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      Crossbreed Series: Book 13

      

      Raven Black’s wedding is on a collision course with disaster. A bonus novella in the USA Today bestselling Crossbreed series!

      

      Keystone’s planning an unforgettable wedding, but there’s only one problem: the groom is missing. To top that off, the father of the bride is out of town, leaving Raven to wonder if destiny has screwed her over once again. Despite the setbacks, she’s full steam ahead—even if that means showing up at the altar alone.

      Hilarious antics ensue as readers catch up with their favorite characters. A high-octane chase, a tattoo gone wrong, and a stunning surprise. Will Christian pledge his eternal love, or has the twice-burned Vampire gotten cold feet?

      

      The series ending you’ve been waiting for.
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      After straightening the white tulle on my dress, I emerged from the dressing room. My heart sank when I caught my reflection in the wall of mirrors, confirming what I already knew: this wedding dress wasn’t me. The strapless bust was too large, and the dress made me look like a giant marshmallow.

      Gem sprang from her seat, momentarily losing her balance in her tall pink heels, which matched her floral romper. She clapped excitedly. “I love it!”

      I put my hands on my hips. “That’s what you said about all of them. Claude?”

      If anyone was the voice of reason, it was Claude. He’d based his career around making women beautiful.

      Still seated in his chair, he rubbed his chin and frowned. “You look like a meringue pie.”

      Gem popped him in the arm with her small fist. “Claude Valentine! Don’t be insensitive.”

      “You mean truthful,” he said.

      Even in an air-conditioned store, I was sweating like a pig. How would I last outdoors in the middle of June in a dress that felt more like insulation?

      She came up behind me and gently lifted the fabric. “It’s absolutely divine. You look like a princess.”

      “That’s why it’s not me.” I stated it as fact, feeling like a complete ass in a bridal shop. Other women were drinking champagne and making memories. I’d spent three hours searching for something decent before I finally snapped at Debbie, the attendant, and scared her off. “None of these are right. I don’t want to make myself wear something I’m not comfortable in. I’d rather wear leather than this.” After another glance in the mirror, I marched behind the curtain and fought with the zipper.

      Gem popped in and opened up the back of the dress. “Don’t you dare show up to your wedding in leather pants. Your outfit should be memorable. If you don’t want to wear white, pick out a costume like they wear at masked balls. We don’t have silly rules. This is a human custom. Correction: a Western tradition. Every culture has their own wedding attire, and some of them are colorful.”

      “Point me in the direction of the one that wears shorts.”

      Gem pulled the gown to my feet so I could step out of it. While she gathered it up and hung it on the rack, I put on my ripped jeans and sneakers.

      “I bet Debbie can’t wait for me to leave,” I muttered, pulling my tank top over my head.

      Gem ran her hands down the dress. “Maybe you shouldn’t have cursed at her.”

      “She told me if I hated everything so much, maybe I needed a Vegas drive-through wedding instead. Debbie can fuck off.”

      After grabbing my purse, I walked out of the dressing room and guzzled down my complimentary champagne. “Maybe it’s a sign.”

      Claude chuckled and stood. When he ran his fingers through his sexy hair, his biceps flexed, drawing the attention of every woman in the store. Not only did he look like an Adonis, but Claude’s charming smile made women blush. Being six and a half feet tall didn’t hurt either, especially the way he prowled across a room with the grace and power of a large cat. And while he always wore white tank tops at home, wearing one in a store that catered to women had me worried all the dresses were going to catch fire from the smoldering looks he was receiving.

      “Come with me, female. I know a place.”

      I walked past him. “I hope it’s not the same store that sold you those gold shorts. Remember those?”

      “Not as much as the body glitter.”

      Gem ran with quick steps to catch up before we exited the store. “Where are we going?”

      Claude’s confident gait caught the eye of a human walking toward us. She suddenly tripped over a crack in the sidewalk. Claude reached out with lightning speed and caught her in his arms. “Careful, female. You wouldn’t want to injure those beautiful legs.”

      When she straightened up, she stammered out a thank-you, staring at his broad shoulders and impeccable tan. She adjusted her purse in a daze as he politely inclined his head and moved on.

      Since Claude’s car was uncomfortably small, forcing Gem to sit on my lap, we’d left it at the train station. The train went to all the major shopping districts, and we thought it would be fun to walk around town. Of course, that was when I thought it would only take an hour or so to find a wedding dress and be done with it.

      “I know someone who might be able to help.” Claude led us across the street toward the Breed district.

      “I meet a lot of people in my line of work.” He pulled his mirrored sunglasses from the collar of his tank top and put them on. “There’s a lady who collects unique and vintage clothing, and before you raise a complaint, it’s not what you think. This isn’t a novelty costume shop. From what she told me, she only collects original designs.”

      “Collects?” Gem weaved around a man walking a terrier. “A collector doesn’t sell, and Raven doesn’t want to rent her wedding dress.”

      “She will sell to the right person. The only caveat is that she’s particular about who her clothing goes to, so I can’t promise anything. She’s not swayed by money or bribes. I think she sees her outfits as souls and she’s looking for their true match.”

      I laughed, thinking immediately of Wyatt. “If she has an Atari T-shirt in there, tell her I know where its soul mate is.”

      “What about your mother’s dress?” Gem suggested as we turned a corner. “Don’t humans save their dresses?”

      I looked wistfully into a shoe store as we passed by it. “Everything she owned burned in the fire. If this store doesn’t have what I want, I guess I’ll just have to settle for whatever fits. I’ve only got three days until the wedding.”

      “You had five months to plan,” Claude remarked, his judgment thinly veiled.

      “I’ve had other stuff going on that’s kept me busy. Anyhow, we weren’t even planning on a wedding until my dad wanted to be there. Then you guys wanted in. After that, everything spiraled into a giant ball of stress.” I stopped in my tracks and clutched my stomach. “I think I’m going to throw up.”

      Gem put her arm around me and pulled me forward. “Nonsense. You’re just getting those wedding jitters everyone talks about. If you already made the commitment to each other, then doing it in front of everyone else should be a breeze. I’d love a wedding even if I was just marrying myself.”

      Claude belted out a laugh. “I don’t think that’s physically possible.”

      She lifted her chin. “Why shouldn’t people have a day where they do nothing but celebrate themselves? It doesn’t seem fair that the only way I can celebrate my accomplishments is when I’ve found someone else to validate my worth. Why can’t I honor the love I have for myself? Such a silly custom.” Gem squeezed my arm. “Not that I’m saying your wedding day is silly.”

      Claude finally stopped in front of a clothing store. “This is it.” He gave me a pensive stare. “Have you heard from Christian?”

      I felt butterflies in my stomach. “No.”

      “It’s been two weeks.”

      I swept my tousled hair away from my face. “He said he wanted to take some time off.”

      Claude frowned. “Without you?”

      “We’re going to be together for eternity. Trust me, I have no problem taking separate vacations once in a while.”

      Gem held the door handle and leaned against it. “What about your dad? Is he still out of town?”

      My father was a different story. He and a handful of buddies had driven to some huge biker rally for Shifters that only occurred every five years. It usually lasted a couple of weeks. A small part of me wondered if he had changed his mind about the wedding, especially since I asked him to officiate. Supernatural marriages and bonding ceremonies weren’t a legal affair—just something couples did to make their union public knowledge. Shifters sometimes took it to the Council, but all they did was jot their names down in a little book and give an informal speech.

      I scratched my ear. “I’m sure he’ll be there. The rally ends tomorrow. He’s driving straight through without any stops. Ren promised to deliver him on time since they’re riding together. After the ceremony, he’ll be joining us at the house for drinks and cake.”

      Gem smiled up at Claude before turning her attention back to me. “Let’s go look at pretty things.”

      We entered a lackluster store filled with dowdy dresses and musty purses. It looked like a secondhand shop with discount tags.

      “Claude! Is that you?” a woman asked, her Italian accent unmistakable. She looked to be in her fifties.

      Claude strolled to the back and kissed cheeks with a short lady wearing a blue dress and gold jewelry. “My apologies for the surprise visit.”

      “It is a good surprise,” she said, patting his arms while looking up at him. “I haven’t seen you since⁠—”

      “Since your last haircut.” He touched her locks with the familiarity of a hairdresser. “You haven’t been seeing someone else, have you? Because if so, he isn’t treating you right.”

      She chuckled and fluffed her curly brown hair. “I’ve been much too busy, Claudie. I cut it myself. I promise to make an appointment tomorrow.”

      “I’ll hold you to that. Bianca, these are my good friends Raven Black and Gem Laroux. Raven is getting married in three days.”

      “Well, congratulations!” She zeroed in on my cheeks and kissed each one as if we were old friends. Bianca’s perfume had a strong yet pleasant citrus scent. When she pulled back, she scrutinized me. “Why the glum face? Are you having second thoughts?”

      “I can’t find a wedding dress,” I said, feeling like an idiot. “It’s my fault for doing this at the last minute, but I didn’t plan on wearing a dress in the beginning. I don’t want to postpone the wedding because of this. Now my back is to the wall, and they won’t let me wear jeans. Claude said you might have something here.”

      “What was wrong with the other dresses you looked at?”

      I shrugged. “Too traditional. Too white. I don’t know. Just not… me.”

      Holding my hand, she flicked her gaze between my eyes. “You are a very complex woman. One blue eye, one brown eye. There are many old stories about those born with different eyes. Do you want to know what I think it means? You are an idealistic shopper. You are hoping for something as unique as you.”

      I studied her for a moment before I realized she was reading me. “You’re a Sensor, aren’t you?”

      “Never bring something into your life because of how it looks but rather by how it makes you feel.” She chuckled and patted my hand. “Follow me. The front is just for walk-in customers. The real magic is in the back.”

      Bianca escorted us into a locked room that was beyond magical. It was more than twice the size of the main store. There were no racks or shelves. Instead, every single outfit was placed on a mannequin. Dresses and suits, hats and scarves. No shoes or accessories that I could see. The fluorescent lights made some of the outfits sparkle, and Claude was right—they weren’t old-fashioned in the sense of looking like some dowdy outfit plucked out of a history book. They were unique, timeless, and expensive as hell. The price tags were in plain view with no discount stickers.

      Gem gasped and quickly disappeared in a sea of fabric.

      Bianca smiled up at me. “Take your time. Look around. See if anything calls out to you. Just one thing: I do not allow customers to try on my pieces and get their emotional impressions all over them only to change their mind. It ruins the energy that is part of the outfit.”

      “How will I know what it looks like on me?”

      She shook her head. “When something is right, it doesn’t matter what it looks like. What matters is how it makes you feel. All of these once belonged to someone, and I only collect garments with positive energy. You see, energy disappears on inanimate objects over time, but there are always residual imprints. Some people are very sensitive to them, even those who are not Sensors. Emotional imprints can affect your mood, and that’s why people should be more careful about what they wear. Each of these garments was loved and worn on a very special occasion. I will only sell them if I think they will receive that same love.”

      “You don’t make a lot of money, do you?”

      Bianca threw back her head and laughed. “I like this one, Claudie. Take your time. And tell your tiny friend not to put on my garments or touch them for too long.”

      Claude bowed and went off to locate Gem.

      Each mannequin stood on a flat metal base and appeared to be mounted to it. They were spaced far enough apart that I didn’t have to worry about knocking one over. None of these were traditional wedding dresses. They were one of a kind. I couldn’t imagine where they’d been worn. Parties? The ballet? At least it wasn’t a funeral. Being a Sensor, surely she would know if any of them had been worn during a murder. Though I didn’t understand what a Sensor experienced, I had the ability to feel a Mage’s energy after pulling out their light. Shepherd said people leave behind strong emotions on inanimate objects. If that was true, then even if I couldn’t feel the energy, it might still affect me. Christian and I needed all the positive juju we could get. On that note, maybe it was time for me to rethink my wardrobe and keep my work clothes separate from the ones I wore around the house.

      I circled a black dress with red jewels embellishing the lacy sleeves. After a moment of consideration, I decided I didn’t want to go that dark. While I loved the color black, wearing it to my wedding didn’t feel right. Behind it stood a gold damask dress with a circle skirt and a plunging back. Too sexy.

      “Claude, I found my soul mate!”

      He briskly crossed the room, his golden eyes brimming with curiosity. When I gestured to a garish suit with peacock patterns and a fanned plume of feathers attached to the back, he gave me a patient smile.

      “Don’t mock the style so readily, female. I would wear that.” Claude turned away and stopped to admire an emerald-green dress.

      When I reached the far end of the room, disappointment set in. Christian and I weren’t a traditional couple, so a traditional dress didn’t feel right. Neither did any of these.

      Why did I agree to this?

      Had it just been up to me, I would have dressed comfortably. It wasn’t until the others kept pressuring me that I began to like the idea of Christian seeing me in a beautiful dress—something that would steal his breath away.

      Now I was afraid he might double over with laughter.

      As I rounded a mannequin near the wall, a flash of silver caught my eye. One dress stood out among all others. Delicate beads dotted the sleeveless gown like diamonds sparkling beneath the light. It was formfitting on top with a V-neck, and the lower half was a subtle chiffon pleat that was airy and elegant.

      I’d never imagined myself in a pale silver dress. It draped beautifully, reaching the ankles but not dragging like some of the monstrosities that I’d tried on earlier. A black cape brought it to life, making it a true showpiece. The sheer material complemented the silver dress beneath it, and yet there were all these intricate patterns sewn in. They were so opposite and yet enhanced each other—like the dark sky enveloping a silvery moon. The cape had a clasp at the neck, and black feathers tipped the shoulders. It put off energy that felt regal, powerful, and seductive. I examined the subtle patterns in the cape all down the back. When I touched the material, it conjured an image of Christian and me dancing beneath moonlight.

      Imagining myself in the dress elicited deep aspirations of not only my new role as a partner but the woman I would one day become.

      Still, it wasn’t white.

      “I see a dress has chosen you,” Bianca said, walking around the mannequin and standing at my side. “This is what they call a mermaid dress. It is more comfortable than you can dream, like slipping into a warm bath. The designer who made this knew what she was doing, and perhaps there is a little magic in the threads.”

      I bit my lip, uncertain if I should go with my gut or find something appropriate.

      Bianca lightly touched the feathers on the cape. “Every culture has tradition. I am sensing you are a Mage who grew up with human customs. Breed is steeped in culture that goes back hundreds of thousands of years. Weddings were ceremonial events where a couple bonded for life, and for most of us, that is a very long time. You are not a woman who leads an ordinary life, and that is why the factory-made dresses did not suit you. But this one, she is a gown with history.”

      When Bianca went silent, I faced her. “What’s the story?”

      “That is not the question to ask.” She patted my cheeks. “What will your story be?”

      “If someone died in this thing…”

      Bianca shrieked with laughter. “You’re a funny girl. I don’t collect garments with negative energy. That includes pain, death, and depression. I can sense it all. That’s why people trust me.”

      I lightly touched the sheer cape. “If I can’t try it on, how do I know if it’ll fit?”

      “Magic,” she said, wiggling her fingers. Then she laughed. “I’m a tailoress.” She looked at the dress, then back at me. “Then it’s decided. Just make one promise for me.”

      “Yes?”

      “Never give the dress away. If there comes a day you no longer want it, come see me. Only wear it once. If you wear it more than that, keep it.” She wrinkled her nose. “And don’t put any stains on it.”

      Gem and Claude must have heard us talking and came over. Gem quietly admired the gown, her violet eyes glittering with tears. “It’s so you, Raven. It really is.”

      Claude folded his arms. “Let’s just hope Christian doesn’t show up in leather pants.”

      I patted his back. “I wouldn’t mind that one bit.”
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