know I don’t eat.”

      “Who says you have to eat?”

      “Your da will have a go at me if I don’t.”

      I hooked my arm in his and coaxed him to the side door. “Crush doesn’t bite. Besides, he doesn’t think you really care about me.”

      “Is that so? And what have you been telling him?”

      “I don’t have to tell him anything.” I reached for the handle. “Your absence speaks volumes. You’ve always got an excuse whenever I go to see him. Look, just be yourself. Wait. Scratch that. Just be respectful.”

      Christian snorted. “And is your da going to share the same courtesy?”

      I bit my lip and opened the door. “Grab a seat. I’ll be right back.”

      Christian sat down in my regular booth while I headed to the front of the diner. Elton John was singing “I’m Still Standing” at a low volume, and one of the waitresses was shaking her hips behind the counter as she refilled the coffee machine. The real noise was up front where they were handling take-out orders. I spotted Crush in a red vinyl booth near the door. His eyes were fixed on the window, and when he caught my reflection in the glass, he turned to me with one of his closed-lipped smiles.

      Crush scooted out of his seat. “Hey, Cookie.” His strong arms and the scent of cheap cologne wrapped around me.

      “Hey, Daddy. I’m glad you pried your ass off the recliner to eat in public.”

      He drew back and narrowed his blue eyes. “Don’t give me that sass.”

      I reached up and pulled the rubber band out of his grey goatee.

      He winced. “What did you do that for?”

      After brushing out his goatee with my fingers, I flicked the rubber band into the trash. “Because you look like a wrestler with that thing on.”

      Crush straightened his skull T-shirt. “Since when do you care what I look like?”

      I glanced at the myriad of tattoos on his arms and the silver tooth that flashed at me when he grinned. I honestly didn’t give a damn what he looked like. He was perfect. But I knew if Christian and Crush got into verbal warfare, which was inevitable, that rubber band would be one less thing for Christian to poke fun at.

      “I hope you brought your appetite,” I said, eager to give him the tour. “This is my absolute favorite place. I figured you’d like the retro look. And they’ve got amazing Angus burgers.”

      “Extra cheese?”

      “How’s your cholesterol these days?”

      He clenched his jaw. “If you wanted me to eat rabbit food, you should have invited me to that salad bar down the street.”

      “I’m kidding. Come on. Let’s sit.”

      As we rounded the corner, I heard Crush mutter a curse under his breath. I had conveniently forgotten to tell him that Christian would be joining us. He slid me an I should have known you were up to something look but kept his mouth zipped. I braced myself as he put on his war face.

      Crush knew Christian and I were serious, but I had always accepted that no man would have an easy task in courting me. A Vampire just made it a hundred times worse.

      Three glasses of water and a stack of menus were on the table.

      “Mr. Graves.” Christian greeted my father with a dark twinkle in his black eyes. “I was just telling Raven how much I missed her da.”

      “Cut the shit.” Crush slid into the opposite bench by the window.

      Suddenly the two men were looking at me—waiting with bated breath to see which one I’d sit beside. I bit my lip. On one hand, sitting by my father would give him reassurance, but I needed him to acknowledge that there was another man in my life.

      Just as I sat next to Christian, I glimpsed a pear-shaped waitress with bright orange hair approaching.

      Christian lifted his glass in a victory toast and held it to his lips.

      Betty sidled up to the table and gave me a soft squeeze on the shoulder. “Good to see you, honey.” She turned her gaze to my father. “And who is this handsome wildcat you brought with you?”

      Christian choked on his water and quickly grabbed a napkin to clean the mess.

      Crush hadn’t heard anything Betty said because he was too busy staring at Christian’s tattoo.

      “This is Crush, my dad. Crush, this is Betty.” I kicked him under the table and dipped my chin to give him a scolding glance. Manners had never been his strong suit.

      He dragged his gaze up to the seasoned woman in a waitress uniform. “Nice to meet you.”

      “Do you need a minute to look over the menu?”

      “That’s okay,” I said. “I’ll have my usual, and my father will have a number two.”

      Christian chortled.

      I collected the menus and handed them to her. “Do you have any orange soda?”

      “Is Crush okay?”

      I cracked a smile. “Perfect.”

      Betty tucked her notepad in her apron. “You betcha. And for you, sir?”

      Christian never ordered food when we came here, and Betty probably knew that. Still, she remained cordial even though she didn’t much care for Christian.

      Christian glared at Crush, his fingers lightly drumming the table. With a look of defeat, he made an unexpected move. “I’ll just be having a bowl of soup.”

      “Chili it is.” She spun on her heel before Christian could retort.

      I tried to contain my laughter and looked in the opposite direction. Christian would never forgive me for making him eat a bowl of chili. Ruby’s made theirs with beans, beef, and a whole lot of hellfire.

      Crush didn’t pussyfoot around. He leaned forward. “Is that ink real?”

      “Aye.”

      I watched with interest as Crush licked his thumb and reached across the table. When he rubbed at the ink, Christian reeled back his arm.

      “For feck’s sake. Are you afflicted in some way?”

      “Let me see it. All of it.”

      Christian lifted up his tank top so Crush could see the details.

      “That’s quality ink.” Crush groomed his grey goatee. “You do that for fun? I hear it wears off an immortal in a week.”

      Christian rolled down his tank top. “It’s sealed with liquid fire.”

      Crush rubbed his mouth with his large hands, skull rings on his fingers and motor oil staining his cuticles. I wasn’t sure what he was thinking exactly, but I knew that Christian’s permanent tattoo would convey the message more than words. A raven was one thing, but a raven with a blue eye was undeniably specific.

      Crush shot me a look before sliding across the bench to sit in front of me instead. “You got any ink?”

      “Nope.”

      He eased back with a sly grin. “That’s my girl.”

      “She doesn’t need any,” Christian replied coolly. “She has a million-dollar necklace around her neck.”

      “I didn’t ask you, peckerhead.”

      “You don’t think my face would look good on her arse?”

      I slammed my hand on the table. “Will you two shut the hell up so we can have a nice dinner?”

      Christian’s lips twitched.

      And so did my father’s.

      I gripped Crush’s hand. “Go easy, you old bulldog. I know Christian isn’t what you had in mind for me, but he’s saved my ass more than once. He loves me as much as you do.”

      Crush shook his head adamantly. “I’ll never leave you. Can he say that? He obviously left Ireland. Or did they kick him out?”

      Not even attempting to hide his apathetic look, Christian folded his arms on the table.

      Betty hustled back with our drinks. “A milkshake for the lady and an orange Crush for the handsome father.” She gave him a wink before making herself scarce.

      Crush peered over his shoulder at her. “Older women have always had a thing for me.”

      “She’s not that much older,” Christian quipped.

      Crush gave him an indignant look as he pulled the straw out of his glass. “I’m fifty-eight.”

      My father had lived a hard life, and he looked all of his fifty-eight years and then some. I had forgotten his exact age until that moment. I thought about how many of those years he’d wasted alone. But he was so hard-core devoted to my deceased mother that he’d never settle for anyone else.

      Before they really got into it, I decided to bring up something else that had been on my mind. “This wasn’t just an ambush. I also wanted to invite you here to thank you for everything you did.”

      Crush furrowed his brow. “I don’t follow.”

      “The whole mess with guarding the mansion and Hunter.”

      Crush laced his fingers together. “That’s what good fathers do.”

      “Switch shouldn’t have called you. And you definitely shouldn’t have been on the front lines storming into that Mage’s apartment. You could have gotten yourself killed.”

      He grinned like a foolhardy boy. “Took me back to my days in the service. Made me feel young again.”

      I sipped my vanilla shake and grimaced when my throat froze. “You’re supposed to be retired from all that.”

      “A good Marine never retires. You’ll figure that out one day, little girl.” After another drink, he leaned in tight. “You wouldn’t happen to know anything about a wolf hanging out on my property, now would you?”

      I thought back to the deal I’d made with his friend, Wizard. It hadn’t felt right leaving Crush completely alone, so Wizard volunteered to place a wolf on his property to keep an eye on him. After the loan shark fiasco ended, I’d just assumed Wizard had pulled back his men. Apparently not.

      I drank more of my shake.

      “I don’t need a damn watchdog.”

      I shoved my glass toward Christian. “What if something happens and you can’t get to a phone? You live by yourself and don’t have neighbors within earshot. I can’t call you every day, especially if I’m on a mission. What if you slip in the tub?”

      “I’m not dying in the damn bathtub.”

      Christian extracted the straw from my glass. “Imagine the mortifying shame of it. Ass up, lying in a puddle of your own filth. The fire department would have to use the Jaws of Life to get you out of there.”

      Just as he put the end of the straw into his mouth to lick off the thick milkshake, I kicked him under the table.

      Crush played with an ice cube in his glass. “You know what we did to peckerheads like you in the Marines?”

      “Fecking hell. I’m starting to regret all those premium steaks I bought you that time when I set you up in that fancy trailer to keep your arse safe.”

      Crush’s shoulders sagged and he sat back. “I’m not denying you’ve done a lot for me and mine, but you have a mouth on you. What happened to respecting your elders?”

      “Now you’re starting to talk some sense.” Christian put his arm around me. “Did I ever tell you that I was born in the nineteenth century?”

      I chuckled. “He’s got you there.”

      “Dammit, Cookie. You’re supposed to be on my side.”

      “I’m on both your sides,” I assured him. “Maybe I should buy a shelf from Ikea and have you two assemble it.”

      “For what reason?” Christian asked.

      “You boys need a special project to work on together. Maybe that’ll help you figure out a way to communicate.”

      Crush cackled. “Maybe you’re our project.”

      Betty returned with our plates balanced on her arms like some kind of magic act. She set down the big one first, and Crush’s eyes rounded at the double-patty Angus burger with cheese oozing from the sides. When he reached for the saltshaker, I snatched it away.

      Then she set down a white plate in front of Christian. A bowl of steaming chili was in the center, surrounded by saltine crackers.

      “Do you think you’ll have room for pie?” Betty sounded more chipper than usual, but she also seemed enamored by my father.

      My mouth watered when I looked down at my burger and onion rings. “Not today. Thanks, Betty. You’re a lifesaver.”

      “That’s what they’ll put on my tombstone,” she said while striding away. “Here lies Betty McGuire. She rescued burgers from the kitchen fire.”

      We all chuckled.

      “I like her,” Crush remarked.

      Christian lifted a cracker from his plate and studied it. “Shall I retrieve her number for you?”

      Crush pounded the bottom of the ketchup bottle until his fries were drowning in sauce. “I think she’s more your speed. You seem to like younger women.”

      “So… how’s the shop going?” I jumped in, trying to salvage this dinner.

      Crush had just taken a sloppy bite of his burger, and ketchup dribbled down his goatee. “Fine,” he said with a mouthful of food.

      “Thinking about retirement yet?”

      With my help, he had recouped his losses after draining his account on bounty hunters and loan sharks.

      Crush grabbed a paper napkin and wiped his mouth. “A man needs a purpose in life. I like fixing bikes and cars. You want me to sit around watching court TV all day?”

      “No, but what about traveling?”

      “Been there. Done that.”

      “Oh?” I chomped into an onion ring. “When is the last time you’ve been to a country where you didn’t have a gun strapped to your side and were shooting people?”

      He wiped his goatee. “That’s a regular Saturday night in my book.”

      I watched Christian stir his chili. “You should try something new.”

      Crush ate some of his fries and wiped his greasy fingers across his T-shirt. “You talkin’ to me or the Vamp?”

      Christian sharpened his gaze. “I’ll thank you kindly to refrain from the derogatory remarks, human. Why don’t you stuff your gob with more artery-clogging meat?”

      “Now you’re starting to sound like Raven. Why can’t a man just enjoy a good meal without someone harping on him?”

      Christian lifted his spoon and studied it. “I ask myself the same question every day. Why can’t a Vampire just have an empty plate? But Raven enjoys her petty little torments.”

      Crush gave a hint of a smile before eating a few fries. “I thought she was a handful when she was fifteen, but that was nothing compared to now.”

      Suddenly, Crush and Christian had found common ground.

      Me.

      “I liked you two better when you were enemies,” I grumbled.

      Crush pinched another cluster of fries. “One time when Raven was seventeen, she tried to give me a makeover for Father’s Day. She went to the thrift store and bought a white button-up, slacks, and a pair of shiny-ass shoes that were two sizes too small—just like the shirt.”

      “Jaysus.”

      “Couldn’t just stay home. No. She wanted to go out to a fancy restaurant.”

      Christian tasted the chili and didn’t look repulsed. “Is that so?”

      “She knew I’d never spend that kind of money on food, so she told me she’d saved up and wanted to take me out. What could I say to that?” Crush lifted his glass and pinned me with an icy stare. “Found out later that she sold some of my tools to pay for dinner.”

      “Oh, come on,” I argued. “Why does anyone need five power drills? Besides, it was worth it to see you all dressed up.”

      “Don’t you mean undressed? I lost three buttons by the time dessert came.” He wiped his mouth again. “Women look at us like a pet project. Always trying to fix us and not taking care of themselves.”

      “No matter what you do, it’s never enough,” Christian added. “You spend years trying to be the man they want until you’ve forgotten who the feck you are. Then they treat you like rubbish and cast you aside.”

      Suddenly I realized that Christian wasn’t talking about me.

      Crush folded his arms on the edge of the table and locked eyes with Christian. “How did a romantic like you wind up putting a tattoo like that on your arm?”

      There was sarcasm in his tone. Christian wasn’t one to wax poetic, and his negative remarks on relationships and women clearly alarmed my father.

      “I’m not trying to change anyone,” I pointed out. “That’s why what we have works. Christian doesn’t make any demands, and neither do I. All I want is honesty.”

      Crush shook his head.

      I met eyes with Christian. “Look, I’m sorry I made you wear that tonight. I’m not trying to change you. I just wanted my father to see that beautiful tattoo without a strip show.” I turned my attention back to my father. “And I’m not trying to control your life either. If I take away the salt, it’s because I want more years with you. If I’m asking about retirement, it’s because you’ve worked your ass off your whole life and if anyone deserves a vacation, it’s you. Maybe it’s not what you want, but it’s just my way of looking out for you. I’ve got a suitcase full of my own issues, so I’m hardly in a position to tell anyone what they should do with their life.”

      When I leaned back, Christian reached under the table and held my hand.

      “I’ll be regretting the chili later,” he said. “But you were right. It’s not half bad.”

      Crush pushed the salt away. “I don’t need that stuff anyhow. They already salt it before it gets to the table.”

      When Christian squeezed my hand again, I cautiously looked into his insightful eyes. He studied me for a beat, and by his perplexed gaze, he couldn’t read me. Perhaps my furrowed brow and slowing heart rate signaled something was amiss, or maybe it was when I averted my eyes.

      Had I pressured him into this too quickly? Even my own father hadn’t been ready for the love of his life despite his tattoo and even my mom’s pregnancy. They’d had an amicable relationship, but it wasn’t what it should have been. Crush had demons he wasn’t able to shake.

      What worried me most was that Christian and I had a few of our own.
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      After parking my pickup truck in our underground garage, Christian and I strolled up the driveway.

      “That went well,” I said, reflecting on our evening with Crush.

      “You mean the part where he pointed a steak knife at me when I suggested that Ducatis are superior to Harleys?”

      “He didn’t stab you with it, did he? Like I said, it went well.”

      “Your da is a real piece of work.”

      “It’s not personal. I don’t think he’d give anyone a fair shot of winning him over. He’s not just doing it because he’s hardheaded.” I stopped to face Christian, and a lightning bug flashed between us. “He’s got doubts because of his own past. The only woman he’s ever been completely devoted to is me. He gave up alcohol so he wouldn’t lose me. He couldn’t even do that for my mother.”

      Christian swept a lock of my hair aside and gingerly held my necklace between his fingers. “He’s afraid if I take you, he’ll have to let go.”

      “It’s not one or the other.”

      “Aye. But that’s not how a father sees it.”

      “And how would you know what a father sees, Mr. Poe?”

      “Because long ago I was human, and I imagined a family life.” He released the ruby from his grasp. “The foolish dreams of a young lad.”

      It was hard to imagine Christian as anything but a Vampire. He offered me glimpses of his past—a dashing young man with blue eyes and a pocketful of dreams. But connecting that image with the man in front of me proved impossible. It was as if they were different people. Christian had chosen a life where children weren’t an option, and now neither of us was fit to raise a child even if we wanted to.

      When we reached the front door, Christian fell back a step.

      I glanced over my shoulder, wondering if he’d left something in the truck. “Are you coming?”

      Christian moved swiftly past me and opened the door. “My lady,” he said, holding it open like a gentleman.

      “Why are you acting strange?” I kept my eyes locked on his as I moved inside the house.

      Christian closed the door and held his reply. He could be moody sometimes, so I shrugged it off.

      Damn, he looked good. The tank top wasn’t a typical sleeveless but had narrow straps and a U-shaped neckline that showed off his pecs and defined muscles. I wanted to lick his clavicles. I flashed him a wicked smile.

      “What’s on your mind, lass?”

      “I just might have room for dessert after all.”

      He headed toward the dining room, and I didn’t mind following. Christian had a commanding walk—squared shoulders, straight back, and an aura about him as if he were about to destroy a city.

      “Where are you going?”

      Christian didn’t look back. “We have guests.”

      It wasn’t unusual for Viktor to invite guests over for a drink, but we didn’t crash those parties. Not unless he summoned us. I pulled my phone out of my back pocket to check my messages, but I didn’t see anything from Viktor.

      I strutted into the dining room, my black boot heels knocking against the stone floor. The gathering room beyond the open archways was dark and empty. Viktor normally invited people for a drink by the fire, but to my surprise, he and his guest were sitting at the dining table to our left. A ring of candles on the iron chandelier cast a warm glow in the room, as did the lanterns on the walls. But those weren’t the only old flames in the room. Lenore Parrish set down her wineglass to greet us with a smile.

      It was easy to see why Christian had once obsessed over the woman. Her feminine features, blond hair, and lithe body were beguiling. She stood three inches taller than me and never slouched.

      Lenore rose from Wyatt’s usual seat and approached me. Her long white dress floated behind her, and the empire waist brought attention to her small breasts, which looked like two dinner rolls that someone had pushed together.

      To my surprise, she greeted me first with a kiss to the cheek. “Darling, so good to see you.”

      Her radiant, flawless skin was almost unnatural. A few wisps of blond hair had fallen loose from her clip, but nothing ever seemed unkempt about her. She centered her black eyes on mine and gently held my chin, turning my head from side to side. “I see a summer glow on your skin, but it’s fading. I remember a time when only the lower class had brown skin. That was how you could tell them apart from the aristocrats. Well, that and their fingernails. So many people tried to infiltrate good society by stealing a few nice clothes, but a fraud is easily seen when you know what to look for.” She gave me a quick once-over before turning her attention to my partner.

      “Miss Parrish,” he bit out.

      “No need to be so formal.” When she leaned in to kiss his cheek, he tensed up. She flicked a glance to his tattoo and gave him an impassive look. “You’ve changed since I last saw you.”

      “Aye, I have.”

      “You two make a darling couple. Can I say that?” She looked back at Viktor. “Or is this another secret?”

      “Join us,” Viktor said, waving us over.

      Christian and I took our usual spots while Lenore returned to her seat across from me.

      She pinched the sleeve of Viktor’s grey cardigan. He often wore something similar at night when the house got cool.

      Viktor scooted his chair back and collected two wineglasses from the table behind him. “Miss Parrish was just entertaining me with stories about ancient Greece.”

      She lifted her crystal glass and smiled. “Your leader is a charming host. He indulges me with his patience. My stories can be quite dull.”

      Viktor filled our glasses and sat down. “On the contrary, you have a most captivating background.”

      She swirled her drink. “All ancients have stories. The retelling diminishes my enthusiasm, but I am delighted that you are entertained.” Lenore initiated a toast by raising her glass. “To interesting stories.”

      Everyone’s glasses touched and made melodic chimes that filled the open room. I gulped my wine and then wiped my upper lip with the back of my hand.

      “And what brings you all the way out here?” Christian asked, his tone flat but courteous.

      “I was in the neighborhood, visiting an old acquaintance. Despite my first formal event, I find it difficult to form any new relationships. So much has changed. Mr. Kazan has been a gracious friend.”

      “Spasibo. You are welcome here anytime, Miss Parrish.”

      She touched his arm and gave it a light squeeze. “So generous of you to open your home to me.”

      Blue coasted in with an empty glass in her hand. She froze when she noticed Lenore. “Sorry I barged in. I didn’t know you had a guest.”

      “Nonsense,” Viktor said. “Join us. There is plenty of wine.”

      “I love those earrings.” Lenore tapped her chin. “So very… What is the word they use these days? Earthy.”

      Blue reached up with her free hand and touched her earring hesitantly. The feathers belonged to her falcon, souvenirs left behind after a shift. “Thanks.”

      Lenore drank her wine, and it got uncomfortably quiet.

      “I’ll just put this in the dishwasher.” Blue hurried into the kitchen, and not three seconds later she made a fast exit.

      Lenore squeezed Viktor’s wrist, which she’d been holding. “Such a beautiful creature, that one. I used to have blue eyes.” Lenore touched her chin and looked up. “Or were they green? Sometimes I can’t remember. It’s not as if I have a picture to go by.”

      Christian continued turning his glass by the stem.

      “You have an interesting dynamic in this house.” Lenore folded her arms on the table and held my gaze. “I met Switch. Wasn’t he your companion at my party? I had no idea that he lived with you. Such a handsome man.”

      “Perhaps you should ask him out,” Christian suggested.

      Viktor cleared his throat. “I think you should treat Miss Parrish with more respect.”

      “My apologies.”

      Lenore tilted her head and gave Christian a loaded glance. “Perhaps Christian’s right about widening my dating pool—I’ve spent far too much time in the shallow end. It’s no wonder I haven’t found a worthy companion.”

      I jumped when Christian scooted back and the chair’s feet scraped against the floor.

      “If you’ll excuse me, I have work to do.” Christian gave everyone a polite nod before making himself scarce.

      Viktor frowned at the empty doorway. “I apologize. I forget you are old acquaintances. Perhaps I should have left you two alone to catch up.”

      “Nonsense.” Lenore gave Viktor a gentle smile. “I think I’ve outstayed my welcome. Your team must have important work that I’m keeping them from, and I did come by unannounced.”

      “You are welcome here anytime. Do not worry about such formalities. It is an honor to have such a prestigious figure as yourself as our guest.”

      She glanced at the delicate gold watch on her wrist. “Where does the time go? My driver should be back soon. Mr. Kazan, it was generous of you to offer me your vintage wine. I hope we can do this again so you can tell me all about your early memories of Russia.” Lenore stood and offered him her hand.

      Viktor kissed her dainty little knuckles. “The pleasure was all mine.”

      I chuckled under my breath. Watching immortals was like watching a period piece. Viktor was a gentleman at heart, but he treated us differently than he did those outside the house.

      Lenore reached for her white clutch. “Would you mind if Raven escorts me out?”

      There was no getting out of this one. Maybe I could escort her right out the door and into a shallow grave.

      “Raven will see you to your car. I will be sure to look for that wine you recommended.”

      She touched his shoulder as he rose from his chair. “If you have any trouble with the merchant, give me a call.”

      We both rounded the table and quietly headed through the doorway. Lenore pulled a small pocket fan out of her clutch and snapped it open.

      “You should open the windows in here. A house can get stuffy and acquire a certain odor.”

      I opened the front door to let her out. “So can a person.”

      She breezed outside, her sparkly heels making her a tad overdressed for a casual visit. “Don’t you adore Viktor? He’s not only a shrewd businessman, but he knows how to make a person feel important and valuable. That’s why so many people in this city respect him.”

      I shut the door behind me. “Who do you know on this side of town?”

      “An old friend.” She clutched my arm. “Let’s walk. It’s a beautiful night, isn’t it? So quiet. I should buy a house in the country. I hadn’t realized how much quieter it is than where I live now.”

      I tried to pull away, but Lenore held on as if she might trip in her shoes. “You obviously haven’t been out here when the cicadas start up.”

      “What a dreary existence they live. Can you just imagine living in a dark hole for seventeen years, only coming out once to mate and die?”

      “Isn’t that what you do?”

      She chuckled and pulled me close. “I like you, Raven Black. Believe it or not.”

      I wrenched my arm free. “Sorry to say the feeling isn’t mutual.”

      “After all the help I’ve given? Dear, oh dear. Just to put your mind at ease, the money I made from the auction went to good use.”

      “Filling your wardrobe?”

      Halfway to the gate, she came to a stop. “Filling the pockets of abused women.”

      I studied her face, waiting for the punch line.

      “Did you really think I’d keep it? Viktor enjoys donating to children, but so often adults are neglected. There are organizations that help abused women and men escape frightening situations like those wretched slave auctions or fighting rings. Some have no pack or family and wind up destitute. Where will the downtrodden turn if they’re rejected by society? We have a duty to look after them.” She fanned her face and stared off in the distance. “We women have to stick together.”

      “Do you ask for favors in return?”

      “You really don’t trust me, do you?” Lenore sighed and folded up her fan. “A few sanctuaries exist around the country that secretly harbor these women and keep them safe. But like everything else, they rely on donations. Humans have taxes to keep such places operational, but we do not. And if you think the wealthy are eager to part with their money, you are mistaken. Most people blame victims. They think they chose their circumstance, so they’re less likely to be generous. Everyone needs a purpose, and mine is to empower women. What’s yours?”

      I suddenly felt as small as the beetle traveling by my shoe. “We pool our money with Viktor’s.”

      “Ah. I suppose that’s convenient. But if you want some advice, you should find a passion and use your influence or money to aid in that cause. There is no greater duty you have in this world as an immortal.” Lenore stepped closer and tucked a lock of hair behind my ear as she looked deep into my eyes. “What are you passionate about, Raven? What’s your cause to fight for in life?”

      I felt a fire stirring within me. “Killing evil men.”

      “What kind of evil men?”

      “Men who prey on the weak.”

      Lenore broke eye contact and admired my necklace. “Working for Keystone isn’t about money, is it? Not for you.”

      “Viktor pays us well.”

      “But the money isn’t what’s holding you here. It’s not what drew you in.”

      “I don’t think any of us are here for the money.”

      “Don’t count on that.” With her clutch in both hands, she resumed strolling toward the gate. “People join an outfit like yours for two reasons: money or protection. Once they’ve secured their protection, they start thinking about their future. And you can’t think about a future without money. An immortal’s never-ending quest is to build a fortune. If you haven’t learned this by now, you will soon enough. There is nothing more tragic than a destitute Vampire. Or Mage, in your case. You and I are going to live for a very long time, and there’s no sense in making your eternity a miserable one. Plus… one can use that money to help others. Like I did with you. I saw a fighter in you, and you’re someone I’d like to mentor.”

      “You called me weak.”

      “When did I say that?”

      I tucked my hands in my pockets. “At the auction.”

      Her eyes searched the stars. “Oh yes. I forget how personal the young ones take everything. You interpreted that conversation as an insult, but you missed the warning.”

      “That your talons are still wrapped around him? Think again.”

      “No, foolish girl. My warning about Christian. Once an addict, always an addict. How many times have you fed him your blood since we last spoke?”

      I kept a straight face but felt my cheeks heat.

      “Don’t let an inferior man lead you.” She glanced back at the mansion. “Your friend Switch has quite the tattoo. What is it with men and tattoos? The novelty I get. The permanence of using liquid fire I don’t.”

      I thought about my father and how each of his many tattoos meant something personal to him. “Because forever is the best way to honor what matters.”

      “Death is the only permanent thing in this world.” Lenore’s disposition became calmer and quieter. “Whatever he told you, just remember there are always two sides to every story. Christian was devoted to a fault, and it terrified me. A rejected man can’t be trusted. But… people can change. After all, I’m not the same woman I once was. Life shapes us, and we shed our skin like snakes when that change comes.”

      “You just said a minute ago that once an addict, always an addict.”

      “Addictions never go away. We only learn to suppress them.”

      Headlights beamed on us as a car buzzed through the gate.

      She stopped to look at me. “Maybe you are doing this job for the noblest cause. Charity donations go toward fixing the broken. But killing—now that’s a solution. You understand the value of stopping the problem before it escalates out of control. That takes gumption. I admire you, Raven. You’re not obsequious, and so many in your line of work are. You have far more power than you realize for a woman your age.”

      From there, Lenore and I parted ways. She got inside her car, and I strolled back to the house. What a strange conversation. It almost felt cordial, and yet I hated the woman for what she’d done to Christian.

      Once inside, I returned to the dining room, but Viktor was gone. The smell from the snuffed-out candles on the chandelier was strong, some of the sinuous trails of smoke still rising to the ceiling.

      “Viktor gave Kira the rest of the night off,” Blue said while clearing the table. “Figured I’d clean up before we attract rats.”

      “Do you need help?”

      After setting the empty glasses on the cheese tray, she looked around. “No. I just need to scrape wax off the table and wash the dishes. How’s your dad?”

      “One step closer to a quadruple bypass, but we had a good time.”

      She slowed her pace when she reached me. “He’s human. When you only have limited time, you want to do the things that make you happy.”

      “Even if it means cutting your life short?”

      She snorted. “We’re hardly ones to talk, Raven.”

      “Good point. Christian might not make it through the night after that bowl of chili.”

      Her eyebrows drew down in a slant. “I thought he didn’t like to eat.”

      “I think he was trying to impress me.”

      “Serves him right.”

      We branched apart, and I headed out. Sometimes I liked to take a stroll and admire the grandeur of it all. Keystone didn’t have opulent chandeliers or garish décor. It was designed like a river—the hallways flowing into each other, the steps cascading down the winding staircases in an architectural waterfall. Archways framed the hallways and entrances to rooms, and most of the doors were hand carved. Well, except for the soundproof ones made of steel. We used three main stairways, each located in a different section of the mansion. I went up the central one, and when I reached the third floor, I headed toward the interior balcony. We used to keep the doors unlocked, but after Gem’s recent abduction, Viktor was still keeping them locked at night.

      “What are you doing out here? I thought you had work to do.”

      Christian didn’t move from the stone railing, which overlooked the front property. We had a clear view of the road that led to the circular driveway. But mainly the balcony provided a stunning view of the surrounding meadows and distant trees. Foggy mornings were especially breathtaking.

      “What were you two talking about down there?”

      I hopped onto the flat railing and leaned against the archway, my right leg higher than my left. “Girl talk.”

      He flashed me a look of reproach.

      “If you heard everything, why should I repeat it?”

      “Maybe I wasn’t listening.”

      I bit back a laugh. “Oh really?”

      When he looked at me, his eyes got all serious and a crease appeared between his eyebrows. “You told me more than once that you didn’t care for my eavesdropping on your private conversations. I never made you that promise, but I’m trying, Raven. I’m trying real hard to be the man you deserve.”

      I found it hard to believe he’d resisted that kind of temptation. Especially when it came to Lenore the⁠—

      “Can you not tell me? I’m only making conversation.”

      I sighed and searched the darkness. “She talked about charity and finding a passion. I brought up her calling me weak and all the shitty things she said to me at that auction.”

      “Jaysus. You shouldn’t make an enemy of that woman. Did you tell her you know about her past?”

      “Do I look like an idiot? Besides, you haven’t really told me anything she’s done. Not specifically. Just all the things you’ve done.”

      “Better that way.”

      I reclined my head against the wall and closed my eyes. Christian eased between my legs and put his hands on my hips.

      “I’ll not have her get between us,” he said, placing a hungry kiss on my neck.

      “I don’t think it’s us you have to worry about anymore.”

      He leaned back and studied me for a beat.

      I dipped my chin and threw him a skeptical look. “You didn’t notice the way she was all over Viktor?”

      “He’s not her type.”

      “Viktor’s charming. He’s a silver fox with a big heart, connections, and lots of money. He’s everyone’s type.”

      “And Lenore is a Vampire.”

      “Yes, but that aside, she’s stunning. Maybe a little small on top, but men prefer blondes.”

      “Not this man.” Christian’s mouth dragged below my jaw and was getting a rise out of me.

      “Funny. I seem to recall you seducing a blonde around the time Viktor hired me.”

      “That didn’t turn out well, did it?” His kisses moved up to my cheek and then the other, intentionally passing over my lips and making me yearn for that connection.

      Christian seduced me like no other, drawing out my lust in a game we often played to see who would beg first.

      I lifted up his tank top and pitched it over the ledge. Then I kissed his tattoo all the way down to his nipple. When I circled my tongue around the hardened peak, he sucked in a sharp breath.

      Christian’s fangs punched out, and a wild look stirred in his eyes. I knew exactly which vein he wanted to sink those teeth into, and it wasn’t the one in my neck. Sexual energy buzzed at my fingertips, but it melted away when I touched his shoulders. Mage energy had no impact on a Vampire, so at least I never had to worry about shocking him to death.

      I arched my back when he slid his hand up my shirt. With a quick pinch, he ripped my bra open and dragged his palm over my breast.

      I moaned. Christian’s touch was so easy and left me wanting. I raised my shirt and pressed myself against him. When our heat collided, our lips found each other. The feather-soft kiss grew desperate and deepened into something passionate and primal.

      My fingernails scored his back as I nibbled on his bottom lip. “I want a hot bath.”

      “Aye. What else?”

      “Lots of soap. Get myself all slick.”

      His head dipped down, and he took my nipple into his mouth.

      I tunneled my fingers through his hair and felt myself close to actually climaxing right there on the ledge of the balcony with my pants still on. “Then I’m going to rub oil all over my body. My breasts, my hips, my ass—everywhere.” I sucked in a sharp breath when his tongue flicked my nipple.

      “And then what?”

      I slid off the ledge and wrapped my arms around his neck. “Then I’m going to crawl onto the bed and lie on my back… with my knees bent.”

      Christian liked the sex talk, but I was unraveling in his arms. When his fangs pierced my neck, mine punched out.

      “What else?” he growled.

      “I’m going to touch myself, and you’re going to tell me how to do it.”

      The button and zipper on my jeans broke away as Christian wedged his hand into my panties. “Like this? Do you want more, lass?”

      “Yes.”

      His touch was gentle, lightly stroking until I was wet and needy. “Where am I?”

      “You’re sitting in a chair at the foot of the bed.”

      His beard brushed against my skin as he kissed my throat, my clavicle, my shoulder, and down to my other breast. How did he know exactly how much pressure to apply and when to speed up or slow down?

      “And when do I join you?” he inquired.

      My cheeks burned and my arms quivered as he stroked me faster. When a finger slipped inside, I gasped.

      Christian kept a firm hold. “Answer me,” he said, his mouth between my breasts.

      “You don’t join. You just watch me.”

      His dark eyes rose to meet mine as if I’d said the magic words that awakened the beast in him. He straightened up, clutched me with one arm, and stroked me to the edge of release.

      “I can’t do this out here,” I gasped.

      “Aye, you can.”

      “No, stop.”

      Christian not only stopped, but he pulled his hand free and stepped back. When I felt the absence of pleasure, I decided it didn’t matter who the hell heard us.

      I yanked him close. “Don’t stop.”

      “Then tell me what you want.”

      Our lips touched. “Put your hand inside my panties.”

      He released a shaky breath and obeyed my command. But his hand was still, and I knew where this game was going.

      “Touch me.”

      And he did, but with a look of mischief on his face. “Like this?”

      “No. Harder. Stroke me harder like before.”

      Christian obediently ran his fingers over my clitoris as if waiting for more instruction.

      “I can’t think, Christian. Just fucking touch me. Make me come. Hurry. I need it.”

      “Open your legs wider, Precious. Are you ready? It’s taken me decades to learn this little trick.” He gave me a sardonic smile as he skillfully touched, stroked, and revered me.

      Christian did something with his fingers that I couldn’t describe, nor did I have time to process exactly what had happened. My release came suddenly, and my entire body locked as every muscle tightened. Hungry eyes watched mine possessively, and I cried out. He made no attempt to silence me. Instead of drawing out my pleasure and letting me ride those final pulses, he abruptly pulled down my shirt and swept me off my feet.

      “Where are we going?” I asked, out of breath.

      “Quiet, lass.” Once inside, he locked the door and carried me all the way to my room.

      I felt like I’d just had a taste of the most heavenly cake, and I wanted the whole damn thing.

      “Do you want me to just skip the bath?” I suggested. “Light a fire, and I’ll get you a chair.”

      After setting me on my bed, he struck a match and lit a candle. “No need.”

      “Right to the sex, huh? Mr. Romantic.”

      He set the candle on the bedside table. “As much as I’d like you to show me your fanny, this is where we part ways.”

      I eased up on my elbows. “Huh?”

      Christian circled his hand over his stomach. “I’m afraid your all-American chili has given me a case of indigestion.”

      I fell back. “I’ll get you back for this.”

      “You already did.”

      “I hate you.”

      Christian swaggered through the door and then peered back, a twinkle in his eyes. “Not as much as I hate you.”
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      Gem gripped the long rope that hung from the gym ceiling and ran until her feet lifted off the ground like Tarzan swinging on a vine. Her purple hair had a silver sheen to it. Claude had uniquely layered the colors, and the gym lights were really drawing my attention to it. Sprawled on the floor mat, I stared at the ceiling, wishing that Christian had brought me a second thermos of coffee this morning. I’d stayed awake much of the night, hoping that maybe he had been teasing about the chili and would sneak in and rekindle some of that passion.

      No such luck.

      But at least he remembered my coffee.

      Shepherd’s muscles looked like boulders as he continued doing his reps on the pull-up bar. He’d done about sixty. Shep always worked out in either track pants or sweats, but he never wore a shirt. His scars and tattoos blended right in with his gruff demeanor and stony look. His buzz cut made his square jaw and stern brow stand out even more. He was the kind of man who made people cross over to the other side of the street. Rough around the edges didn’t begin to describe Shepherd Moon.

      We had an awesome gym. All the workout equipment was on the right side of the room, and the floor mat in the center. There were kettlebells, pull-up bars, jump ropes, and the climbing rope. Since the gymnasium was big enough, we used it like a track, making sure that nothing obstructed the path along the walls. Sure, the property outside was large enough to run, but nobody liked jogging on uneven terrain. Especially in the rain. Unlike your typical gymnasium, ours had weapons and target boards mounted on the walls. It kept things fun and allowed us to sharpen our skills.

      Christian took a seat on the weight bench on the far side of the room. The rest of us were clustered together. Blue and Claude continued their game of rock, paper, scissors from their seat on the floor near Shepherd.

      The door slammed as Wyatt made a dramatic entrance. Clutching a shirt in one hand, he hitched up his sweatpants. Judging by his messy hair and unshaven face, he obviously hadn’t been awake when Viktor had sent everyone a text to meet in the gym. Punctuality wasn’t his strong suit. “What the immortal hell is so important that I have to get out of bed this early? I didn’t even get to brush my teeth.” He yawned wide and sat next to me. “Is this all your fault?”

      I threw my arm over my eyes, shielding them from the bright overhead lights. “Maybe this has to do with your cannabis farm that you think nobody knows about.”

      “Don’t let us interrupt your workout, Rocky Balboa,” Wyatt said, ignoring me.

      I heard Shepherd’s feet hit the ground. “This isn’t a workout. I’m warming up.”

      Shepherd liked to work out alone. He also meditated in his room alone. He used to spend more time with Christian than anyone, but Hunter had been bringing him out of his shell.

      “Someone should have brought food down,” Blue remarked.

      “Mmm, blueberry pancakes and maple syrup,” Gem drawled.

      I pushed myself to a sitting position. “Bacon and french toast with powdered sugar.”

      Wyatt rested his arms over his knees and locked fingers. “Buttermilk biscuits and homemade gravy—but only the way my granny made them. You know, I’m still not sure to this day what kind of meat she really used to season it.”

      Claude crossed his feet at the ankles. “Beignets and hot chocolate.”

      Shepherd gripped the bar over his head and wiped his sweaty forehead against his bicep. “A big plate of sausages and coffee. Not those flat patties but the real ones.”

      Niko crossed the floor and leaned against the wall by Shepherd. “Natto, rice with eggs, and hot tea.”

      “A breakfast burrito,” Blue joined in, licking her lips. “I can still remember the first one I ever ate.”

      “Was that before or after your first kill?” Wyatt quipped.

      I glanced over my shoulder. “What about you, Christian?”

      He gave me a frosty look. “Pepto-Bismol.”

      Viktor entered the room in dark slacks, loafers, and a pressed grey shirt.

      “What about you, Viktor?” Blue fumbled with a pocket on her black cargo pants. “What’s your breakfast of choice?”

      He sat down on a weight bench, and we shifted to face him. “Your scrambled eggs.”

      “Nothing from your homeland?” While she was pressing him for an honest answer, his compliment lit up her eyes.

      “Breakfast was vodka in my boyhood,” Wyatt answered in an exaggerated Russian accent that made Gem cringe.

      Everyone else chuckled. Everyone except Viktor, whose mind was clearly elsewhere.

      He ran a hand over his short beard. “I have accepted an important assignment.”

      Shepherd took a seat on the floor beside me. “What about the shit we’re working on now?”

      Viktor always had us working on smaller projects. Gem and Wyatt handled a large bulk of that work, so they stayed busy day and night. The rest of us fought like jackals over whatever we could get between big assignments. Sometimes it was investigating crime scenes, other times it was tracking criminals. I preferred the latter. But we also looked into extortion, fraud, and once a case of stolen identity. A Mage had murdered his Creator, who just so happened to be his twin brother.

      “Gem will continue with her special project,” Viktor said.

      Gem held the rope with one hand. “Do you still want me to translate that recent book I found?”

      “Nyet. That will be next. My contact is still waiting on the first two books. Many important details are in them.”

      “I’m solving a murder case that’s eight hundred years old,” she boasted to the room.

      “Based on a book?” I asked. “What if the author lied?”

      Wyatt chortled. “They made a false accusation against someone in a book, hoping it would be discovered almost a thousand years later? Talk about a patient man.”

      “No, silly.” Gem let go of the rope and sat cross-legged in front of me. “We usually have at least two sources to corroborate facts, and when names are mentioned, the higher authority can open an official investigation and charm witnesses. I love solving cold cases.”

      “If you say so, Agatha Christie. I’ve seen you in action at crime scenes.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “I don’t want to actually see dead bodies. There are other methods to solve a crime. After eight hundred years, there’s no body left to look at anyhow.”

      “Why did you call us in here instead of the dining room?” Blue didn’t waste time getting to the point, especially since we had a tendency to drift off topic when we were all put in the same room.

      Viktor wrung his hands. “I did not want to risk the boy overhearing this discussion. Or Switch. This is a very sensitive topic to Shifters in particular. Because of our living situation, I must be more careful about where and when we hold our important meetings.”

      With his hands in his pockets, Christian strode over and stood near the wall.

      Viktor scratched his ear. “My contact has reason to believe there is a fighting ring in the Breed district. Not the Bricks, but right in the middle of good society.”

      Blue’s eyebrows popped up. “Someone has a lot of gall to do that in city limits.”

      I’d heard of cage fights, pit fights, and illegal rings where Shifters were forced to fight against each other. Some watched for entertainment, while others engaged in gambling.

      “These fights are illegal and immoral. The higher authority punishes offenders to the fullest extent of the law, and that is why most are held outside city limits. Those are difficult to track.”

      I sat cross-legged. “If the higher authority thinks there’s fighting going on, why haven’t they sent in Regulators to bust everyone?”

      Viktor clasped his hands. “It is more complicated than that. We cannot make arrests based on assumptions. Slander is against the law, so we need to gather hard evidence on who is behind the operation. A smart criminal will go to great lengths to hide their identity. Regulators might break up a fight, but what good will that do if they have no evidence of who is in charge? If you want to kill bees, you cannot smash the hive. You must capture the queen.”

      Wyatt put on his faded green shirt. “You shouldn’t go around killing bees. I read that if bees ever go extinct, so will everything else. Plants and trees won’t get pollinated, and people will”—he snapped his fingers—“disappear off the face of the earth.”

      “What are the clues we have to go on?” Christian asked, ignoring Wyatt’s remarks. We’d grown used to him injecting random facts or wild speculation into a conversation.

      “We have linked three bodies,” Viktor said. “They were dumped in human alleyways where juicers hang out, but none of these women lived or worked in the area where their bodies were found. It is possible they went there for other reasons, but when we discovered the second victim worked at the same club as the first, we suspected something more than a random attack.”

      “How do you know they worked at a club?” Blue asked.

      “They had a tattoo that linked them to the establishment. We can’t always tell someone’s Breed right away, but all three had a Creator’s mark.”

      “Juicers might have done it,” Claude pointed out. “Remember that Creator we recently caught who was giving every random Joe Blow his first spark? Who knows how many he made, and unclaimed Learners are targeted by juicers more than anyone else. They’re weak, and it’s possible to kill a young Mage if you take too much light. I don’t see how a few bodies connect to a fighting ring.”

      “None of these women were Learners,” Viktor stated. “Two were ancients.”

      I shook my head. “Then how did they die? You can’t juice an ancient to death, can you?”

      “The first victim had blood on her but no marks. That investigation was handled poorly, and they cremated her body. When a second girl with the same tattoo showed up dead, they called me, and I sent Shepherd to examine the body.”

      “Ah. So that’s the case we’re talking about.” Shepherd bent his knee and draped his arm over it before filling us in. “The first girl I looked at died scared and fighting. It was a long battle, and it didn’t take place in that alley. The residual emotions on bodies fade, so the fresher they are, the more I can read. Pride was a big one, and that particular rush I’ve only felt when someone accomplished something in front of a cheering crowd. She had a few significant injuries. Same on the third girl, except not as much fear. Mostly exhaustion, so she must have fought for a long time. The full sensory experience is long gone after a person dies, but sometimes what’s left is enough for me to put two and two together.”

      “We found no weapons at the scene,” Viktor added. “The higher authority sent Regulators to the club after hours to speak to the manager who overlooks the staff.”

      “Oversees,” Gem said, correcting him.

      “Spasibo. She told them that just before two of the victims went missing, they mentioned quitting the club because of a side job. She thought it was unusual since the club pays well and customers tip very high. People in those positions will work multiple jobs and rarely quit one for another. She said they weren’t the only ones who had mentioned quitting and were secretive about the second job. Shortly after this meeting, the higher authority decided it would be prudent not to send in Vampires for questioning.”

      I jerked my head back. “Why not?”

      “The Regulators’ presence in the club got out, and it spooked a few of the girls. They disappeared.”

      “Disappeared?” I parroted. “Suspiciously?”

      “Aren’t all disappearances suspicious?” Wyatt asked.

      “No. If you pack all your stuff and leave town, that’s not as suspicious as vanishing in the night and leaving your cat behind.”

      “Guess how long cats can live without food?”

      “Longer than you.”

      Viktor cleared his throat. “We think they were involved.”

      Blue shook her head. “Why run? They could have cooperated and helped take down the ring. People only give a shit about themselves.”

      Viktor nodded. “Tak-tochno.”

      Gem smiled. “In English.”

      “Never mind,” he said with a wave of his hand. “Admitting the truth would implicate themselves. The higher authority does not show leniency, especially if they were paid and participated of their own free will. A crime is a crime.”

      “They were fighting each other?” Christian dipped his chin.

      “I do not know. This would be the first I’ve heard of Mage fights. All the women appeared strong and capable, so the person hiring them is looking for fighters who can hold the attention of a crowd. You cannot just scoop people off the streets and expect that to be good enough for wealthy customers. They want something special. Where do you think one finds such a woman?”

      Wyatt bit his fingernail. “Not the library.”

      “A bondage club,” Viktor replied.

      Was he for real? “What would a dominatrix know about fighting?”

      Christian chuckled darkly. “Sweetheart, this isn’t the same world as the one you grew up in. I think Viktor is referring to an adult entertainment club. It’s not just BDSM. The women there have to deal with some real wankers who don’t know how to control themselves. They’re tough women, to be sure.”

      I tilted my head up at him. “And you know this how?”

      His gaze drifted off. “A friend of a friend.”

      “You don’t have any friends.”

      Now I was curious what in the world had attracted Christian to a club like that. Did he participate? Did he watch? Did he take his dates there? Maybe he paid one of the workers to flog him with her leather panties. Suddenly I was feeling like a woefully inadequate lover. He had a century’s worth of practice on me.

      “Christian is right,” Viktor said, snapping me out of my fantasies. “Women who work in these clubs are required to know how to protect themselves. Owners prefer hiring Mage for that reason.”

      “Why not hire Vampires?”

      Christian strode toward the wall next to Niko and leaned against it. “A female Vampire in a fantasy club? That’ll be the day.”

      Blue stood up and brushed off the seat of her pants. “I bet Mage women like the empowerment of being in charge. A lot of the older ones came into immortality as sex slaves or worse.”

      Claude frowned. “What’s worse?”

      Without hesitation, I answered. “Having your Creator juice all your light or bind with you against your will.”

      That put a stake in the discussion.

      I swung my attention back to Viktor. “What’s our job exactly?”

      Viktor sat up straight and planted his palms on the bench. “The owner is cooperating and dealing strictly with my contact. He does not want his club shut down; it would set a precedent for similar clubs, and he feels they are a fundamental right. Those were his words, not mine, but I have to agree. Immortals get bored easily and need an outlay.”

      “Outlet,” Gem said.

      He muttered something to her in Russian, and the only word I picked up was coffee.

      “You want us to visit the club and have a look around?” Christian asked.

      I leaned back on my hands. “Don’t look so excited.”

      “Nyet. I need Raven as bait.”

      I shook my head. “I thought you said some of the employees disappeared? Why not just send in a Vampire to question everyone?”

      “Someone is getting their women from this club. Why would we want to tip them off?”

      “Don’t you think the person running this ring will get their women elsewhere? They might have heard about the raid.”

      “It was not a raid. The Regulators were discreet,” Viktor assured me. “After they questioned the manager, they scrubbed her memory of the conversation. The owner does not want to jeopardize his business with a formal investigation. His workers would leave, his customers would quit coming in, and he might seek compensation from the higher authority for slandering his business.”

      “Some of those girls who took off might have told the ringleader.”

      “No one knows why the Regulators were there. They went after hours, but someone must have seen them coming or going from the building. It would be enough to make the employees gossip but nothing more. The owner has pacified his people with a fake story about his lease or some such nonsense. Only guilty people run, and those girls probably left the city. Would you stay here for an illegal job if you knew there was a bounty on your head?”

      “I’d be long gone,” Shepherd agreed.

      Viktor stood up. “We have no reason to believe the person soliciting these women to fight knows about our investigation. In the meantime, the club needs replacement workers, and Raven is perfect for this job.”

      Christian glowered and stepped forward. “Over my rotting corpse.”

      “What I decide is my choice.” Viktor met eyes with him. “The position is for bartender.”

      “He or she might approach the other girls instead,” I said. “What then?”

      Viktor paced the floor. “We have considered different scenarios.” Viktor regarded me for a moment. “None of the victims had similar traits, so this is not about a physical preference. You must stand out. I want you to watch the other women in the bar. I’m told that the three victims were strong-willed and… What is the word I seek? Butch.”

      Wyatt snickered. “You picked the right man for the job.”

      “What about me?” Gem gave Viktor her best puppy dog eyes. “I’m a Mage.”

      Viktor shook his head. “This is why I hired Raven and Christian. You are not what these people desire, and I need you working on books.”

      Realizing there was no way out of working in a sex club, I sat forward and muttered, “This wasn’t in the brochure.”

      “Claude will also be working undercover. He can provide backup if something goes wrong. It is better to work in teams.”

      Christian cleared his throat to draw attention to the obvious fact that he was my partner.

      Viktor shrugged at him. “They have a no Vampires policy. What can I do? Vampires are known to cause trouble in such clubs by charming the workers to do their bidding.”

      “Apparently they’re not banned in all clubs,” I said, smiling at Christian. “Isn’t that right, honeybun?”

      Viktor put his hands on his hips. “It is very important that you do not show anyone your Vampire side. They are looking for a Mage, so keep your fangs out of sight.”

      “Got it.”

      “Do whatever it takes to stand out and show your strength,” he continued. “Wyatt, I want you to put a device on Raven that follows her every move. She’s prohibited from going anywhere but the hotel and club unless she is invited. If she travels through the human district, monitor any security cameras and document vehicles, plates, and faces. Any place she goes, research who owns those properties. This will require twenty-four-hour surveillance on your part.”

      “I can just call and let him know if I’m going out for a bite,” I suggested.

      “Nyet. Your phone stays here. I cannot risk the wrong person accessing your contact list or overhearing your call. We will do this right. Claude will relay any messages. And do not go wandering. It will make Wyatt’s job difficult if he is researching property records when you are only going out for ice cream.”

      “So if someone approaches me with an offer, I relay that to Claude and then you guys bust him?”

      Viktor shook his head. “Suspicion or names are not enough for such a prestigious case. We must go deep enough to get into the fights.”

      My jaw slackened. “You want me to fight?”

      “I do not want you involved in actual fighting, but we need to know who is running the operation. You must be certain of that, because the person who approaches you might not be who we want. I want locations. I want names. I want the identity of everyone involved, including customers. You must get close enough to see the fights. We cannot rely on hearsay. If we have insufficient evidence, they go free and we lose our chance. To fail would mean losing the confidence of the higher authority. We have just enough evidence to build a solid case, so it is up to us to uncover this crime ring.”

      I waited for Christian’s rebuttal, but he quietly listened with everyone else.

      “Shepherd, I want you in the club as a customer, but not every night. It is important that we do not reveal our cover.”

      “Blow our cover,” Gem said. She was never rude about correcting Viktor, and he seemed to appreciate it since she had helped him fine-tune his English over the years.

      “Talk to bystanders,” he went on. “Express interest in watching a girl fight. Portray yourself as a wealthy man, but do not wear a suit. This would make you stand out. You can use your gifts to read people and find suspects.”

      Shepherd stood up, his arms hanging at his sides like dead limbs. “You want me to go into a sex club with my gloves off? Fuck that.”

      “Who else can sense a liar except for Claude? He will be doing his own undercover work by talking to customers to see what their fantasies are.”

      Claude shuddered.

      “Touch their glasses,” Viktor instructed him. “Or the table. Whatever it is you do. We must narrow down suspects. Anyone you find curious, find out their name. Wyatt will search for a criminal record. We must be cautious. If too many of us are together in one place, someone might make a connection. We go as a group to bars.”

      “Not lately,” Wyatt complained. “Seems like forever since we had a good time.”

      “Niko is still recovering.” Viktor rubbed his neck as if he’d slept on it wrong. “I want him on a mandatory vacation for at least three more weeks.”

      “I can help,” Niko insisted. “I can read light.”

      “You only just woke up from a long coma.” Viktor walked back to the weight bench but remained standing. “It will take time for you to fully recover. Your body is still weak.”

      “I don’t need muscles to read light,” he countered. “I’ve been working in the gym every day and eating twice my calories. It won’t be long.”

      “That is rule,” Viktor said, putting his foot down. “I have been fair to each of you when you have had trauma. Raven, Blue, and even Gem. You will accept the time I give you. Raven will be without weapons, so I want you to work with her today.”

      “Wait a second.” I got up, flustered by the idea of going in without my push daggers. “You want me unarmed?”

      “That is the club policy. The owner fires anyone carrying, so if you are caught and shown preferential treatment, it will—how you say—blow our cover.”

      Gem smiled approvingly.

      Viktor sighed and rubbed his eyes. He must have been up all night working out the details. “Use your Mage skills to protect yourself. No bloodsucking.”

      I snorted. “That takes the fun out of it. So what do you think happened to the victims?”

      “It is possible they made mistakes or tried to quit. Fighters never leave, not unless it is in a body bag. A headless or charred body would draw attention from insiders working for the police, so the person behind this is very crafty indeed. Perhaps a Chitah delivered a fatal dose of venom and sealed the wounds. I think what is more likely is that a Mage killed them. There are a number of those with rare but deadly gifts. You’re a Stealer, and your kind were once executioners. Stealing someone’s light and then their life is not as messy.”

      “You said the first girl had blood on her. That sounds pretty messy.”

      “Da. But no injuries from what they told us. We believe after she was strangled, the culprit dumped her body in the human district in hopes that she would be misidentified as human. We can only speculate what is happening. That is why we need you to go in and gather as much information as you can.”

      Blue gripped the rope with one hand. “And me? Don’t keep me home, Viktor. I’ve taken enough time off. I’m ready to work.”

      Viktor gave her a reluctant smile. I’d never met a stronger woman than Blue, and she wanted to get back into the thick of things—perhaps too quickly. Since returning from our last mission in West Virginia, Blue hadn’t acknowledged the attack that left her scarred. I felt a kinship to her for that, because I had a tendency to bottle up my rage and pain. I couldn’t imagine how the hell she was dealing with those scars, ones I hadn’t seen since that fateful night. All I knew was that they covered her torso, and her days of wearing sexy low-cut tank tops had ended—not unless she was wearing a button-up over it. Now most of her shirts had high collars like the flannel shirt she wore today.

      “If Raven leaves club with anyone, I want you to follow,” Viktor said, giving Blue a respectable role. “We cannot rely on a tracking device that might malfunction.”

      “My equipment never malfunctions,” Wyatt grumbled.

      Shepherd snickered. “That’s not what your last date said.”

      “That’s it?” Blue cocked her head. “Or am I also working inside?”

      “You will wear a small phone around your neck. Wyatt will design something that will not be a danger to your animal.” Viktor blushed and averted his eyes. “The club has a provocative dress code that I do not think you can adhere to. That is why I chose Claude.”

      Blue’s lips thinned, and she stormed out of the room. We felt the weight of her fury as the door slammed.

      Viktor clasped his hands behind his back and paced toward the door as if he might go after her, but he didn’t. “Raven and Claude will stay in separate hotels. Only Shepherd and Blue are permitted to return home. Claude will work as Raven’s partner inside the club, and Blue will follow her every move on the outside. These roles are vital to Raven’s safety. I must be updated on any new developments.”

      “And what’ll you have me doing? Helping Kira with the dishes?” Christian argued.

      Viktor spun on his heel. “I want you to create Raven’s alias. Make it believable and something she can remember. You know what men like this might ask her, and I need her to be prepared and consistent with her answers. I will give you what we know about the victims, and you can search for similarities.”

      Christian seemed satisfied with that answer.

      “Any questions?” Viktor asked.

      I sprang to my feet. “When do we start?”

      “Soon. Everyone except you and Niko can join me for breakfast. I need you sharp, and Niko will work with you. Break only as needed—we have no time to waste.” He turned his attention to Niko. “Teach her what she does not know. Without weapons, Raven must learn to control every situation.”

      Niko bowed.

      Holding a hand over my rumbling stomach, I asked, “Can I at least have a bowl of cereal?”

      “Food will make you slow and lazy. You must know how to defend yourself in a club without killing anyone or using your Vampire skills. But I also cannot see into the future. It is not my desire for you to fight in a cage match, but if that happens, I want you prepared.”

      Everyone got up and shuffled toward the door.

      Claude yawned noisily. “I need to call my salon and rearrange my appointments. Any idea how long this will last?”

      Viktor fell into step beside him. “That may not be necessary. You will spend nights at the club. If you have any important clients, you might be able to work them in during the daytime or reassign to someone else on your staff. I do not want you jeopardizing your relationships with important clientele. We rely on them for inside information. But do not drive your Porsche while on assignment. It’s too flashy and will not match your job.”

      I pulled off my socks and tossed them aside. “Well, Niko. Guess it’s just you and me.”

      “And me.” Christian closed the door behind Viktor and joined us.

      I stretched my arms over my head to loosen the muscles. “No Vamps allowed.”

      “Don’t be daft. Niko can’t rile you up like I can.”

      “And why would I need someone to piss me off while training?”

      “Vampires tend to show their fangs when angry, and the only way to suppress natural instinct is to control your emotions. We need to make sure you can keep your wee little fangs where they belong.” He sat down on the weight bench. “Just take a gander at those hideous sweatpants you’re always wearing. You’ll never pull this off dressed like a panhandler. Do you also plan on packing your enormous knickers? I’m sure that’ll have the lads wagging their tongues.”

      “You don’t push my buttons, Poe. That’s one thing you’ve never been able to do.”

      “Aye.” He splayed the fingers on his left hand and looked at his ring. “Too bad your da can’t say the same. Isn’t that one a pathetic excuse for a human? That morose bastard is wasting his life away in a dingy chair, hobbling around like a lame horse. Someone should put him out of his misery.”

      My fangs punched out.

      Christian gave me a sardonic smile. “Ah. There they are.” Then he looked over at Niko, who had just removed his shirt. “Looks like we have a lot of work to do.”
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