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      Crossbreed Series: Book 11

      

      Keystone goes to battle with their most fearsome foe yet in this USA Today Bestselling series by Dannika Dark.

      

      In the world of crime fighting, Raven has learned that formal affairs are a necessary evil. So when Keystone receives an invitation to a winter ball, she tries to make the best of it. The most powerful elites in Cognito are attending—a perfect opportunity to network and have a few drinks. But when a guest hijacks the party in a violent display of dark power, chaos ensues.

      It’s a race against time as Raven searches for a way to thwart his diabolical plan. Will Keystone find the fortitude to prevent the downfall of civilization? Or will they bow to a new king to save their souls?

      

      “And a terrible curse befell the winter ball.”
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      A gala invitation should have been thrilling, but the immortals in our social circle didn’t throw raucous celebrations with rock music, cheap beer, and delicious barbecue. It was pomp and circumstance all the way, which has never been my cup of tea. A few weeks ago, Viktor accepted an invitation to a December winter ball hosted by Lenore Parrish. Costumes that fit the theme were required, so we had all purchased new outfits and spent the entire day getting ready.

      Tiny lights inside Gem’s white dress illuminated the interior of the extra-large Jeep Shepherd rented.

      I chuckled softly. “At least we won’t have trouble finding you.”

      She beamed, the glitter encircling her eyes and face in a dramatic makeover, sparkling when the light hit it. “Don’t you adore costume balls? It took me ages to figure out how to get lights inside my dress. Wyatt helped me.”

      Christian twisted around from the passenger seat in front of us. “Is that so? If that be the case, you might want to locate the nearest fire extinguisher, lass.”

      “He promised it wouldn’t catch fire.” She lifted a sheer layer of tulle. “All the lights in the store had these bulky battery cases. I don’t know how he did it, but all I have to do is push this little button and”—the lights switched off—“voilà!” When she clicked them back on, she sparkled like a fairy. Her whimsical white dress fell past her knees with an uneven hemline. The asymmetrical neckline complemented the aesthetic. Claude had frosted her hair but left the tips lavender so it didn’t look washed out. In fact, he had given us all a spa day at the salon to prepare us for the big event.

      She touched the silky fabric of my bloodred gown. “Why didn’t you wear white? I love that color on you, but everyone else will be wearing white, silver, or blue.”

      “I’m sure I’ll blend in with the poinsettias.”

      Christian glanced back and gave me a warm smile. “I think she looks ravishing.”

      “Like a tall glass of wine you’d like to drink?” I quipped.

      As we turned up the massive driveway, I saw guests walking up the sidewalk toward the house. Gem was right about the colors.

      Why the hell was this necessary? Fancy attire made me uncomfortable. Leather pants and a reindeer hat would have suited me just fine, but Viktor wanted to impress Lenore, and we were a reflection of him. So, inspired by a painting that hung in my bedroom, I’d ordered a sleeveless, gothic-style red dress. The sumptuous gown reached my ankles, and the plunging neckline showed off my beloved Burmese-ruby necklace. The slit in the dress went all the way to my upper thigh, showing off my legs, which were my best asset and weapon. Since we had to leave weapons behind, I instinctively planned for the unexpected. I couldn’t asphyxiate a man in a scissors hold if my legs were encased like sausages. Claude had styled my black hair in lustrous waves, but I refused to put any glitter or frost in it. Nor did I wear it up, which would reveal the Creator’s mark behind my ear. I liked keeping my Breed to myself in a crowd. Especially since Mage men were nothing but light perverts.

      Viktor, who sat behind us, looked dashing in his full-length black coat with a saucy fur collar. Beneath that, he wore a Victorian-style silver-and-blue vest over a white dress shirt. While the furry ushanka hat was nothing new, I’d never seen him wear sapphire cuff links before. His cologne wafted from the back seat where Blue kept him company in the third row.

      Viktor didn’t think rolling up in our black van would make a good impression, so we’d opted for a rental. Unlike Shepherd’s special-edition hardtop, this luxury Commander had all the bells and whistles. It comfortably fit six adults, and the center row had a small child seat in the middle. Wyatt and Claude rode in the Porsche ahead of us.

      “You should have brought Hunter along.” Gem pressed her cheek against the glass as she gaped at the icicle lights hanging from the trees.

      Shepherd steered the Jeep toward the valets. “These parties aren’t for kids—especially Sensors. Remember what happened at Patrick Bane’s party?”

      A cold chill swept over me when I remembered Hunter flying over the railing. I wondered if he’d remember all that when he grew up and if parties would trigger him. It had taken him time to get comfortable not wearing a mask around us to cover his scars, and he still shied away from people in public. No, a party like this was no place for a kid.

      Christian gave a throaty chuckle. “You know who we should have invited?” He peered over his shoulder at me. “Your da.”

      “He doesn’t go anywhere without Harley, and he would have put reindeer antlers on that mutt.” I looked back at Viktor. “Is Lenore a dog person?”

      Shepherd barked out a laugh, and it dawned on me why.

      “Sorry,” I said, wanting to smack myself in the head. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

      The wolf in the back seat blushed.

      When we pulled up to the mansion, Wyatt and Claude were waiting. Claude looked ready to disco in his white suit and silver tie. In addition to his tall stature, his large, messy curls made women melt. Claude hid his piercing gaze behind a silver mask, which only drew attention to his sensual mouth. If the Breed world had models, Claude Valentine would be a superstar.

      Women in stunning dresses tipped their heads at Claude as they walked past him. One lady in particular caught my attention. She dressed and walked like royalty.

      “Look at the crown on her head.” I stared at the jewels between each spike. Their dates wore top hats and white tailcoats.

      “Those are real,” Blue said.

      I snorted. “They look fake to me.”

      “I meant the jewels, not her disproportionately large breasts. People like to break out the expensive stuff at these parties since they can’t wear them anywhere else.”

      Wyatt, dressed like Santa’s elf, did a curtsy.

      “Wyatt will regret this,” Viktor grumbled. “I warned him not to wear that absurd costume.” Viktor finished his complaint in Russian with what sounded like a string of profanities.

      I chuckled at Wyatt’s striped stockings and green suit. “Sorry, I can’t help it.”

      “Must he always embarrass me?” Viktor unlatched his seat belt.

      Blue replied, “In his defense, the invitation said a winter ball. It didn’t specify the dress code. The younger immortals associate winter with Christmas.”

      “He looks like an imbecile. And he is over two hundred. Old enough to know better.”

      Wyatt’s curled elf shoes fell out of view as our Jeep rolled up to the curb.

      “I’ll be a few minutes,” Shepherd informed us. “I don’t want any of these knuckleheads parking the Jeep. My name’s all over the paperwork.”

      Viktor shifted in his seat. “Please do your best not to cause a scene.”

      A man opened Gem’s door and another opened mine. After they helped us out of the vehicle, we assembled on the walkway.

      I took a minute to admire Blue’s ensemble. She had stopped hiding her scars around us in recent months. On jobs, she covered them to blend in with the crowd. At home, she returned to her usual attire—tank tops and cargo pants. But for tonight, she had purchased a conservative sapphire-blue dress that covered every inch of her body. The material had delicate silver snowflake accents stitched around the torso, arms, and bottom hem, though her blue cloak covered most of it. Claude had sprayed glitter in her French braid until it sparkled.

      Gem simpered when a passerby did a full turn to look at her dress.

      I tucked my hands in my red leather jacket and strutted to the front of the vehicle.

      “Let’s get this party started,” Wyatt said, adjusting his elf hat.

      I gestured to his red-and-white stockings. “You’re not the least bit embarrassed?”

      He patted his pockets. “These broads are looking for a little hanky-panky. Do you think they care what I have on?”

      “You touch my steering wheel one more time, and I’m gonna chop off your fucking hand,” Shepherd growled at the valet.

      I took Christian’s arm. “Let’s find the booze.”

      “I wish Niko were here.” Gem pouted as we stepped onto the sidewalk.

      Wyatt skipped ahead of us. “Niko always hides in corners and separates himself from the action. Trust me, he wanted to babysit Hunter.”

      I admired Christian’s silver tuxedo and black lapels. It had a noticeable sheen, and while he could have easily wound up looking like a lounge singer or groom, Christian Poe owned every inch of that suit and stole my heart with his charismatic swagger.

      “I’m decapitating that swan before the night’s over,” he remarked, gesturing to the ice sculpture.

      “I bet you won’t. Viktor would murder you.”

      “And what’ll you give me if I do?”

      I snorted. “A pillow for your coffin.”

      Lenore greeted a couple who approached the door. After exchanging a few words and kissing cheeks, she let her servants collect their coats and escort them inside.

      We walked up the wide steps toward the entrance. Lenore had spared no expense decorating her historical mansion like a fairy-tale winter wonderland. The windows and posts were wrapped in tiny white lights, every strand spaced evenly and perfectly straight. Icicle lights hung overhead, and the scent of cinnamon wafted from the open doorway.

      “Viktor,” she cooed.

      When he bowed to kiss her hand, I noticed they had coordinated their outfits. Despite the frigid December air, Lenore’s bare arms had nary a goose bump. Her sleeveless aquamarine dress spilled down her body like ocean water, silver designs sewn in that matched the patterns on Viktor’s vest. Vampires were impervious to extreme temperatures, yet there she was, tucking her hand back in her white hand muff, which happened to match Viktor’s hat.

      “Krasivaya,” he said softly, his enamored gaze soaking in her radiant beauty.

      Gem bounced forward. “That means⁠—”

      “No translation needed, darling.” Lenore gave Viktor an intimate stare. “And you are more handsome than ever.”

      When she acknowledged the rest of us, we respectfully inclined our heads. Lenore’s eyebrow quirked after she spotted the lights sewn in Gem’s dress, but Gem was too distracted by the festivities inside to notice she was being scrutinized.

      Lenore stepped aside and gestured to a servant walking by with a tray. “There’s alcohol, but right now we’re only serving hot apple cider.”

      When Wyatt sauntered by her, Viktor slowly closed his eyes.

      Lenore held a poker face as she took in Wyatt’s outfit. “I should have invited children to the party. They would have adored you.”

      He stopped and threw her a boyish grin. “Sorry, but this show is rated R.” Wyatt lifted a small glass of cider off a tray and strutted toward a bevy of ladies.

      Blue waved away the servant collecting our coats, opting to keep her cloak on.

      Lenore swept a tendril of blond hair away from her face. The rest of her loosely braided tresses were twisted into a romantic bun on the back of her head. Then she laid eyes on my gown. “Red is a bold choice for a winter affair.”

      Christian inched closer to me. “Raven’s a bold woman, and only such a woman could wear this dress.”

      Lenore gave him a mechanical smile. “So good to see you, Chrissy. Please go inside and have some refreshments. I must finish greeting my guests, but we’ll catch up later.”

      Viktor remained behind as we moved inside the palatial home.

      Lights strung outside the domed ceiling lit up the colorful patterns in the glass. Instead of poinsettias, white roses filled every room. The intoxicating fragrance of flowers and cinnamon made me drunk with envy. Why did rich people throw away so much money on a single party? And despite the extravagant trimmings, the guests were so blasé about the whole affair. Gold sequined tablecloths covered the standing tables, which matched the ornate gold etchings in the walls.

      Gem sipped on her cider while deliberating a tray of hors d’oeuvres. We left her behind in the large foyer, and I held Christian’s arm, uncertain if my boots would slip on the shiny marble floor.

      “What’s with all the white roses?” I asked. “I only see those at funerals or weddings.”

      “Perhaps there’s an announcement to be made.”

      “Perish the thought.” I glanced up. “Wyatt’s been through here.”

      He stopped and looked around. “What makes you say that?”

      I pointed to a sculpture of a nude man now wearing an elf hat.

      A woman strolled toward us, and I couldn’t take my eyes off her large snowflake necklace. Ice was the trend—as in diamonds. Some wore diamond icicle necklaces and earrings, others tiaras and bracelets. As the lady passed us, Christian put his arm around me.

      I located a corner to hide in. “Let’s sit on that sofa.”

      “They call them settees,” he said.

      “Stop that.”

      “Stop what?”

      I took a seat on the upholstered white furniture that Lenore must have rented for the party. “Trying to teach me things I don’t care about.”

      After sitting, Christian crossed his legs with a dramatic flair, a habit he did when annoyed. “It looks like a slaughterhouse in here.”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      He stroked the opulent fur blanket behind me. “Mink.”

      “Maybe it’s faux.”

      Christian gave me a sardonic look. “If there’s fur in this house, you can be certain she stripped it off a helpless animal herself.”

      A live band played old-fashioned music in an adjacent room. Christian and I watched guests mingling, laughing, and drinking. Despite his boorish ways, Christian blended in with an aristocratic crowd much easier than I did, so I got the feeling he was more keeping me company than hiding.

      It was nice to get out of the house, even though this wouldn’t have been my first choice. We hadn’t been out as a group in ages. Summer and fall had kept us busy with cases. Any downtime we had was spent helping Wyatt with side jobs—usually research, paperwork, or reviewing hours of surveillance video. Shepherd had taken Hunter to visit with the children in Sambah’s pride, and that made Viktor happy. Not because Hunter needed friends, but Viktor liked creating good rapport with important people in the community, and Sambah was one of those people. He had helped us recently by taking in displaced children so they didn’t have to be separated.

      I frowned when I noticed people eating finger food from napkins. “How come they never serve real food at these parties? I don’t mean snacks on platters but a three-course meal. They could hire a caterer and serve dinner.”

      Christian stretched his arms across the back of the sofa. “It puts pressure on immortals to conform to a behavior that not all of us subscribe to. If you want to give your reputation a good thrashing, put a plate of ribs in front of a hundred Vampires.”

      “Maybe you should put on your big-boy pants and eat up. Not everyone is a Vampire. Some of us are hungry.”

      “Perhaps you should have eaten before we left.”

      “Then I wouldn’t have been able to fit in my dress.”

      When Lenore and Viktor came into view, arm in arm, we both fell silent. Viktor had been seeing Lenore these past months, and we weren’t certain how serious it was between them. He didn’t discuss his personal affairs, and we didn’t pry. While I was tempted to ask Christian his thoughts about their matching outfits, it wouldn’t be prudent to discuss Viktor’s love life when Lenore could hear everything.

      I glanced up at the net of lights someone had painstakingly strung across the tall ceiling.

      “Viktor’s giving us the look,” Christian said, uncrossing his legs.

      I knew what look he was referring to. Viktor didn’t attend these parties for fun; he made connections. He didn’t want us to squander the opportunity by tucking ourselves away in a corner all night, drinking up the liquor.

      Christian claimed me with a smoldering look that could have set the house on fire, and my heart fluttered when he kissed my shoulder. With a wink, he swaggered off to mingle.

      All the waiters were easy to identify in their sparkling blue suits and white gloves. I flagged one down when he walked by with a food tray. “What is that?”

      “Caviar.”

      “No, the other stuff.”

      “Scallops with gold leaf.”

      I leaned over to sniff it. “People eat gold? Don’t you have any pigs in a blanket or macaroons?”

      The pretentious Vampire lifted his chin and walked away.

      I decided to give myself a private tour. Two side rooms connected to the massive foyer. In one, the string band inspired couples to dance. A throng of cigar-smoking aristocrats made the other room impossible to enter, so I didn’t bother. I cut through the center of the house, passing socialites who looked every bit as stiff as the statues. Gilded paintings hung on the walls even though landscape art didn’t match the winter theme. Why the hell would anyone want to live in a museum? Immortals were nothing but hoarders. The idea made me laugh. Lenore collected masterpieces; I collected mementos from my jobs like a thieving raven.

      Waiters were constantly on the move in an eloquent dance. They entered from a long hallway in the back, which I presumed led to the kitchen. Veering right, I passed a few closed rooms before entering one that was empty with large windows overlooking a sunroom.

      “You shouldn’t be in here,” Shepherd said, sitting furtively in a wingback chair against the wall.

      When I got a gander of his white suit, I grinned. Unlike Claude and Christian, he didn’t have on a tie or kerchief. The first few buttons of his white dress shirt were sloppily undone. “You look like a South American drug lord.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment.” He took a long drag from his cigarette, the orange tip glowing in the shadows. “Did you bring me any snails?”

      I stared into the oval mirror behind him at my burgundy lips and black eyeliner. “I don’t know why rich people eat that shit.”

      He chuckled. “It’s not half bad. What are you doing in here?”

      I strode to the desk in the center of the room and sat on it. “Snooping, I guess. What about you?”

      “Smoke break. I couldn’t light up in the car, and it’s too damn cold to stand outside.”

      Shepherd usually took on the role of security when we went to social functions. The only people who loved these lavish events were Gem and Claude. Wyatt just came for the booze and women.

      “What do you think?” he asked.

      “About what?”

      Shepherd pointed to a painting of Lenore on the wall to my left. “Those two.”

      “Oh,” I said, giving a noncommittal shrug.

      “Yeah.” He stubbed out his cigarette on the bottom of his shoe and then buried it in a potted plant. “I better see what Spooks is up to. Did he ever mention the party that took place next to a cemetery?”

      “No.”

      Shepherd stood and brushed his hand over his buzz cut. “He didn’t realize at first that there were uninvited guests, if you know what I mean.”

      “How could he not know? He’s a Gravewalker.”

      “I guess it’s sometimes hard to tell the dead from the living in a crowd. He mentioned that ghosts don’t have shadows, and there were candles all over the place.”

      I crossed my ankles. “What happened?”

      “He flipped out and made a big fucking scene. Turns out he was hitting on a dead chick. That’s when a bunch of them followed us home. Viktor almost stopped inviting him to parties, but the boss man wants us to do everything as a team.” Shepherd moseyed toward the door. “He thinks like a Packmaster. You let one or two people do their own thing, and you’ll have dissention in the ranks. That’s pack mentality. Don’t hide in here all night,” he said, rapping his knuckles on the wall as he left the room.

      I slid off the desk and looked at the adjacent room through the glass door. When I grew up watching vampire movies, I never imagined one having a sunroom filled with plants. Beyond the outside windows, white lights meticulously strung around the tree trunks radiated enough ambient light inside to see.

      So this is your private office.

      I was tempted to peek inside the drawers but not at the risk of someone catching me. Instead, I strolled around the room, studying the photographs on the wall. An old black-and-white picture caught my eye. Lenore’s pale dress looked dated, her hair styled in finger waves. It wasn’t the best quality photograph—grainy and faded from the years gone by. The small group posed with solemn expressions, all dressed to the nines in fancy dinner jackets and dresses. Why didn’t people back then ever smile in photographs? I looked twice when I spotted a familiar face behind her.

      Oh my God, that’s Christian.

      He looked so different without his beard and signature malevolent gaze. A jovial sparkle flickered in his eyes, and unlike the other men who sported panama hats, Christian had on a black bowler. The picture must have been from the 1920s or ’30s, before she buried him. I examined every detail. Who was that guy? Not the same Christian I knew. It was as if he’d been reborn and become a different man. I wondered which had affected him more: the murders he’d committed on Lenore’s behalf or spending ten years in a coffin.

      I rounded a potted palm tree and studied another photograph of Lenore, this one of her posing on a beach in a polka-dot bikini and retro cat-eye sunglasses. In another, two older women wearing pearl necklaces and large brooches flanked her. Were these people still around? Why did she have their photographs? Lenore didn’t strike me as the sentimental type. Then again, one could say the same about me.

      A familiar song echoed in the hallway, one that seemed to have escaped the era that the photographs were taken in. Lenore didn’t have any recent pictures, but that likely had to do with the changing laws and awareness of how immortals could be tracked through historical images. In the early days, photographs were a novelty, and people probably didn’t expect them to be preserved and last this long. I drifted to the right-hand corner of the room and placed my fingertips on the smooth marble tabletop. Above a tall vase hung a picture of Lenore sitting on a tufted sofa next to a dark-haired man. I inched closer for a better look.

      Holy shit.

      The gentleman next to her looked so damn familiar, but it wasn’t until I covered his dark hair with my thumb that I recognized Houdini.

      “There you are.” Lenore startled me so badly that my arm knocked into the vase.

      She shadow walked around the corner in a blink and caught the decorative piece. “It’s Egyptian. I paid half a million for it back in 1928, but I’m sure it’s worth a lot more now.”

      “Sorry. I was just looking around.”

      “I see.” She set the vase back on the shelf.

      Even in the dark, Lenore’s dress shimmered like deep waters under moonlight.

      She moved the vase an inch to the left. “If you want to know a secret, never give all your money to a banker. Cash depreciates, and we don’t make a habit of investing in human stocks. Funnel your money into things like gold, artwork, Breed collectibles, and real estate. Gemstones rarely appreciate in value unless there’s history attached to them. I suppose you learned that from the auction.”

      I touched my ruby necklace, which she was eyeing. “So that’s why you hoard all this stuff.”

      “Stuff.” She chuckled softly. “The curiosities you see in most people’s homes aren’t sentimental. Some of it perhaps. But most of us like to keep the valuables close. Although I do think it’s worth having a few hiding spots. Just make sure you own the land. Many a fool has gone back to a place they buried gold and discovered a parking lot or condominium.”

      “If that’s the case, maybe land is more valuable than gold. Unless the city decides to build a highway through it and forces you off.”

      She wrinkled her brow. “They do that?”

      “You’ve been away a long time.”

      Lenore’s gaze latched onto my dress. “Dear, oh dear. All dressed up and you’re hiding in the dark. Even Christian’s having a good time. Is the food not up to your standards?”

      She must have heard my earlier remarks.

      “Caviar is pretentious and doesn’t taste that good,” I admitted.

      “Simple girl, simple tastes.” She strode to the desk and leaned against it. “You need to branch out and try new things even if it’s not what you’re accustomed to. I didn’t always have money.”

      “You mentioned that.”

      “From rags to riches,” she said, her thoughts seeming to drift off as she looked toward the photographs on the wall. “Would you like to go into the drawing room? There’s a smaller crowd there. Less intimidating.”

      I folded my arms. “I’m not easily intimidated.”

      “Yet here you are. What can I do to help you acclimate to high society? It’s something we all must do, even if it’s not to our liking. I have these parties because I love them, but more importantly, it’s about making the right connections.”

      I leaned against the wall. “Viktor’s always saying the same thing.”

      She chuckled, her black eyes glimmering. “Did he ever explain what it means? Making connections isn’t just taking names and numbers. It’s finding one individual that you share a common bond with. Think of it as links in a chain, and the longer your chain is, the farther you can go and the more favors you can ask.”

      I gestured to the photographs. “Are all those people links in your chain?”

      “You have an inquisitive mind. Each of them played an important role in my life. Aside from that, I like remembering how life used to be. I suppose someday I’ll be nostalgic about the decades I’m living now, but you never appreciate the time you’re in until it’s gone.” She laughed softly as if the memories compelled her. “We always miss the past and hope for a better future. But we never give much thought to the way things are, do we?”

      “Who are they?” I asked, mostly curious about Houdini but reluctant to single him out. I didn’t want Lenore growing suspicious.

      “I suppose you recognized Christian. Wasn’t he dashing back then?” Leaning back on her hands, she tilted her head to the side. “The rest are old acquaintances. A few I’ve lost contact with, and one or two are no longer with us. Breed take for granted that immortality isn’t guaranteed. Let me give you some advice: irreverence will never get you far in our world. In fact, it could easily put you in a coffin.” She lifted an ink bottle and set it next to a quill. “You’re young, and the new ones always want to stand up to their elders and make big waves. But the elders are intimately familiar with the impulsive nature of youth. They were once young, but they’ve learned the consequences. Be careful who you step on to get where you’re going. Our memories are as long as our patience.” She began walking and reached for my hand. “Come. If you can’t have fun, at least make one new friend. Let’s try that cider. I’ve been standing in that doorway all evening, and I’m eager to enjoy myself.”

      I reluctantly took her hand as she walked two steps ahead and escorted me back to the party. I had been isolating myself. Lenore made a valid point about getting out of my comfort zone and doing what was best for my success. I wasn’t naive enough to believe I’d work for Keystone forever. Viktor might retire the business, or I might decide one day that it wasn’t enough. Then what? Socializing and schmoozing with these people might help Keystone, but not as much as it could help me in the long run. Christian didn’t like these parties either, but he knew the game and played it well. I thought about that picture of him on the wall. There was a part of him I’d never seen—one that only Lenore knew. And that person he once was still existed, maybe just enough that he could navigate through these social situations better than most. I needed to be more than just a killer, even if that meant pretending I was someone delightful to be around.

      She gave me a cursory glance while gliding down the hall. “You should wear your hair up.”

      “Why?”

      “Because that’s what Christian likes. In fact, if you want to know a secret, he loves braided hair.”

      I let go of her hand.

      “Didn’t he tell you?” She stopped and frowned. “I’ve overstepped my boundaries with you, haven’t I? But to be fair, I assumed you already knew his preferences. No hard feelings?” Lenore took my arm and leaned in close as she led me to the open room. “You remind me of myself in my younger years. You should have seen me. Just a barefooted girl, taking on a pack of wolves.”

      “Wolves? Does Viktor know?”

      She squeezed my arm. “I’m sure that Viktor has done his fair share of indiscriminate killing. We do what we must to survive.”

      As we cut through the room, guests smiled at Lenore and complimented her splendid party. She retrieved her white hand muff from a table and tucked her hands in it.

      “Christian never did find me a suitable guard,” she said reproachfully. “I must speak to him about that. I’ve interviewed five men, and none of them were qualified. I thought a man with his connections would know the best of the best, so I can’t figure out why he’s sending me incompetent fools.” Lenore slowed down and cocked her head. I’d seen that same look on Christian when he was ciphering through different sounds in a crowded club. “I should have known,” she muttered.

      The crowd parted as we cut through another room, and I barely had time to admire the gold chandeliers before we joined a humble gathering in a small study.

      My jaw slackened when I spotted Christian. With his back to me, he jerked his arm in a motion that could only be compared to masturbating.

      “Watch this,” Lenore said, planting her feet in the doorway. “It’s his favorite party trick.”

      After two quick scraping sounds, I heard a pop. The neck of a wine bottle flew away from him and landed on a circular carpet. The men applauded as Christian half turned, a severed bottle in his hand.

      “And that’s how you saber champagne, fellas.” Christian held out the bottle. “Drink up.”

      I quietly cleared my throat, enough to catch his attention. Christian gave me a wolfish smile over his shoulder as he topped off everyone’s glass. Then he set the empty bottle down and approached with a large knife in his hand.

      With a glint in his eye, he pointed the blade at Lenore. Christian’s smile was as enigmatic as the Mona Lisa’s as he flipped the blade around and offered her the handle.

      “You know the rule about weapons,” she said, accepting the knife.

      “’Tis a gift from your own kitchen. If the numpties in there weren’t so busy rabbiting on about making more cider, they might have noticed me pilfering from the knife block.”

      She tapped the blade against her palm. “Perhaps if I had a guard, that wouldn’t happen.”

      “Sometimes you have to take what you can get.”

      “And I’ve gotten nothing. If the men you’ve sent me to interview are the best there is, my respect for you is diminished. Since you can’t find someone qualified⁠—”

      “Jaysus. The best guards aren’t easy to find on short notice for a reason. You’ll have to give me time.”

      “Ticktock.” Lenore turned on her heel and sauntered out of the room.

      “Shall we?” he said, gesturing to the doorway.

      We entered the central room with all the nude sculptures and sat at a high table.

      “That’s a neat party trick,” I said, resting my heels on the footrail of my chair. “I didn’t know you were for hire.”

      “I’ve acquired a few talents over the years.” He turned the onyx ring on his middle finger. “Has anyone told you how fetching you are in that dress?”

      “Only you, nine million times.”

      “I’m remorseful about not renting a llama costume.”

      I sat back, hands on my lap. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You don’t remember? A wee bit ago, you suggested we dress in a llama costume and put on a sex show.” He waggled his eyebrows.

      “I seem to have a vague recollection of that. You’re never going to let me forget it, are you?”

      “Not until we actually do it.”

      A man bumped into me while walking past our table. Christian slowly rose from his chair and went after him. Alarmed, I shot up and followed.

      Christian tapped the man’s shoulder, and it wasn’t a friendly tap either. The guy turned around. His inky eyes centered on Christian as he adjusted the blue boutonniere pinned to his white suit.

      “You owe the lady an apology.”

      “I’m afraid I don’t know who you are,” he said, his accent clearly British. “And if I don’t know you, then you are inconsequential.” The man leered at me. “What’s a strumpet like you doing here? Keeping the single blokes entertained, are you? I must say, that takes me back a few centuries.” His eyes slid down my body. “I’m glad to see old traditions making a comeback.”

      Christian turned toward me and smiled. Now that was a smile I knew.

      “Don’t—” was all I got out before Christian twisted around and threw a hard right.

      His merciless punch could easily kill a man, but all it did was topple the Vampire like a felled tree. People noticed us but showed little interest. They merely stepped around the Vamp as they went about their celebrations.

      Christian accompanied me back to the table and pulled out my chair. Then he dragged his chair over and sat next to me.

      “It never bothered you before,” I remarked, curious about this sudden act of chivalry. “People are rude all the time.”

      He rested his hand on the back of my chair, his fingers lightly grazing my bare shoulder. “You’re mine now, and if someone disrespects you, they’ll have me to answer to.”

      “I don’t give a damn if somebody bumps into my chair. I don’t even care if he thinks I’m a hooker.” I playfully pinched his beard and spoke in a childlike voice. “Maybe you can teach me how to protect myself against the big scary man.”

      “You have a tongue that could clip a hedge.” He put one hand in his pocket and frowned as he pulled something out. “What’s this?”

      I watched him stare at a flat lollipop wrapped in plastic. “I know how you like to suck on things, so I put that in there just for you.”

      “Did you now?” Christian looked pleased that I’d done something thoughtful even though it was just a small gesture. When he unwrapped the candy and licked it, one of his fangs elongated. Not both, just one.

      I busted out laughing when he slapped his hand over his mouth and then covered his growing erection with the other.

      “For feck’s sake. Are you mad?”

      “You always did have a sweet tooth.”

      “Aye, but giving me a Sensor-spiked lolly in a crowded room is asking for trouble.” He grabbed someone’s cider from the table and swished his mouth with it before spitting it back in the glass.

      I squeezed his thigh. “You look good in that suit, Mr. Poe. Good enough to lick.”

      “That’ll be enough of that.” He swiped the wrapper off the table. “I need to find a bin and then a cold shower.”

      I snorted as Christian hurried off with the candy in his hand and his other concealing his hard-on. Pranks were a pastime for the Keystone team. Christian recently got me after he somehow managed to put my entire bed on the roof. And despite his attempt to rile me up, I slept out there. All night. Since I easily got bored at these shindigs, I had Shepherd help me with getting a Sensor pop spiked with sexual energy. Not enough to cause uncontrolled behavior that would humiliate either Christian or Viktor, but just enough to elicit a laugh when the others found out.

      Gem jauntily skipped over and sat in Christian’s chair. “Isn’t the cider divine? This place is so enchanting. I’m having such a marvelous time already.” The glitter around her eyes shimmered, and her violet eyes were luminous against her smoky eyeliner. Gem always managed to look like a fairy caught in the real world.

      “Where are your heels?” I asked, noticing her sparkly flats.

      “I didn’t have any that went with this dress. And heels with this length of dress just make my legs look strange. I hate that everyone is so much taller, but at least if someone asks me to dance, I won’t have to worry about my feet getting sore. Where’s Christian?”

      “Rubbing something out, I think.”

      “Oh no! I hope he didn’t spill wine on his beautiful suit.”

      I stifled a laugh. “Have you seen Wyatt?”

      Mesmerized by the lavish décor and winter costumes, Gem twisted around and gripped the back of her chair. “Oh, I’m certain he’s around—sullying our good name in Wyatt fashion.”

      Blue lifted a chair and sat between us so we were in a tight huddle. “The next man who asks me to dance is getting a knife in the belly.”

      “What’s wrong with dancing?” Gem asked. “No one’s asked me yet, but I hope that they do. This dress wasn’t made for sitting.”

      Blue grabbed an appetizer from a tray and shoved it into her mouth. “I don’t dance unless it’s on someone’s grave.”

      I chuckled softly. “People might frown upon bloodshed at a winter ball.”

      “File a complaint.”

      “It’s your hair,” Gem said decidedly. “Claude did a fantastic job. I wish I’d asked for an updo. And your hair comb is divine!”

      Blue pursed her lips. “I’m the only woman here who rented her diamonds.”

      I looked around to make sure Lenore was nowhere in sight. “Did you notice a certain someone’s dress matched Viktor’s outfit?”

      Gem lowered her voice. “Did you see the brooch he gave her? I think it’s sentimental, because it looks antique.”

      I thought back to Lenore’s outfit. “I didn’t see her wearing a brooch.”

      Gem shook her head. “He gave it to her tonight. She didn’t put it on because it was heavy and would ruin the fabric on her dress. She carried it around and was showing it off. It was really beautiful—gold with rubies.”

      After finishing her appetizer, Blue almost wiped her fingers on her cape before grabbing the tablecloth instead. She was obviously getting enough attention and wasn’t comfortable showing off her formfitting dress. “What do you think Viktor sees in her?”

      Gem’s doe eyes darted around before she leaned in. “Besides the fact she’s beautiful, classy, and filthy rich? She makes him feel good. Can’t you see it in his eyes? That’s how Hooper made me feel before… well, you know.”

      I gripped the back of my chair and lazily twisted toward her. “I always pictured Viktor with a more outgoing woman. Not a socialite who throws fancy parties but a woman with a belly laugh who loves to talk.”

      Blue quirked a grin. “So basically the female equivalent of your father?”

      Gem laughed brightly. “I’ve never met anyone quite like Crush. He’s so adorable.”

      “Well, he’s taken. No one will ever claim his heart like that dog of his. You should see the leather hat he bought Harley last week.”

      Blue grabbed another appetizer from a waiter’s tray. “Your father is my spirit animal.”

      A man eased up behind my chair. “Excuse me, but would you like to dance?”

      Gem snapped her head around, eyes shining, but her excitement fizzled out when she noticed he was looking at Blue.

      Blue reached for a knife on the table, and I grabbed her wrist.

      “My friend twisted her ankle,” I said, giving her an excuse. “She can’t shift to heal, so she’s going to have to sit this one out.”

      “I’d like to dance,” Gem said in a small voice.

      The attractive man frowned. “I think I’ll sit this one out too. But if you feel better, I’ll be around.”

      Hopes dashed, Gem reached for her cider and quietly sipped.

      Blue fixed a hair on Gem’s head that was sticking up. “None of these men are good enough for you. No one can match your wit and intellect, so don’t waste your time hoping one of these stiffs will give you the time of day. I’ll dance with you later.”

      “Promise? That would be wonderful.”

      Gem wasn’t trying to find a man; all she wanted to do was have fun and feel noticed.

      Three women stopped beside our table.

      “Those lips,” a woman gushed. She had on one of those white wigs with all the ringlets. “Have you ever seen a man with such sensual lips?”

      The redhead on her right giggled hysterically. “I could have died when he offered me his chair. Just died!”

      I followed the direction of their gaze right to Claude, who was conversing with a small crowd on a white sofa.

      “Figures,” I muttered.

      The snarky women dissected everything about Claude Valentine, from the way he sat to the cologne he wore. They speculated whether he had a hairy chest, how big his penis was, and how much money he had.

      Gem’s eyes narrowed. She must have felt a sting of annoyance at hearing the women degrade her partner. But instead of verbally assaulting them, she stood up and sashayed across the room. When she reached Claude, she sat right in his lap, and he curved his arm around her side as he continued chatting with a bearded man.

      “Well, I never!” one woman huffed. “The indecency. Upon my word, I have never seen such a lewd display in front of good society. I bet his companion isn’t even a hundred.”

      “Just a child,” the other agreed. “Infatuations with her type never last. Clearly he’s not a gentleman.”

      “Tall, dumb, and handsome.”

      I leaned back and smiled at them. “You should have made your move when you had the chance. What man doesn’t like five-hundred-year-old tits? Although, between you three, we’re probably talking two thousand. Maybe they belong in a museum.”

      Blue snorted into Gem’s drink. The leader of the hussy squad gave me a scathing glance before returning to whatever rock they’d crawled out from under.

      “This isn’t half bad.” Blue tapped her fingers on her empty glass. “It’s a nice change from wine. I’m going for another. Want me to get you one?”

      I gave my dress a fleeting glance to make sure my breasts hadn’t slipped out. “No. It’s time for me to mingle. Try not to stab anyone,” I said, rising to my feet.

      “I can’t make any promises.”

      “Then at least wait until I get back. I love a good fight. See ya.”

      Instead of strutting, I glided across the room like a red queen. Some men admired me, and others gave me a guarded look. Immortals were ridiculous. They passed over Blue because of her scars and Gem because of her height. Most women were put off by Shepherd’s scars, and the ones he talked to at clubs weren’t the relationship kind. Once Breed women noticed Niko was blind, they lost interest. Claude was more handsome than most Chitahs and had charisma, so he was always getting attention. Wyatt was a big flirt but had to try a little harder. Compared to Claude, he looked average, and Gravewalkers weren’t the most desirable Breed.

      My dress snagged on a woman’s shoe and sent me spiraling right into a stranger’s arms. He bent over as if he were dipping me in a dance.

      I stared up at the silver mask around his eyes, my heart pounding as I had a sudden awareness of a breeze going up my dress.

      “You’re lucky I’m quick,” he remarked, his voice as dark and mysterious as his eyes.

      Gripping his shoulders, I righted myself. “Sorry about that.”

      “Quite all right.” His thin lips curved up in a smile.

      The man was taller than Christian but lean. His white suit blended in with the crowd, but the purple tie didn’t match anything having to do with a winter theme. Perhaps he had a rebellious streak. My kind of people. When he reached for two drinks, I stared at his long black hair. Niko had nothing on this fellow. His mane went all the way down to his lower back. How much shampoo did a guy like that need?

      “Care for a drink?” He offered me a steaming glass of cider.

      “I’m waiting for the adult drinks,” I informed him with a casual grin.

      “Come now. Where’s your sense of adventure?”

      I reluctantly sipped the cider. The night was young, and I had plenty of time to get wasted.

      He set his glass on a standing table without taking a sip. “Mine is too hot. Will you dance with me while it cools?”

      Dance? Who the hell did I look like? Ginger Rogers? “I’m not sure if that’s a good idea. You’ve already seen how I walk into a room.”

      He took my arm, led me to an open space where others were dancing, and guided my hand to his shoulder. “Follow my lead, Miss…”

      “Black.”

      “Charmed. You can call me Mr. White.”

      “Is that your real name?”

      “Is Black yours?”

      I smiled. “Touché.”

      “I can always spot a Mage.”

      I cringed when I stepped on his foot. “What gave it away?”

      He examined my eyes closely. “You’re obviously not a Vampire or Chitah. Sensors usually wear gloves at these affairs, and those who don’t rarely touch strangers, let alone dance. A Shifter wouldn’t waste her time or her reputation with another Breed—not in a place like this. Not in front of high society.”

      “I could be a Relic or a Gravewalker.”

      He chuckled. “Definitely not a Gravewalker. They have a certain look about them that you don’t have.”

      “A crazy look? I have that too.”

      “No, like they haven’t slept in two weeks and are high on caffeine. A Relic? Possibly… but then we touched.” He gripped my hand tighter and pushed energy into me.

      It startled me so much that I stopped dancing and pulled away.

      He held his grip. “That’s an unusual reaction from a Mage.”

      His light was intimate and intoxicating—dark but not sickly. As my fingertips drank him in, I realized he was giving me sexual energy. I’d only experienced that with one other person—my Creator. Fletcher often juiced my energy, but sometimes his sexual light leaked into the exchange.

      I wrested my hand away. “I know you’re trying to make a point, but don’t do that again.”

      He bowed. “My humble apologies, Miss Black. That was crude of me.”

      But the suspicion in his eyes said otherwise. He must have wondered why a Mage wouldn’t be the least bit interested in an energy exchange. I’d seen this type of foreplay all the time—hands touching as couples flirted with their light. All it did was remind me of Fletcher, and suddenly I needed a drink.

      “Please forgive me,” he insisted. “I loathe rude people.” When he briefly took my hand again, I felt nothing. Not even a hint that he was a Mage with the energy that usually buzzed in a person’s aura.

      My gaze wandered over his shoulder. Lenore held a glass in her hand while talking to a masked man. It was getting easier to spot my Vampire maker these days. Not just because of his white hair and black ear studs, but I’d familiarized myself with his straight shoulders and regal stance. Now it made sense why I’d seen Houdini at these parties. He wasn’t your typical criminal—he knew people. Important people. Lenore being one of them.

      I flicked my eyes back to my dance partner. I could have said it didn’t matter, but it did, and he needed to know. “I’m not sure what kind of women you’re accustomed to, and maybe that’s the old way, but I’m a newly minted Mage,” I said coolly, deciding anger wasn’t the correct emotion to show. “Apologies are for people who make mistakes, but a better man doesn’t make them. I find it hard to believe that this is the first time you’ve ever overstepped a woman’s boundaries, so I won’t accept an apology. Instead, I’ll take a favor in my pocket.”

      He dipped his chin, surprise rounding his dark eyes. “Did your Creator not teach you how favors work?”

      Usually favor trading involved an agreement, but guys like this needed consequences. This currency was new to me, but maybe I could figure something out. “There are no set rules. Only customs. Maybe it’s time for those customs to change.”

      He adjusted his mask. “That’s an unreasonable request to hold on a person for the rest of their life.”

      “Then the favor is only good for tonight. How’s that?”

      “Agreed.”

      I grinned sublimely and did a curtsy. “I have somewhere to be.”

      He bowed.

      Well, at least I didn’t stab him in the eye with a fork. Maybe Keystone had turned me into a new woman after all. I weaved through the crowd, curious about Houdini’s presence. When he spotted me coming, he took Lenore’s arm and led her away from the party.

      Damn. I only wanted to eavesdrop.

      The music abruptly cut off, and everyone searched the room to see who was clinking silverware against a glass.

      The man who had called himself Mr. White used a chair to step onto a table. “May I have everyone’s attention? I have an important announcement.” He pulled off his mask and flicked it onto the floor. It seemed my mystery man was young. Maybe eighteen or nineteen when his Creator made him. Though youthful in appearance, there was nothing boyish about him. His long black hair and pale complexion made him stand apart from the others. His brown eyes seemed deceptively kind.

      “Please raise a glass in honor of our host, Lenore Parrish.”

      Those who didn’t have a glass took one off a tray.

      “I’m afraid I’m not as eloquent as she, but I think I speak for everyone when I say that Lenore has truly raised the bar when it comes to magnificence. She has impeccable taste in friends, and I’m honored to be here tonight.” He raised his glass higher. “To unforgettable parties.”

      Instead of cheering and toasting, they murmured quietly to one another and drank.

      He seemed slightly irritated at their lack of enthusiasm. “My name is Godfrey Edmond Sparrow III. But you can call me God.”

      Eyes rolled, and people set down their glasses to move away.

      Sparrow drew a sword from inside his long white jacket and drove the tip of the blade into the table. The sight of his sword quelled the room. It wasn’t fashioned from steel but pure energy, and he had created it from his own hand.

      He gave the room a sardonic smile as he rested his hands on the pommel. “I would like to use this opportunity, surrounded by such nobility, to formally announce my betrothal.”

      When people moved toward the exit, Sparrow suddenly threw his arms out. An unpleasant feeling prickled across my skin. Energy pulsed from all angles, and a clap of thunder shook the house, rattling chandeliers and glasses.

      Gasps sounded from small pockets of people gathered by the windows. Unable to see the source of the blue light, I shouldered my way to a small window. Outside, an inexplicable wall composed of pure energy surrounded the property, trapping us.

      “How is that possible?” a woman screeched.

      The wall reached the treetops, and a wave of terror came over me. A panicked man fled the party and ran outside. We could see him through the window as he walked around the house. When he attempted to flash through the wall, light engulfed him. I flattened my palms on the glass and watched in horror as he struggled like a fly in a spider’s web until his bones disintegrated.

      Words were thrown around: Unique, Shielder, Wielder. But no one seemed to understand this power.

      Sparrow cleared his throat. “Now that I have your undivided attention, it is with great pleasure that I announce my intentions toward a special lady. Someone recently told me that it’s time for customs to change.” He locked eyes with me and winked. “I couldn’t agree more. You see, I’m a man who requires a worthy companion, but who has time for dating rituals? So I’ve used this party to vet the finest women in Cognito, and one of you lucky ladies will join my side forevermore. Doesn’t that sound delightful?”

      Many women drew back when he scanned the crowd. Gem’s twinkling dress stood out, so she quickly reached down and switched off the lights.

      Sparrow once again rested his hands on the pommel of his glowing sword. “There’s only one woman here who’s my equal in every way, and that woman is our enchanting hostess, Lenore Parrish. Let’s give her a hand for this decadence. The swans were a nice touch.” Sparrow clapped all by himself. “If there’s any man here who wishes to challenge me for her hand, speak now or forever hold your peace.”

      When I caught sight of Viktor in the back, my heart stopped.
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      “It seems the bride-to-be is shy. Someone please locate her.” Sparrow smiled cordially at the crowd.

      Three angry men approached the table on which he stood. “That will be enough,” a sour-faced gentleman demanded.

      Sparrow’s laugh pealed out. Two of the waitstaff seized the men and subdued them with ease. When a servant looked up, his black eyes were trained on Sparrow. I hadn’t paid any attention to the servers all night. Who had? It wouldn’t be unusual for Lenore to hire her own kind, but as I looked around the room, it occurred to me that every single one was a Vampire.

      Lenore entered the room from the back. “What is this?”

      Sparrow sheathed his sword, putting out the light before jumping off the table. “Darling.”

      The crowd parted.

      “Get out!” she snapped. “How dare you speak to me with such familiarity.”

      “You’re mine,” he said, advancing toward her. “I intend to claim you—unless there’s someone else who would fight for your hand.”

      Lenore’s eyes slanted toward Viktor, but he was outnumbered and unarmed. Would he step forward? Would he publicly claim her and accept a challenge? While his wolf could certainly take on a lone Mage, I’d never seen power like Sparrow’s before. Gem, Claude, and Wyatt were looking toward Viktor but not directly at him.

      “No challengers?” Sparrow said in disbelief to the blank-faced crowd. “What a pity.” He quickly turned on his heel and nodded at his goons, who were still subduing the three men.

      Without warning, they twisted the heads off two men. The third scrambled to freedom seconds before a Vampire caught him by the collar. Blood sprayed all over the white linen tablecloths, dresses, and marble floor. People gasped, but not as dramatically as humans would have. They seemed more confused as to why their party had come to an abrupt end. Death wasn’t a rarity in our world, but I was certain I’d never get over the sight of a man’s head twisting off.

      Lenore’s cheeks bloomed, and her fangs punched out. “How dare you! How dare you!”

      “Oh, I dare,” he fired back.

      When I attempted to sharpen my light, nothing happened.

      Sparrow gazed at the flummoxed crowd and squared his shoulders. “As you may or may not have noticed, your powers are gone.”

      Lenore’s face twisted with rage. She stalked toward him and punched him in the face with enough force to crack his skull. But Sparrow merely took the punch and then gripped his jaw.

      Sparrow was right. If Lenore still had her Vampire strength, he’d have a crater in his skull.

      She grimaced and held out her fingers to look at them. “What did you do?”

      Sparrow slid his jaw from side to side. “Was the cider delicious?”

      Glasses fell to the floor in every direction and shattered.

      “No need for panic. The effect will only last a short time. Hours… perchance even a day. Just an assurance that I have everyone’s cooperation.”

      “Cooperation for what?” Lenore bit out.

      He closed the distance between them and caressed her cheek. “Engagement gifts, my dear.”

      Lenore shrank from his touch.

      Sparrow turned his attention to the crowd. “Ladies and gents, in a moment one of my men will come around for your offerings. Now is not the time to be selfish. It’s bad luck not to contribute to a wedding, so don’t attempt to hide away your valuables.”

      A waiter made his way down my side of the room with a silver tray. Guests reluctantly removed their bracelets, cuff links, watches, tiaras, and necklaces. These were more than trinkets—most immortals only wore their most precious valuables to safe events such as these. The silver-haired lady to my right removed her sapphire earrings and ring.

      The waiter gestured to her chest. “Your necklace.”

      She touched the exquisite piece around her neck that must have had twenty large sapphires. “Not this. You have more than enough.”

      Sparrow strode over and moved the waiter aside. He tugged his earlobe and leaned in. “I’m sorry, what was that you said?”

      She huffed. “You have plenty already. This was a gift. It’s all I have. It’s sentimental,” she stressed.

      Sparrow made a slow and deliberate turn. “It’s sentimental,” he parroted, taking on a woman’s voice.

      In the blink of an eye, his arm swiped toward her. The electric sword sliced the woman’s head clean off her body before ending its journey an inch from my neck. My heart dropped as blood dribbled from the blade down my shoulder.

      “I loathe impolite people,” he muttered, watching her body drop to the floor in a heap.

      A man covered his nose with a handkerchief when the unmistakable stench of charred flesh polluted the air. Sparrow used the tip of his sword to collect the necklace and then dropped it on the tray. The dead woman’s glassy eyes stared up at me, her mouth open.

      Sparrow cast his gaze in my direction. “My, my, Miss Black. What a big heart you have.” He slid the sword beneath my necklace, the electricity sharp and painful against my skin. With a quick jerk, he attempted to break the chain from my neck but failed. Instead, he jerked me off-balance, and I almost fell on top of the decapitated body.

      Perish the thought.

      He reached out and touched the silver chain. “I haven’t seen a chain like this in three hundred years.”

      “You can have the chain,” I said flatly.

      People were busy giving away their precious jewels and muttering profanities under their breath.

      Sparrow clutched the ruby heart and gave me a dubious look. “I suppose this is sentimental too?”

      I thought about the veiled threat. Sparrow hadn’t given that lady a chance to change her mind. “I’m calling on that favor,” I said quietly.

      He sighed before letting the jewel go. “Pity.”

      When he turned, I steeled myself for an attack. I couldn’t outrun a Mage, especially not with an energy wall surrounding the house.

      Sparrow sheathed his sword. One at a time, each of his Vampy disciples presented him with a tray. Sparrow held his hand over the jewels, spraying light over his stolen riches like a dog peeing on its territory.

      Eventually he rejoined Lenore. “And where is that handsome brooch I noticed you admiring earlier?”

      Lenore glowered while signaling for her personal manservant. The older man, whom I knew as Wilson, retrieved her gold brooch with rubies. She closed her fingers around it and lifted her chin at Sparrow. “You’re a fool. You’ve made enemies of every single important figure in this city in the span of five minutes.”

      A grey-haired gentleman made his way through the crowd. “What is the meaning of this?”

      His female companion pointed at Lenore. “You lured us here as a trap! All so you could steal our most precious jewels.”

      Lenore delivered a look that could freeze fire. “Do you really think I would play a part in this thievery and damage my reputation and everything I’ve strived to accomplish… for diamonds? I needn’t remind you of the slander laws, so if I were you, I would hold my tongue before it’s cut out. Casting aspersions on me in front of a large audience will guarantee you a spot in jail. As for you, Mr. Sparrow, I demand you leave at once, lest you make an enemy of me.”

      “I shan’t leave without your accepting my offer. I see no reason you should deny this match as you have no suitors.”

      “And what makes you think I need one, boy?”

      He grabbed her upper arm and yanked her forward. “Careful who you insult, my lady. I’m more terrifying than your worst nightmare.” He took the brooch from her hand.

      “What is this charade?” she hissed. “For a few baubles you would risk the largest manhunt ever known?”

      I drew closer as they spoke, and their voices lowered. The crowd lost interest and searched for an escape. Some gathered in small pockets, discussing their predicament in hushed words. This Sparrow guy was a real piece of work. Diabolical men always seemed to have a penchant for theatrics. It’s like they’d sat at home for the past two hundred years, practicing their speech in front of a mirror.

      “Look around,” he continued. “All my men are Vampires. Their loyalty runs deep, and you let them in.”

      Lenore struggled in his grip, her arm turning red.

      Viktor charged forward like a steam engine. “That will be enough! Let her go.”

      Every member of Keystone within earshot slowly moved in.

      Sparrow gave him a quick appraisal. “And you are?”

      “Viktor Kazan.”

      Sparrow snapped his fingers. “Well, there you are. I was wondering when you’d crawl out from beneath the rock under which you were hiding. So… you’re the wolf I’ve heard so much about.” He took a few steps around Viktor and gave him a long appraisal.

      Viktor met eyes with him, the hat no longer on his head.

      “And yet why so silent up until now?” Sparrow pressed.

      Viktor didn’t like being backed into a corner. Declaring his intent with Lenore publicly wasn’t his style. Hell, he didn’t even talk about their relationship with us. It seemed to me that if he felt that strongly about it, he would have spoken out from the start.

      Viktor was defenseless without the ability to shift. All of us were, trapped inside an electric cage.

      “What is this woman to you?” Viktor’s level tone was the voice of reason. “What more have you to gain? Your pockets are full, and no one here will stop you. Miss Parrish is a Vampire and therefore not a suitable match for a Mage.”

      Sparrow gave him a contemptuous grin. “And yet she’s suitable for a Shifter?”

      Viktor arched his eyebrow. “You would take a partner by force who can crush your skull? This magic will not hold forever. She is superior to your gifts in every way. How well do you sleep at night?”

      Sparrow barked out a laugh and clapped him on the shoulder. “I like this one. A million thanks for your contribution to my cause. Your mansion is truly a fortress. Well, with the proper guards it will be.”

      “What is this you mean?” Viktor asked quietly.

      I moved nearer, not liking how close Sparrow was to Viktor.

      “Keystone,” Sparrow replied matter-of-factly. “If I’m to rule, I need a worthy palace. Don’t worry; my men have already cleaned out the riffraff by now.”

      Shepherd’s eyes widened, and he bolted to the door.

      “Shepherd, no!” Blue sprinted across the room and grabbed the back of his jacket when he tried to go outside. “You’ll burn up! Don’t do it.”

      We’d left Niko, Hunter, and Kira behind. Kira had work to do and couldn’t watch Hunter all evening, so Niko volunteered to keep an eye on him. Switch had taken off to go to a party, and sometimes those lasted all night.

      My God, what had Sparrow done to them? My stomach twisted into knots.

      “Lies,” Viktor hissed, his lips peeled back.

      Sparrow took a step away. “I’m afraid not. You see, I did my research on everyone invited to this party. Especially you, Mr. Kazan. I heard what happened to the previous owners. Pity.”

      Viktor punched Sparrow so hard that the Mage spun around and teetered before finding his balance.

      Sparrow drew his sword, the blue light lengthening into a blade. “You’re going to regret you did that.” When he jerked his arm back to impale Viktor, I shot forward.

      “Wait!”

      Sparrow’s dark gaze shifted, and he studied me like a predator. “Death waits for no man.”

      I reached up and took off my necklace. When I held it out and that beautiful Burmese ruby oscillated between us, I remembered the way Christian would admire it on me. The way he would trace his fingers down my neck to the jewel that symbolized his love. “Take it. For his life.”

      Sparrow’s eyes locked on the precious gem worth millions. But to me it meant more than money. He looked back at Viktor, who had pushed Lenore out of danger. “You would give that up to save him?”

      “Yes. Just take it.”

      As Sparrow sheathed his sword, the light vanished. He collected the gem and flicked a glance my way. “You’re certain? There’s no changing your mind for the trade.”

      I clenched my hands into fists. “Leave him and Keystone alone.”

      Sparrow waved his finger. “Not so fast. You only bargained for his life, not for the mansion.”

      “Then take the necklace for his life.”

      Sparrow closed the pendant in a tight fist, pleased with his new treasure. Blue light pulsed in his palm, and after dropping the necklace onto a tray, he faced the crowd. “I have another proposal to make, so listen well. You’ve assembled a form of government, mirroring what humans do. But why would you want to emulate such a lower life-form? You need a leader, someone you can depend on to protect you from all your foes. Someone who can create kingdoms like the ones you’ve left behind. Someone who can turn you from councilmen into generals, advisors, and intellects. Someone who respects your power.” Sparrow stepped onto a chair. “I am that leader. I have powers beyond your imagination and will tear down this city, brick by brick, and rebuild it from the ground up. A new world is dawning—the end is nigh. You are the most powerful immortals in Cognito. You have survived Breed wars, human wars, and still managed to hold on to your power and fortune. People follow you—they trust and obey you.” His voice lowered a fraction. “Join me.”

      “Are you insane?” A man in a blue top did nothing to veil his disgust. “We won’t follow the likes of a common thief.”

      Sparrow drew back his arm, and when he threw it forward, a spear fashioned from light sliced through the room and went straight through the man’s neck. “I have no tolerance for irreverence. Do I make myself clear?” He turned his gaze about the room, silencing everyone. “In a few moments, the walls I’ve built around you will close in. There is no escape.”

      The crowd audibly gasped.

      “And a terrible curse befell the winter ball.” He stepped down from the chair and swiped a white rose from the table. “Calm down—it won’t kill you. At least not yet. The light will infect your own like a parasite. Regardless of Breed, it will affect you all the same. You’ll exist in a shadow realm between the living and the dead—a place I carved into existence.” As he walked the floor, people moved away from him. “Swear allegiance to me, and I will see to your resurrection. Be warned: if you kill me, you will never return. Banished to live in the realm of shadows forever. The ferryman will not come for you, nor will you return to the living world. Both the living and the dead will see you, but you will no longer indulge in the pleasures of life. Nor will you indulge in the luxuries of death, such as walking through walls or being invisible to the living. Like a shadow, you will exist. But you will never be whole again.”

      “You won’t get away with this,” Lenore snapped.

      “Won’t I?” He tipped his head to the side. “If you go public and plead for help, you do so at your own peril. What will happen to your precious city when others realize that so many leaders are phantoms of another realm? What of your enemies?” He turned his attention to the crowd. “I recognize some of you. A seat of authority is nice, but why not a throne? We are gods. Do we not deserve a kingdom? I’m sure you’ve heard these dreams from those who rule in the Bricks, but I have no wish to build an empire with the dregs of society. They are beneath me. Their world is not as good as yours.” Sparrow turned his hands in strange movements, and threads of light wove together until an hourglass floated before him. He took the beautiful piece and set it on a serving table. “You have ten days, excluding this evening. If you’re smart, you’ll want to lie low tonight since your powers are temporarily suppressed, including your ability to heal. I wouldn’t want you crossing over to the other side before the transition is complete. Ten days should be enough time for you to adjust to your new situation and ruminate over your options. How long do you think you’ll be able to retain your jobs when you’re not completely alive anymore?” Sparrow straightened his purple tie. “Get your affairs in order. Those who join me will begin a new life, leaving the old behind. Sell your homes and liquidate your assets. You are free to pack a few personal belongings, but only what will fit inside a bedroom. If you have any decorative items of substantial value, let me know upon your arrival. There’s plenty of space in my castle for new things,” he said, gloating over his acquisition of our property.

      “And how do we contact you to give our decision?” a brunette asked.

      People gave her a scathing glance as she inadvertently labeled herself a traitor.

      Sparrow turned, his coal-black hair swishing with the movement. “Return here if you wish to join me. One of my men will escort you to your new home. I will heal your light, and you will join my army. Come at me with bribes and I will cut you from that realm and put you in the next. Swear allegiance, and we will rule this world in ways never imagined. Refuse, and you will exist in limbo for all eternity, unable to live and unable to die.”

      Sparrow strode toward the door. After putting all the jewels into trash bags, the Vampy little goons obediently followed their master. Without our powers, we stood no chance against them. Even if one or two people hadn’t indulged in the cider, fighting an army of Vampires without weapons was a death wish. A group of partygoers frantically dashed up the stairs while strategizing about leaping over the wall.

      I turned a desperate gaze to Viktor.

      Lenore lurched after Sparrow. “You can’t do this to me!”

      Sparrow hesitated and looked over his shoulder at her. “Swear your fealty, and you’ll be my queen.”

      Shepherd lunged at Sparrow and gripped his jacket. “If you hurt that boy, I’ll hunt you down and send you to hell myself.”

      Blue grabbed Shepherd’s other arm, digging in her heels to pull him back.

      Sparrow blasted Shepherd with energy. Shepherd flew back and knocked Blue and two other ladies down in the process. “Ten days,” he repeated. “No exceptions. No bartering. No tricks. Your oath will be binding. Join me or become… well, we have to give you a name now, don’t we? How about… shadow keepers?” He chuckled darkly. “Guardians of time. Lords of nothing.”

      Sparrow whistled “Row, Row, Row Your Boat” as he and his men filed out the door. The sound of it sent a chill down my spine. We watched as they passed effortlessly through the light to the other side. A man shot after them, but as soon as he went through the wall, the light caught him and burned him to ashes.

      “The walls are closing in!” a man cried out.

      I ran to Viktor, my eyes searching the room for Christian. “What do we do?”

      A crowd rushed up the stairs.

      Lenore took Viktor’s arm. “Come with me.”

      We followed behind them.

      “Has anyone seen Christian?” I fell back a step, uncertain I wanted to go anywhere without him.

      “Alas, I wasn’t paying attention,” Gem said. “I’m sure he heard us.”

      “Not if he drank the cider.” I searched every face we passed, every room.

      When we entered a dark room near the center of the house, Lenore closed the door and opened up a hidden passageway in the wall by pulling down on a sconce. “We can escape beneath the wall.”

      We jogged down a staircase, and though I couldn’t see, I ran my hand along the wall for balance. Once we reached the bottom, a musty smell filled the air—one I associated with old basements.

      “Where is the switch?” Lenore muttered. “It’s here somewhere. Does anyone have a light?”

      “There’s something you don’t hear a Vampire say very often,” Wyatt quipped.

      “Oh, I do!” Gem rustled her dress, and when a click sounded, her dress lit up like a Christmas tree.

      Cardboard boxes were stacked against the white brick walls. A tarp covered what looked like furniture, and a few cases of wine sat on a workbench. Overhead were all the pipes keeping this old place running.

      Lenore walked over to another sconce and pulled it. “Hurry, before the others follow.” She wiped away sticky cobwebs from a dark entryway. “I don’t want anyone else finding my escape tunnel. It leads to the back of the house.”

      Gem’s dress faintly illuminated the narrow walls. We moved quickly down the tunnel before coming to a grinding halt.

      “We’re toast.” Wyatt turned around and kicked the ground.

      A wall of light moved slowly toward us. Only instead of the electric blue that’d fried a few guests, it was the palest gold I’d ever seen.

      Lenore spun on her heel. “That was our only chance to escape. I don’t know what else to do.”

      Shepherd heaved a sigh. “Fuck it. I’ve gotta get my kid.”

      Gem reached out and touched his arm. “But you could die!”

      “I can’t leave him alone.” He gave Viktor a curt nod and then stalked toward the light with more courage than I’d ever seen.

      Gem clutched Claude’s arm as Shepherd neared the golden wall. When he passed through, I wanted to look away, not ready to see someone I cared about turned into pixie dust. There was no screaming, no smell of burning flesh either.

      Shepherd crossed back through to our side. “I don’t feel dead. Do I look dead?”

      Blue pointed, her eyes widening. “What’s that on your hand?”

      Shepherd glanced at his palm before making a fist. “I guess you’ll find out in a minute.” Seconds later, he disappeared into the light.
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