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      “Mmm, just like my mom used to make,” I said, choking on my disgust as I unlatched my mouth from the whiskery neck of a Mage. I hated relying on my Vampire nature, but sometimes it was a necessary evil to subdue my victims.

      Not one to leave evidence, I wiped a drop of blood off the brown tile.

      The paunchy man curled his lips where he lay on the floor, his face ashen.

      I launched to my feet when someone outside the door jiggled the handle to get inside the private bathroom. The club had public ones farther down the hall, but there was always one joker who wanted a room to himself. The knocking finally ceased, and I listened as the footsteps grew distant. Taking down evildoers in human clubs was easier since there was less chance of someone calling the Breed authorities, especially since humans didn’t have a clue about our existence.

      I caught my reflection in the mirror as I turned—my black hair askew, burgundy lipstick smeared across my chin. Then I glared down at the man lying at my feet. “You shouldn’t take advantage of humans. Stealing energy from a weaker species is just vile.”

      He didn’t have any strength left to move. “Who are you?” he groaned weakly, his eyelids fluttering.

      I knelt down and offered to shake his hand. “I’m Raven Black. Pleased to make your acquaintance, human killer.” When he stared at my hand nonplussed, I flattened my palms against his and hovered over his face. “Maybe you’re a high-five kind of guy.” Before he could struggle, I proceeded to drain his energy.

      This repugnant juicer was about to find out that I wasn’t just a Vampire, I was a crossbreed—a one-of-a-kind combination of Vampire and Mage. Vampires have black eyes, and since mine were mismatched, it had confused him when I had to drain his blood to weaken him further. Now he was even more puzzled as to how it was possible I could pull his Mage light. It didn’t matter to me. Only the dead knew my secret.

      Breeds who can have children frown upon interbreeding. The magic between two different Breeds cancels each other out, creating a watered-down version of a species. Once in a blue moon, the powers weave together in a dangerous way.

      After all, I was proof.

      The difference being that I had once been an ordinary human who—like everyone else—didn’t have a clue that the Breed world existed. Vampires can offer the gift of immortality to humans just as a Mage can, but a human body can’t accept the power of both at once. You’re either one or the other. Except in my case.

      Magic will always find a way to bend the rules.

      I glared into his beady little eyes, his dark light beginning to contaminate my own. “What did humans ever do to you? They’re not disposable goods. You can’t go around juicing their light and then throwing them away like an empty cup. I’ve been following you around for the past week, and I know all about your light addiction. You’re littering the streets with their bodies like they’re Popsicle sticks. I bet you didn’t think anyone was watching, did you? I see everything,” I hissed.

      “What are you going to do?” he asked, choking on his own fear.

      I squeezed his palms tightly. “You’ve had your opportunity for redemption. Sorry, human killer. Lights out.”

      “You can’t kill me; it’s against the law.”

      A smile touched my lips. “You’re a declared outlaw. I asked around. That means you’re wanted dead or alive.”

      “Then turn me in.”

      A little reward money would be nice, except for one tiny problem: I didn’t exist in the Breed world. I’d been living as a rogue since the day I was illegally made.

      Why couldn’t this guy have been a Shifter? Or even a Relic? The only ways to kill a Mage involved decapitation, burning alive, and other gruesome methods I wasn’t eager to entertain. We weren’t magicians or sorcerers as humans believed, but immortals who manipulate energy as a weapon or source of power. Every Mage has core light, and even if you drain all their energy, that core will always replenish. That’s what makes them immortal.

      Unless someone has the ability to remove it.

      The first time I discovered my rare gift to remove core light, I let my victim go. I thought it would be sweet revenge for him to live out a miserable human existence. Later I discovered that he’d located a Creator—a Mage with the rare gift to make another—and paid him good money to become immortal again.

      Then I had to kill him for real.

      “Hold still,” I said, dreading what was to come. “This will only take a second.”

      His eyes hooded as he struggled to remain conscious. “Jesus, I’ll pay you.”

      “Oh?”

      Usually it was empty threats and cursing my immortal soul; this was the first time someone had actually offered me money. “How much?”

      “I’ve heard about you,” he grunted. “I’ve got money… Lots.”

      I rubbed my palms against his, considering the offer. Was I an easy sellout? I hadn’t held a job in the years since I was human. Having a place to live would be nice. The Vampire part of me didn’t need sleep, but the Mage side did, so I spent a lot of time napping in movie theaters or Laundromats. It saved on rent, but I missed having a bed of my own.

      “How much is lots and lots? Or did you just say lots?”

      His chin pressed against his chest. “In my pocket there’s a bank card. I’ll tell you the PIN—you can take it all.”

      “How many lives have you destroyed, can you count that? All because you wanted to get high from their light. Does that card belong to one of your victims?” When he didn’t answer, I sighed. Letting him go would mean issuing a death sentence to countless humans. “Sorry, Mage. The pity parade just left town.”

      With my hands still gripping his, I pulled every last drop of energy until his core light snuffed out. There was an audible snap that cracked like a whip, followed by a bright flash of light. His energy tasted bitter and cold, mixing with my own like poison. I’d retain it for another day before it naturally leaked out.

      I’d once overheard a Mage talking about his gift as an Infuser. Supposedly, if someone like me pulled core light out of a Mage, an Infuser could permanently seal it to my own, meaning I’d get to keep their gifts. But if that meant their dark energy would stay with me forever, then no thanks.

      The darker the light, the sicker I felt. My stomach turned, and I wasn’t sure I was going to make it through the night.

      The Mage gasped in disbelief, finally comprehending my full power when he felt his own mortality. Before he could protest, I lifted my blade, centered it over his heart, and drove it in to the hilt.
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        * * *

      

      The best part about being a woman? I rarely paid for my own drinks in a Breed bar. Food, however, was another matter.

      Vampires don’t require food to survive. But I was only half Vampire, and my Mage half was starving. Especially after the showdown earlier in the human club down the street. I still had the vile taste of bad blood in my mouth.

      I took a seat next to a burly man in a red shirt. “Hey, are those any good?”

      He put away a large tortilla chip loaded with meat and gave me a skeptical appraisal.

      Out on the streets, most people assumed I was a human since my energy was undetectable and I didn’t look like a Vampire. In a Breed bar, it wasn’t as easy to read people with so much energy pulsing in the room. Most assumed I was either a Mage concealing my light or a Relic, since they’re genetically identical to humans. The only thing that separated them was a Relic’s ability to retain information and genetically pass it down to their children.

      I gazed longingly at his nachos, wishing I had the charming abilities of a Vampire, but once again, destiny screwed me over.

      “They’re not bad. I’ve had better,” he grumbled, as if implying something else.

      “Mind if I try one?”

      When he licked his thumb and narrowed his eyes, I gave him my best come-hither look, making sure he could only see my brown eye, which was my left one.

      He nudged his plate toward me, and I chose a cluster of chips tied together with cheese, guaranteeing me the biggest bite. Some of it fell onto my lap.

      “Oh, sorry about that,” I said, shoving them into my mouth. “I didn’t mean to take so many at once.” I wiped at the cheese stain, irritated since it was my only dress. “I love a real man who knows how to share. What’s your name?”

      “Murphy. What Breed are you?”

      Talk about a guy who got right to the point.

      I could sense he was a Mage, so I chose the best possible answer he’d want to hear since there weren’t as many Mage women in the dating pool. “I’m a Mage. I’m just concealing my light for a little privacy.”

      When he pulled back his plate and resumed eating, I realized he wasn’t interested. Most would have jumped at the chance to be with a female Mage, but I should have taken the time to feel him out. Every so often, I’d run into a guy who preferred Shifters, blondes, or sometimes men.

      Strike one.

      I searched the bar for someone else who had a plate of food in front of him. Chitahs didn’t usually share with a non-Chitah female since they had a dim view on interbreeding, so I skipped over any tall man with golden eyes. A Mage was always a safe bet, which was why I scouted them out by seeking their energy flares.

      “Take it easy on those nachos, Murphy. Thanks for the bite.”

      When I stood up, I spotted a man with a plate of mini burgers. I salivated, my stomach growling like a grizzly bear coming out of hibernation. I leisurely strolled toward his table, formulating a game plan. Only one man had ever offered to buy me dinner; the rest behaved like lions protecting their kill, but every so often, I found one who would share.

      Muscle shirt, gold necklace, cologne wafting from a mile away… Yeah, this guy was here for a good time.

      I hadn’t eaten a proper meal in over three days, and stealing wasn’t a standard I lowered myself to. Hustling, on the other hand, was a challenge and helped me brush up on my social skills. But tonight my body ached from exhaustion and dark light, so the sooner I could end this hunt the better.

      “That’s the way I like to see a man eat,” I said, sidling up to his chair.

      He lowered his eyes to my legs. They were long, elegant, and could lock around a man’s neck and rob him of consciousness in ten seconds flat.

      I hooked my finger on the corner of his plate and dragged it in my direction. “How about if I feed you, would you like that?”

      His hand grazed my bare thigh and I playfully slapped it.

      Before he lost interest, I spun a chair around and straddled it. He all but choked when my black dress left an opening in the front.

      I gave him a coy smile, eyeing his juicy cheeseburger. “Why don’t you feed me, big boy? I need something big and juicy in my mouth.”

      He pinched the bridge of his nose and looked me up and down, his expression switching from interest to disgust. “Get the fuck out of here, leech.”

      Leech. One of the colorful words Breeds used for scavengers like me who had no family, no job, and no dignity. I called it survival.

      Strike two.

      Discouraged, I kicked the chair in and relocated to the far side of the room where I spotted a Vampire at the end of the bar with the largest plate of golden onion rings I’d ever seen.

      Now that’s a sight to behold, I mused.

      I assessed his black coat and lace-up boots, which were as worn as mine and told me he wasn’t a man who flaunted his money—if he even had any. His dark brown hair was a little long on top, and despite the short beard that had recently graduated from a five-o’clock shadow, I could see his chiseled cheekbones. He was so unassuming that I almost hadn’t noticed him sitting there.

      Vampires often hung out in bars, eavesdropping on conversations with their heightened hearing ability. Some of them worked as secret-sellers and blackmailed people for money, which was probably what this guy was doing. I didn’t trust them, but hunger makes you do desperate things.

      “Hi, handsome. Would you like some company?”

      He flicked his wrist, waving me away. “Shoo. I’m busy.”

      My words became tight, and I flashed him a baleful look. “Maybe you should order a clove of garlic on the side, Vamp.”

      As I turned away, he wrapped his fingers around my throat and yanked me against him, my back to his chest. The Vampire’s grip was iron, and I couldn’t escape if I tried.

      His breath heated my neck just behind my ear, and he spoke with a dark Irish accent. “Careful who you rub up against, lass. I’m not into parasites, but I’m willing to let it slide for a little action.”

      “Keep dreaming.”

      He chuckled darkly. “Why don’t you check out where my hand is?” Beneath my dress, he squeezed his fingers, which were resting on my bare hip. One of them slid beneath the thin strap of my panties. “Mmm, lace. I bet they’re as black as your hair, aren’t they?”

      I tipped my head back, a smile in my voice. “Why don’t you check out where my hand is?”

      He released his hold, and I slowly turned, one of my push daggers pricking his family jewels. They were my favorite weapon to carry. Easy to conceal, they varied in size, I could wear one almost anywhere on my body, and the T-shaped handle provided a solid grip.

      I tapped the three-inch blade against his crotch, careful not to look him in the eye so he couldn’t charm me. “You’re lucky you caught me on a good night.”

      His wolfish brows drew together. “Unusual set of winkers you’ve got there. Why don’t you raise them up an inch and give me a better look?”

      I’d learned early on that Vampires wouldn’t hesitate to use their gifts of persuasion—all they had to do was hypnotize you with those black eyes. I hadn’t inherited that gift, so I got out of dangerous situations by relying on clever tactics.

      Like staring at his Adam’s apple.

      “You might be stronger than I am, but you’re not as fast as a Mage.”

      He casually rested his elbow on the mahogany bar and leaned on it. “I’ll give you a ring if you go away.”

      “I don’t want your onion rings, nor do I want your hand up my dress. I’m going to back away, and you’re going to keep your hands where they are. You know the rules about fighting in a Breed bar.”

      “Aye, but do I care?”

      What incensed me wasn’t his cocksure attitude or even that he’d put his hand up my dress. It was the unexpected thrill of how inviting and sensual his hand felt against my thigh, the slow and delicate way his finger slid beneath my panties, the familiarity of his touch—so much so that I had to calm my heart to a steady beat before he picked up on it.

      The Vampire kept his black eyes on me, the intensity of his gaze molten. A shadow of rogue whiskers trailed beneath his jaw as if they were trying to escape the flock.

      He looped one of the onion rings around his index finger and offered me a sardonic smile. “Perhaps another time, precious. Good luck with the scavenger hunt.”
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      I’m not sure why I’d embraced the life of a nomad, but the novelty was wearing thin. It used to be liberating to go anywhere I wanted and not worry about bills, gas, or rent. Immortals didn’t need to trouble themselves with health insurance or wrinkle creams. But living out of a green duffel bag wasn’t a glamorous life, and neither was washing my clothes in a restroom sink because I didn’t have enough coins to operate a washer.

      My human life was ancient history, and without being able to use my real name or social security number, I couldn’t get a job even if I tried. My options were limited to the Breed world, where most people held jobs specific to their skills, and I don’t just mean running a business or managing finances. Most Chitahs I knew were trackers because of their acute sense of smell, and I’d heard that Sensors made their money in the business of sensory exchange—buying and selling emotions for cash. I really didn’t know for certain. Despite our differences from humans, it seemed like most people wanted the same things. A secure future, a job, and—depending on your Breed—family. Even if I applied for a job, no one was going to hire a crossbreed. Most people didn’t think someone like me existed. People are afraid of what they don’t understand, so in order to keep a low profile, I lied about my Breed and didn’t make friends.

      Being part Mage posed an even greater threat. Each Breed has its own form of government or law, and the Mageri catalogues every Mage legally created. They also require that every new Mage live with his or her Creator until granted their independence. If they found out about me, I could wind up in serious trouble. And I had no idea how Vampire elders ran things, so fear kept me a rogue.

      I sat on the back of the toilet tank, my shoes on the seat, staring at my wet dress that hung on the stall hook. Unfortunately, the only hand dryer in the bathroom was broken.

      After leaving the Breed bar on an empty stomach, I’d found the nearest human club where I could wash the cheese stain off my dress and relax. Since there weren’t many cars in the parking lot, I figured it would be a good spot to chill for a little while. I’d hidden my duffel bag nearby; most humans thought people carrying large bags into a public place were terrorists. Human clubs were safe places, and unless I instigated a fight, I never had trouble. I still brought one of my push daggers with me just in case; the leg holster was looped around the hook on the door, hidden behind the dress. Most of the weapons I owned were ones I’d taken from my victims—trophies from battle.

      I tugged at the frayed threads surrounding the hole in my jeans.

      I’d give anything to have a bed right now. To be able to curl up with a blanket over my head until the misery of the Mage’s dark energy left my body, but I had no place to call home. In the summertime, I climbed onto rooftops to sleep under the stars. Any high place I could gain access to felt like home and separated me from the dangers of the city. But tonight the heavy rain would make it difficult to find a dry place to sleep, especially with the storm drains overflowing and flooding the streets.

      I never thought I could feel so damn lonely, but the weight of it pressed down with each passing year. I sometimes thought about it in the daytime when people were having lunch with friends or shopping with their children, but the melancholy feeling often struck me in the late hours of the night.

      Being a bounty hunter wouldn’t be such a bad gig. But who would hire me? I had no credentials, and if the higher authority figured out who I was and arrested me, I’d have no one to come to my rescue.

      Imagining this as my life for the next five centuries was terrifying—no one had prepared me for immortality. But whenever I found myself wallowing in solitude, reality would intrude, reminding me that settling down would only make it easier for a certain someone to find me, and that someone was the reason why I had to keep moving and stay in the shadows.

      I rubbed my eyes, staring down at the bathroom tile. The only thing I wanted was to get through the night without any more drama.

      “Is it empty?” a man asked in a low register.

      I cocked my head, wondering if I’d accidentally wandered into the men’s bathroom. Wouldn’t be the first time.

      Someone’s clothes rustled, and a second voice with a scratchy tone answered. “It’s clear. The stalls are empty.”

      “I want you to take care of him. He’s not cooperating, and I’ve given him plenty of time to change his mind.” It was a commanding voice, smooth and controlled.

      “Don’t you think someone’s going to make a connection?” the second guy asked. “Maybe we should space it apart like the others. Two human club owners in one week—if the higher authority gets wind of it, they’re going to hire someone to investigate.”

      “I don’t give a damn,” the first man replied. “It’ll send a message to these humans that I mean business. They can either pay for my protection or risk one of the local gangs torching their club.”

      The second guy chortled. “Yeah, but we’re the gang. The new ones always want proof or else they think it’s just a rumor. Why don’t we have a couple of guys go in, rough up the patrons, make threats, and vandalize the place to make it look real?”

      “Because we’re dealing with humans, and humans like to involve the police. You’ll end up with witnesses who will ID my men, and that’s too much cleanup. Let me worry about the details. You just do as you’re told.”

      “You got it, Darius.”

      “Make it clean. No witnesses, no fingerprints, no surveillance cameras. Torch the place.”

      “Whatever you say, boss. I need to go pick up some gasoline, but it’ll be done by morning.”

      I heard a long, drawn-out sigh before Darius spoke. “They have no right to be here.”

      Hinges on the door squeaked, and then it grew quiet. What the hell were these guys doing, messing around with humans?

      Footsteps strolled in my direction, and then I heard the sound of unzipping in the stall to my right. The door hadn’t opened again, so I presumed one of the men stayed behind to drain his pipe.

      I stayed absolutely silent.

      Until my stomach growled like a mountain lion.

      I grimaced, hoping he hadn’t heard. But when the stream of urine abruptly stopped, I had only seconds to prepare.

      His footsteps retreated, and my door kicked in with a crash.

      I smirked at a man with a bad comb-over. “You’re not all that scary.”

      Before he could open his mouth, I dove forward and slammed into him. The force of my attack caused him to stumble backward into the sink. He gripped my shoulders and threw a blast of energy into me.

      I fell onto my back, energized. Mage energy only worked as a weapon against other Breeds, but throwing your energy into another Mage only juiced them up.

      “Ah, shit,” he said, realizing his folly. “You’re supposed to flare in a public place, Mage.”

      “Don’t you think that’s an archaic tradition? Seems like I’m not the only one in here who forgot to flare and make their presence known.”

      The pungent smell of bathroom soap hung heavy in the air as I rose to my feet to face this idiot. He looked like an out-of-shape mobster in a cheap black suit.

      The Mage chewed on his bottom lip as if he couldn’t decide what to do with me. We were in a human club, and that complicated matters. There wasn’t much of a crowd, but I’m sure in that walnut head of his he was wondering if someone might be able to ID him if he left a corpse in the bathroom. Breed didn’t get involved with human law enforcement, and if he got arrested and his boss found out, he might leave him to rot in a human jail for the next twenty years before breaking him out.

      With my shoulders squared, I stood with my weight forward, prepared to fight. “I don’t care about you or your boss, but you’re talking about killing humans, and that’s where it gets personal.”

      He snorted. “You’re not even human. What the hell do you care what happens to these termites?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe because I used to be one? Their lives are short enough; what gives you the right to take it away?”

      He smoothed back his stringy hair. “Immortality gives me the right. They’re nothing but parasites, destroying the planet and getting all the power. You’re obviously not old enough to appreciate how insulting it is to live like a cockroach beneath a weaker species.”

      “Do you really want to start a war with a species that outnumbers us by the billions? We still haven’t won the war against fire ants.”

      The door swung open and we both looked up as two girls breezed in with a jaunty step.

      “Get out,” the Mage said. “I’m about to fuck my woman.”

      Their eyes swung over to me in surprise.

      I shrugged. “Don’t worry, we won’t be long. He never lasts for more than forty-five seconds.”

      “Ugh,” one of them groaned as they turned to leave. “Let’s go check out that other place up the street.”

      “You didn’t have to say that,” he growled.

      Was this guy serious? “Didn’t mean to deflate your ego. I was just under the impression that you didn’t sleep with the parasites you were plotting to exterminate. But maybe you like sleeping with bedbugs.”

      I should have moved sooner and put my back against a wall, but faster than a heartbeat, he flashed behind me and shoved me against the sink.

      Flashing was a Mage skill I hadn’t acquired, and it made them impossible to catch. Once again, destiny screwed me over.

      “Smartass,” he hissed in my ear. “Aren’t you going to beg for your life—for your virtue?”

      “I’m just going to beg for you to eat a breath mint,” I ground out.

      He kicked my legs open. “Beg.”

      That was when I looked up at him in the mirror and flashed a smile, revealing my sharp fangs in the mirror’s reflection. “You first.”

      When I caught his startled expression, I shoved back and spun around. His eyes were stupidly transfixed on my fangs, darting between them and my mismatched eyes. Before he could react, I kneed him in the groin.

      No matter what his strengths were as a Mage, all men had balls.

      He doubled over, grimacing and grunting out a few colorful words. He hunched his shoulders, making it impossible to get a good angle to bite his neck. Kneeing him in the head did the trick.

      I dropped to my knees and drove my fangs into his jugular, but before I could draw blood, he punched me in the side three times and threw me off.

      “I’m going to teach you some fucking manners,” he snarled, mashing my face against the cold, dirty tile.

      I glanced up, my heart banging against my chest as I realized my dagger was out of reach. When he kicked me in the back, it nudged me a little closer to the stall. I crawled on my forearms, pushing back the pain and gathering up my energy.

      He gripped my ankle, so I flipped onto my back, twisting my leg out of his grasp. Small spaces limited a Mage from flashing around much, which leveled the playing field since they had to rely on their fighting skills. And as I’d come to find out, not every immortal knew how to fight.

      When he came at me, I kicked him in the head, and he fell onto his left side. Once he was down, I executed a maneuver and scissored my legs around his neck, my knees bent, exerting as much force as possible. Before he could throw a punch, I gripped his left arm in a tight lock and then angled my body so my head was out of reach.

      He thrashed as I delivered enough force to cut off the circulation above his neck. His knee jerked out a few times, but he couldn’t see where my head was. Then he tried to get up, but he was losing strength with every passing second.

      When his body went limp, I didn’t hesitate. I released my hold and fell over him, puncturing into his artery with my fangs and drawing out the blood before he knew what had hit him. After enough swallows, I licked his wound. My Vampire gifts allowed me to change the chemistry in my saliva at will so that I could seal up bite marks left behind on my victims.

      I rose to my feet and staggered around him, my stomach churning as his blood made its way down. The thought of having to consume his Mage energy made me tremble with revulsion.

      A gust of fresh air blew in when the bathroom door swung open, and an older blonde halted in her tracks. “Oh… Oh my God.”

      I glimpsed myself in the mirror and saw blood trickling down my lip.

      “He attacked me. Call the police,” I said, panic rising in my voice. I reached in the stall for my dress, folding it over my dagger.

      Holy crap, this was a hot mess.

      The woman’s fingers were tapping on her phone, dialing a number. A night in the slammer would keep this bozo out of trouble for now, but that meant letting him live another day to commit crimes. What choice did I have?

      I bristled at the thought that people would die if I didn’t finish him off, but I needed to get out of there. If the human police arrested me, I wouldn’t have anyone to post my bail. The higher authority kept an eye on all arrests, matching them with Breed aliases and bailing them out within a certain time frame. As a rogue, I didn’t have an alias.

      “Hello? We need the police, and… Do you need an ambulance?” she asked me, her eyes brimming with concern.

      “No, I’ll drive myself to the hospital,” I said in a hoarse voice, pushing past her. “He beat me up, and he’s drunk. I can’t believe this is happening.” My voice broke as I pretended to cry, and I moved swiftly past her through the club.

      Out the door.

      Through the rain.

      Down the alley.

      I ran until I finally collapsed behind a Dumpster, sheltered from the rain by a one-foot overhang and a sympathetic breeze.
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      It took me two days to get on my feet again. Not just from consuming vile blood from two thugs, but drinking up dark Mage light. The only place I could find to sleep was inside an abandoned Dumpster in an alley. Since no one was using it for trash disposal, it didn’t smell, but I still had to throw out a few old boards. At least it kept the rain off my head.

      In the evenings, rain hammered against the metal lid and kept me awake with only my thoughts to pass the time. When the bruises began to heal up on their own, I ventured out in search of a newspaper, but I didn’t find any articles about a murdered club owner or a building fire.

      That Darius guy must have realized that someone knew about his plan, and executing it meant putting himself at risk. His henchman knew what I looked like, so I wasn’t taking any chances with walking the streets in the Breed district.

      The rain eventually tapered off and the temperature cooled down, making it the kind of night when you could see a trail of frosty breath on a hurried walk home. I brushed the dirt off my coat and headed to a human diner called Ruby’s. It stood out on the corner of the intersection with its red neon sign. I only came in on Tuesdays because that was when business was slow and Betty worked a double shift. Betty McGuire was seventy-eight, tough as nails, and still dyed her hair red. I had to admire a woman with six grandchildren, two great-grandchildren, and a soft spot for girls like me who didn’t have a place to go.

      There was a small parking lot in front and along the right side of the building. The inside had an L-shaped layout since the kitchen was hidden in a room behind the counter. Rotating pie displays and old-fashioned décor added a nostalgic touch. You could either order something to go at the front counter or find a seat and have a waitress take your order. There were a few small tables and booths to the left of the door, but usually the only people who used them were those waiting for takeout. Chrome barstools with red vinyl seats ran along the counter, which went to the right and then stretched halfway to the back where the seating area was. Some people liked sitting at the small round tables in the middle, but I preferred the privacy of the booths alongside the windows. Ruby’s was the kind of place you could peacefully sit and enjoy a cup of coffee on a rainy day.

      I headed toward the back and chose my favorite booth, shoving my bag beneath the table and against the wall before dusting off the red vinyl seat. Despite how much I loved Ruby’s, it was always a shameful walk to the back. I felt like a stray dog with its tail between its legs, coming in to beg for scraps.

      Betty spotted me from behind the counter and waved. She deserved a gold star for heroism, and I hoped her children appreciated her half as much as I did. She always brought me a hot meal, whether I wanted it or not, and took it out of her own paycheck. Knowing that, I only came in as a last resort.

      Fifteen minutes later, my stomach was doing a happy dance. Steam rose from my coffee cup as I finished off my last chicken strip, and I turned my attention out the window, watching two birds splashing around in a puddle.

      When someone entered the diner, I glanced up at a silver-haired fox of a man walking through the door. He looked old enough to be my father. His hair, combed back in a soft wave, had dark grey undertones that gave him even more character. His beard was nicely groomed, longer around the chin and mouth area. I often wondered what I would have looked like as an older woman if I hadn’t stopped aging at twenty-five.

      The busboy collected the dishes off a nearby table and loaded them onto a cart. When he disappeared into the kitchen, the older gentleman headed in my direction—no detours, no rest stops.

      I sensed his energy as he approached. I didn’t know what Breed he was, but we had stronger energy than humans did.

      Instead of going to the bathroom, he stopped at my table. “You’re the Shadow, and I’m interested in hiring you.”

      I choked on my coffee as he sat across from me. “The what?” While I wiped my mouth with a napkin, I studied him closely. English wasn’t this man’s first language. “Do I know you?”

      Amusement danced in his steel-grey eyes. The lines in his forehead and at the corners of his eyes showed he was an expressive man, and not quite as old as I first thought.

      He laced his fingers together. “Let’s not play around,” he said, a thick Russian accent rolling off his tongue. While he spoke gruffly, there was a cadence to his voice that was like warm brandy. “You’re the one they whisper about—the one who kills notorious men. Rumors of your existence have a lot of men pissing in their pants.”

      I warmed my hands on my coffee cup, trying to figure him out. Energy from Breed varied on many levels, and I couldn’t ascertain what he was from that. “Why did you call me the Shadow?”

      “You do not know?” His brows arched, deepening the grooves in his forehead. “I am looking at an urban legend who has taken down some of the most elusive outlaws that not even the authorities could catch. People call you the Shadow because no one has seen your face, just hair spun from midnight. Some call you the angel of death, others call you the Ferryman.”

      “Shadow is better,” I said, swirling a fry in a pile of ketchup. “Ferryman sounds like we should be on a gondola in Italy.”

      His pale eyes ruled out a Vampire or Chitah. He still hadn’t flared, so unless he was concealing his energy, I didn’t think he was a Mage either.

      “What are you?” I asked, sliding my plate aside and resting my forearms on the table.

      “Shifter,” he said, scrutinizing me with his eyes.

      Shifters lived hundreds of years, maybe longer, and aged slowly. By the looks of him, he was probably a few hundred years old.

      He pinched his chin. “You are rough around the edges, but I think with the right help you could be one of the best.”

      “The best what?”

      “We do all kinds of jobs, and I only select people who stand out from all the rest. You have an impressive track record of kills. What motivates you?”

      “Good fries.”

      Who was this guy? Coming in like the Soviet KGB, and I hadn’t even had my pie yet.

      “Let me make this clear: it is not important why you hunt these men, only that you do it well. I want to make you an offer, and you should carefully consider my proposal because this opportunity will only come once. You can refuse, but if you change your mind, the offer will be off the table.”

      Betty appeared to my right, warming my coffee with a refill. “Can I get you something?” she asked the gentleman.

      “Nyet, thank you,” he replied warmly with a brisk nod of his head.

      She turned to me, concern brimming in her eyes. “Honey, do you want a second helping?”

      “No, ma’am. But if it wouldn’t be too much trouble, do you have any pie?”

      Betty chuckled and patted my hand. “I have the apple pie all warmed up for you. I know it’s your favorite. Let me finish up something and I’ll bring it right over.”

      “Ice cream?”

      “You betcha.”

      I smiled in gratitude. “You’re a lifesaver. Anyone ever tell you that?”

      She walked off, just a small pear-shape of a woman, but she was a godsend.

      “You are generous to the humans,” my companion noted absently. “My name is Viktor Kazan. Do you come with a name, or should I just keep calling you the Shadow?”

      I bit into my last chicken finger and decided introductions weren’t going to kill me. “Raven.”

      “And what are you, my dear?”

      “Hungry, so if you’d wrap up this little ray of hope you’re bleeding all over my table, I’d like to get back to waiting for my pie.”

      He sat back, shoulders straight. “I want you to listen to what I tell you. What we do is not different from what you do, only it’s cleaner. But we do so much more than that. It is dangerous work, but you’ll be one of us, and that means protection. You’ll have food, shelter, and a paycheck.”

      “Maybe sweeping the streets isn’t a job to me; maybe it’s a mission I do for the love of it.”

      Viktor leaned forward, lacing his fingers together. “Forgive me. I did not know I was dining with Mother Teresa. The next time you’re searching for a hot meal and don’t have a place to stay, remember that you’re wasting your talents.”

      I sipped my coffee and then set down the white cup. “So you created your own little organization of bounty hunters. What makes you so different from them or that HALO group of do-gooders?”

      “Because we do what bounty hunters can’t and what HALO won’t.”

      A chill ran up my spine. HALO was a group of men who investigated crimes and brought down criminals, but they did everything by the book. The same applied for most bounty hunters, except that they did more extensive traveling. If what he said was true, that meant the higher authority was possibly paying them to do things in secret—breaking laws without repercussions. Breed didn’t have an official form of government, but the higher authority was as close as it got. Elected members from each Breed sat on the panel, and one was located in every major city throughout the United States. From what I knew, they were the ones who imposed sentencing, whether it be serving time in Breed jail or the death sentence.

      “How did you find me?”

      “You can only catch a shadow when you stand very still. I have a tracker who is good at what he does.”

      I blanched at the idea this guy had been following me. Had I left behind clues? Bread crumbs? Evidence?

      He slid a white card in my direction. “Keep it.”

      Betty set a white dish in front of me with a slice of apple pie and vanilla ice cream. She took my empty plate and went about her business, wiping down tables and refilling the napkin holders.

      I flipped the card over.

      “All it says is ZERO. Is that your phone number or how many times you’ve been laid?”

      “Go to the bakery on the corner of Avenue B and 14th Street tomorrow. Do you know the place of which I speak? It has red lettering on the windows.”

      “I know it.”

      He pointed at the card. “Give that to the baker and ask for the daily special.”

      “Will he give me a loaf of bread with a microchip inside? That’s almost as fun as finding baby Jesus in a king cake.”

      “Maybe this was a mistake,” he muttered.

      My whole life had been a mistake, so I didn’t see the harm in making another. “Let’s just say that I’m considering your offer. What if I join and then decide it’s not the life for me?”

      “Joining is not that easy, but should you decide to leave, you’re free to go.”

      “Go where? Over a pier with cement blocks strapped to my feet?” I cut into my pie and ate a large apple slice. “I’m a lot of things, Mr. Kazan, but I’m not a fool. Do you really expect me to believe that you’d let me go, knowing who you are and privy to inside information? Something tells me that I’d wind up tied to the engine of a jumbo jet.”

      He smirked as if I’d told a joke.

      But I was serious.

      Dead serious.

      “We’ve never had anyone leave, but should you choose to do so, it will be at your own risk. A Vampire will scrub your memory, and depending on how much you know and how long you’ve been with us, it could be messy. There is a chance you could wind up with a clean slate and new identity. Long-term memories are harder for Vampires to wipe, as you know.”

      I really didn’t know much about Vampires. No one had taught me, and most people didn’t sit around in bars talking about all their abilities. Most of what I knew I’d overheard or discovered on my own.

      “I’ll think about it,” I said honestly, scooping up my ice cream before it melted.

      He tapped his hand on the table. “I can offer you something you’ve never known: purpose. Do you think living on the edge makes you a rebel—a revolutionary who’s fighting for the greater good? If you don’t have ambition, you’ll become just as bitter as the rogues who wander aimlessly, enveloped in their own hatred and jealousy. If you see yourself as a saint, remember this conversation ten years from now when you’ve grown resentful that you have nothing while others live comfortably. The line between good and evil is invisible, and if you cannot sense where it is, it won’t take long to cross it. Aspire to be something greater than just a shadow of yourself.”

      He stood up and glanced at my attire, muttering something in Russian. “Do you have a place to sleep tonight?”

      I took another forkful of pie and watched him counting money from his wallet. I didn’t have plans to sleep, but I silently accepted the large sum of money he placed on the table.

      After my pie, I enjoyed a third cup of coffee before gathering my things and heading out.

      When I crossed the street, I had a perfect view of Betty picking up the biggest tip she’d ever received from my table.
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        * * *

      

      It was a breezy night, and I spent most of it strolling through the city streets. But just after dawn, dark clouds rolled in, and punishing drops of rain drenched people on their way to work. The man selling umbrellas outside the apartment buildings picked a good day to make money. After a few hours of people-watching from my chair in the Laundromat, I headed north on 14th Street with the strap from my duffel bag weighing down my shoulder.

      The heavy fragrance of fresh breads and pastries wafted through the open door as I entered the bakery. Water dripped from the plastic bag I’d put over my head as a makeshift hat, and I tossed it into a trash can.

      A man who looked my age was sipping his coffee at a table ahead to my right, the chocolate éclair on his napkin half-eaten.

      I studied the card Viktor had given me. What did I have to lose? It wasn’t as if I had my life together, and maybe this was a chance to learn something. Our world was thick with criminals, and I didn’t have a shred of guilt for the men I’d killed. Maybe getting paid for it wouldn’t be so bad.

      The woman behind the register greeted me with a warm smile. “Morning! Take your time and let me know when you’re ready.”

      I eased up to the glass counter and admired all the sweet pastries lined up in neat little rows. The entire wall behind them was nothing but baskets of breads separated by grain and type.

      Three workers were dashing back and forth behind the counter, filling orders and emptying breadbaskets. I tapped my fingernail against the glass, uncertain who was the baker. They were all dressed the same, so I looked around the room for an “employee of the month” plaque that might narrow it down.

      “Young lady, is there something that I can help you with?” a dark-skinned man asked.

      He had gentle eyes, and I took a chance that he was the owner and slipped him Viktor’s card. “Um, the daily special please.”

      Without a word, he reached under the counter and then handed me a pink box. “Just as you ordered. Thank you for paying us in advance; we’re more than happy to have it ready for you,” he said with a wink. Seconds later, he disappeared into the back room.

      A little mystified, I turned away with the small box and stood by the door.

      “Excuse me,” someone said.

      I glanced up and stepped aside as the attractive man, who moments ago had been eating a chocolate éclair, was on his way out. I noticed his blond hair had dark roots, and he styled it in the disheveled manner that was the popular trend. When he smiled, it created grooves on both sides of his face.

      “Don’t get wet out there,” I said with a chuckle.

      “Says the girl without an umbrella.” He turned around to open the door with his back. “Maybe I should wear a plastic bag over my head,” he said playfully.

      “Maybe.”

      His gaze lingered on my mismatched eyes and made me uncomfortable. People couldn’t help themselves. I stared at his black ear studs in a half-assed attempt to find something wrong with him, but all he did was smile wider and then disappear into the rain.

      Humans were becoming so peculiar to me, and it had only been five years since I’d been turned.

      Now that I had privacy, I lifted the lid of my box, uncertain of what to expect. A key? A flash drive? A secret device? A pistol?

      Beneath the wax paper was a lemon bar lightly dusted with powdered sugar.

      I broke it into three pieces, searching inside for a folded-up piece of paper or… I don’t know. What was I looking for? There wasn’t anything underneath the bottom sheet of paper either. What the hell was I doing? Mr. Kazan must have been the kind of guy who sought amusement from messing with people’s heads.

      I threw the box into the trash and stormed out into the rain. As I crossed the street, my right boot landed in a deep puddle of water just before I stepped onto the curb.

      “Swell,” I muttered, my sock turning into a sponge.

      A black Honda screeched to a halt, and the engine revved twice, as if screaming for my attention. When I approached the car, the window rolled down.

      “Get in. I’ll take you to Viktor.”

      I bent down and peered in at the profile of a man in a long black trench coat. The window rolled up, so I lifted the handle and opened the door.

      He leaned over and looked up at me. “Your place or mine?”

      “Well, my place is outside, so you decide.”

      I hugged my duffel and sank into the seat, squeaking against the leather as I reached to shut the door.

      I felt him staring at me, so I peered over at him.

      He pushed his dark shades farther up his nose. “If I’d known that I’d be picking up the ocean, I would have brought a sponge.”

      I suddenly recognized the lilt in his voice. The way he spoke had the lyrical swing that was typical of the Irish, but his voice was dark, gritty, and full of attitude.

      He dropped his foot on the gas pedal, and my head flung back. I wrapped the seat belt around me and gave him an intolerant glare.

      “I know you,” I said, my mind working overtime trying to place him. It took me a minute because I ran into so many people on a daily basis. “Yes, I remember you now. You’re the asshole with the onion rings.”

      He raised his sunglasses to the top of his head. “Aye. And you’re the leech with the lacy knickers.” His eyes flicked down to my lap. “Where’s my lemon bar?”

      I chortled. “So that’s what the pink box was about. Sorry, but I don’t like lemon bars. I threw it away.”

      He squeezed the steering wheel. “Jaysus wept. I think Viktor has finally lost his marbles.”

      I was having second thoughts when I realized that this guy worked for Viktor. Maybe he was just the chauffeur.

      The scenery flew by—people rushing through the rain with newspapers covering their heads, a paper cup floating down the sewage drain, windows fogged over in most of the eateries. Cognito was quite a magnificent northeastern city, even at its ugliest.

      The Vampire put on his turn signal and made a right. “There’s a burger place just up the street. Viktor won’t mind.”

      “I’m not hungry.”

      He turned his head all the way to face me. “It’s eleven in the morning, scavenger, and your stomach is louder than my engine.”

      I chuckled. “A Vampire with a Honda. You made my day.”

      He snapped his attention back to the road, his voice clipped. “It’s unassuming.”

      “Buy all the burgers you want, but I won’t eat them.” No way was I giving him the satisfaction.

      “You must be a Shifter—stubborn and brassy.”

      With lightning speed, I whipped out a push dagger attached to my belt and held it against his whiskery jaw. “And you need a shave. Be sure to watch out for those speed bumps,” I added, scraping the knife at an upward angle. “No more insults, or I’ll cut you up into little pieces and ship you back to Ireland.”

      He slammed the brakes, and I flew forward, jerked to a stop by my seat belt. The Vampire disarmed me and clamped the back of my neck with an iron grip. “Let’s keep the sharp weapons tucked away, shall we? Besides, a woman like you doesn’t need a dagger. You have a tongue that could clip a hedge.”

      He reached for the blade that had fallen on the floorboard and released his hold. “And don’t litter in my car. I never did like a litterbug.”

      I sat up and rubbed the back of my neck, my ego slightly deflated. The knife wouldn’t have done him serious harm since stunners were designed to paralyze a Mage, not a Vampire, but sometimes a girl had to make a point.

      We left the city and entered a wealthy area of town that I’d never seen before. The car slowed in front of a wrought iron gate that reached maybe fifteen or twenty feet high. Above it was a stone archway between two walls that stretched as far as I could see. On the keystone at the center of the arch was a carving of a Roman soldier’s head staring down at me, his helmet on. The slope of his brows and pensive gaze made me shiver.

      The Vampire veered to the left and swiped his card against a stand. While he waited for the gates to open, he switched off the windshield wipers when the downpour changed to a light sprinkle.

      “I don’t have to live here, do I?”

      “Would that be too awful? Jaysus, will you fecking look at it?” He lifted his arm theatrically. “This isn’t a mansion, it’s a country. If you’d rather live on the street than in here, you’re a bigger fruit loop than I took you for.”

      “I’m not living on the street.”

      The car lurched to a stop. “I’ll spare you the indignity of giving me an explanation since we both know that’s a lie. Now why don’t you cheer up, lass? You were so much more pleasant when you just wanted me for my onion rings.”

      “What’s a Vampire doing eating in public anyhow?”

      He scratched behind his ear. “I was trying to blend in.”

      I snorted. “Yeah. A Vampire eating food doesn’t stand out.”

      We continued down the road that led to the mansion, which looked more like a castle. Once the car stopped in the circular driveway in front, I got out and soaked in my surroundings. Another road branched off to the right toward what looked like a garage door and a small building.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “Underground parking,” he said, lifting the collar of his coat to shield his neck from the rain.

      I set my heavy duffel on the ground while I shut the car door. He collected my bag and swung it over his shoulder as if it weighed nothing.

      I followed behind, studying the Vampire. His straight shoulders didn’t slope down, and he must have been around six feet tall. He didn’t walk with a heavy gait but glided forward with a purposeful stride. If he wasn’t so cocksure and intimidating, he might actually be attractive. I didn’t like Vampires, and the fact he was pleasant to look at made me hate him even more.

      The stone archway above the front door had the same sculpture of a warrior’s head on the keystone.

      When we entered, it was nothing like I had expected. Instead of marble floors, crystal chandeliers, baroque furniture, and classic paintings, the interior looked like the inside of an old castle, just as it did on the outside. There was a nice open space, and farther up to the left was a curved staircase. Some of the candles on the walls were lit, but not many since the windows brought in sufficient light.

      I recoiled at a statue on my right of a man wielding a sword in his right hand as if he were going to strike me down. A sharp wing extended behind that arm while the other wing curved around front to shield him.

      “Viktor’s a religious man, huh?” I asked, warily walking past the statue as if it might come alive.

      “That’s not an angel,” the Vampire whispered in my ear, leading me to a hall on the right.

      The gothic architecture was captivating. We headed toward a hall on the right, an archway at the entrance and a curved ceiling. These windows were tinted blue, and lanterns hung from the ceiling between every other window.

      Our footsteps reverberated off the walls, and I tried to ignore the squishing sound coming from my right boot.

      A woman with long brown hair was waiting at the end of the hall that branched off to the left. She possessed a natural beauty that wasn’t overly feminine, and her features were distinctly Native American. The very first thing I noticed was her sapphire eyes—they sparkled against her dark features, making them the most striking thing about her. But there was nothing gentle about her rigid stance and serious demeanor.

      “Set down her bag and open it up,” she said. “I’ll search her.”

      “I don’t have any weapons on me,” I assured her.

      “It’s routine. We thoroughly search everyone the first time. We’re looking for weapons, recording devices, tracking mechanisms… Take off your shoes.”

      While the Vampire rummaged through my personal belongings, I unlaced my boots and pulled them off.

      The Irishman tossed my clothes in a meaningless pile, searching the pockets and inspecting the hems.

      She circled her hands around the waistband of my jeans and discovered a blade disguised as a belt buckle.

      I shrugged. “Forgot I had that.”

      “Is that so?”

      While she continued her search, I glanced up at a painting. It was a glum image of a dark moonlit river.

      How very Breed, I thought.

      She crouched down and found a push dagger hidden inside my pant leg. It was a small one infused with magic—one I only used in emergencies against another Mage. Stunners weren’t easy to come by, so I hated losing one.

      “I suppose you forgot you had this as well?” she asked, setting it on the floor next to the other.

      “You could say that.”

      She held up my boots and felt inside, then looked closer at one and turned it over. I worried my lip, hoping she wouldn’t find…

      “And this?” She pulled out another blade tucked in the back heel.

      “I made it myself. The handle folds out from the bottom and you can pull⁠—”

      “I see.” It looked as though she was struggling to conceal a smile. “Maybe you should remove your socks.”

      The Vampire chuckled. “Careful, Blue. Those hooves might be the deadliest weapon she’s concealing. Vile, to be sure.”

      I peered over my shoulder and gave him a cross look. I didn’t rattle easily, but I was determined to find out what pushed his buttons so I could give him a taste of his own medicine. I lifted my foot and peeled off the wet sock. “If this is leading somewhere, I can tell you right now that I’m not stripping naked. If that’s the deal breaker, you need to let me know.” I hurled the black sock over my shoulder and heard it smack against the Vampire’s face.

      I didn’t need to look to know that I’d hit my target. I could hear the revulsion in his whispered obscenities.

      The woman named Blue stood up, and she was a couple of inches taller than me—maybe five foot ten if I had to guess.

      Her eyes swept down to my chest, and when I noticed hers was bigger, I almost wanted to puff my girls out.

      “I need to check your bra,” she said.

      This gal was all business, and I had a feeling I wasn’t going to get special treatment because of my gender. I reached beneath my shirt and unlatched the hooks, executing a maneuver that all women know how to do when it comes to removing a bra through a shirtsleeve. She turned it in her hands and discovered a small piece of wood I’d concealed in the slot where the wire once was.

      The Vampire snorted. “A toothpick for dinner?”

      I glared over my shoulder. “I think we both know it doesn’t take much of that kind of wood to paralyze a Vamp.”

      His eyes narrowed at my flagrant use of a derogatory word for Vampires.

      My eyes narrowed at the red panties wrapped around his fingers.

      When Blue’s phone vibrated, she checked the message, her feather earrings brushing against the side of her face. “It’s Viktor. I need to run. Can you finish this up?”

      Horrified my strip search was transferring over to a man, I looked at the Vampire, expecting a gleeful expression. Instead, I saw a man sitting with his legs crossed, smelling a tube of my lipstick before swiping it across his wrist.

      “I’ve got it covered,” he said absently. “How is it that you can’t afford to eat, but you seem to have plenty of face paint?”

      I folded my arms as Blue hurried down the hall. “You’d be surprised what women leave behind in the bathroom.”

      He rose to his feet and approached me with an elegant stride, his head inclined. “I’m Christian Poe. Thought maybe you should at least know my name before I get close to those ample breasts of yours.” He gave me a wolfish grin and brushed up beside me. “Come on, lass. I won’t bite. Just up to the golden arches; I only need to see your midsection.”

      “I’m not lifting my shirt unless you carry large bills in your wallet.”

      “Suit yourself. Would you like me to drop you off in the puddle I found you in, or is there someone you can call?”

      Blue hadn’t seemed fazed at leaving me alone with him, so she must have gone through the process too.

      “Just pat me down and get it over with.”

      “With absolute pleasure. Shall I get some baby oil before we begin? Sometimes a little lubrication helps with the process—makes it sufferable.” He curved his arm around my waist and whispered in my ear, “My hands can be rough.”

      “You talk too much.”

      Christian leisurely ran his hands up the front of my shirt, just beneath the curve of my breasts. He was inches away, and I lifted my chin to look closely at his mouth, making sure he kept his fangs in check.

      “Sorry, lass. I can see you’re vexed, but it’s my job to be thorough.”

      I gave him an indifferent look, which provoked him. He wrapped his arms behind my back as if he were hugging me, fingers splayed as he moved them upward. He watched my face for a reaction, undoubtedly using his keen hearing to see if my heart was doing a quickstep. I kept my breathing calm, my expression stoic, and my eyes on his lips.

      Probably not the best place to look since he had an inviting mouth, but when the tips of his fangs peeked out, that was enough to rein in any sense of desire. I loathed Vampires and rejected that part of me. I used my Vampire gifts as a necessary evil, but evil it was.

      His eyes tightened just a fraction when he ran his hand over a healing bruise, causing me to wince.

      “If you’re about done rifling through my panties and feeling me up, I’d like to speak with your boss.”

      “Raven. I’m so glad you came.”

      I stepped back as Viktor approached from the hall on the right.

      “Come this way, and I’ll show you to your room.”

      “I don’t need a room, I just need some answers.”

      “Very well. Christian, take her things upstairs and then join us in the study.”

      Without a word, Christian collected my bag and weapons before swiftly heading back down the way we came.

      After I put my boots back on, Viktor and I strode through the hall that Blue had gone down, passing several doors on the left.

      I pointed at one made of steel. “What’s up with the heavy door?”

      “Everyone likes a little privacy, and some of our rooms are soundproof. I have a house full of different Breeds and temperaments; we’ve lost a lot of doors.”

      “That doesn’t exactly make me feel safe.”

      “You need not worry,” he said, his accent warming me like a strong drink. “They won’t bother you once they learn what you are.”

      “And what exactly is that?”

      Viktor didn’t break stride. “A Breed killer.”
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      Viktor handed me a glass of merlot and sat in a brown leather wingback chair across from me. Our chairs were angled slightly toward the fireplace, and I had a clear view of the door to my right. He had a quaint study with an unlit fireplace, bookshelves, and a statue of an archer aiming his arrow at my chair. I couldn’t get over the antiquated use of lanterns instead of electricity, but the stone walls soaked up the light, lending a magnificent glow to the room.

      “I have high connections,” he began. “My group has some of the best information seekers with specific skills. We’re given special assignments that no one else will do, and we’re hired to bring down some of the most notorious criminals in the Breed world—the untouchables. Many of them are men and women who haven’t been classified as outlaws by the higher authority, but we bring them to justice.”

      “So you gather evidence and make arrests?”

      “Nyet.” After sipping his wine, he set the crystal goblet on a table to his right. “Lawmakers require written evidence, testimonies, photographs, computer files, that kind of thing to convict. In most cases, witnesses to a crime won’t speak out. There is no witness protection program.”

      The bitter drink made me grimace. “I don’t have any experience with investigative work.”

      His mouth turned down as if he were considering how to answer. “I choose open-minded individuals. Rumor is you’ve taken out twenty-one.”

      “Thirty-three,” I corrected. “How did you trace all those murders back to me? I’ve been discreet. I’m not exactly leaving a letter of apology at the scene of the crime.”

      “It’s a small world, and eventually all paths will cross. My inside contacts let me know when there’s an unsolved murder, and occasionally one will match up with one of our cases. My Chitah couldn’t pick up a scent that’s uniquely yours, but he matched similar lotions or soaps. We knew you were a woman because some of the victims had lipstick smudges on their necks.”

      When I crossed my legs, his eyes skated to the hole in my jeans. “I must be an enigma to you then.”

      He lifted his glass and took another swallow. “You could say that. We suspected you were a Vampire, but it appears we were wrong. My tracker happened to be in the same location as your last crime and got a good look at you. Do you mind explaining why it is that some of your victims were drained of their blood? Do you work with a partner?”

      I flicked my eyes at Christian, who was standing to my right near the door. “Does he have to be in here?”

      Christian theatrically bowed his head.

      Viktor cleared his throat, smoothing out his accent. “He’s the one who found you. There are no secrets in my house,” he said, wagging his finger. “That includes any special gifts that you may have. We’ll assess your skills to determine what your strengths and weaknesses are, but for now, why don’t you put on some dry clothes and rest?”

      “I don’t need rest. I’m a Vampire.”

      While Viktor’s expression was unreadable, the reaction from the Vampire behind him was dramatic. Christian surged forward at an alarming speed.

      I’d heard stories that female Vampires were highly sought after. There weren’t that many to begin with, and their elders weren’t looking to expand their population since the younglings were unpredictable and oftentimes dangerous. I’d also heard how wickedly beautiful those women were, but I’d never seen one myself.

      Christian’s obsidian gaze swallowed me up, and I shifted nervously in my seat. “Your eyes are not black and your skin isn’t flawless.”

      “Gee, you really know how to charm the ladies,” I said, twirling a lock of inky-black hair. “Before you get excited, I should tell you that I’m not entirely Vampire. I’m…” I hesitated. There was no reason to believe Viktor wasn’t serious about his offer, and that meant coming clean. “I’m a crossbreed.”

      Viktor leaned forward, arms resting on his knees. “A cross between what?”

      I’d never told anyone my secret outside of my victims. I could only guess how they were going to react based on my previous experiences.

      “A Vampire and a Mage.”

      “Are you mental?” Christian exclaimed. “Viktor, you can’t take her seriously. Such a thing doesn’t exist. Once you’re a Vampire, a Mage can’t put his light into you and change you over. It doesn’t work the other way either. She’s touched in the head.”

      I uncrossed my legs and rested my hands on the armrests of the chair, smiling up at him with my eyes. I’d finally found the one thing that annoyed him.

      Me.

      “Are you telling me that you’ve never once heard of a crossbreed or met someone who doesn’t fit the mold?” I asked.

      He stroked his beard and averted his eyes, implying that he had. “Where’s your maker?”

      “My fangdaddy split the day I was born.” I turned my attention back to Viktor. “I can sit in this room if you want me to, but I don’t need sleep. I don’t think I could go forever without it—maybe a week. The Mage side of me still likes to snooze. Anyhow, there’s no point in my staying here. I’m sure there’s a place up the road where I can get a room.”

      Viktor stood up, making a fist for emphasis. “Absolutely not. This isn’t just a job, Raven. It’s a way of life. We live together, and that’s final. Until I’ve made up my mind whether or not you’ll fit in with the group, you’ll stay here. If you don’t like it, I can show you the door.”

      Christian folded his arms and turned to Viktor. “She’s bluffing. She’s not a Vampire.”

      “Really, are you still stuck on that?” I rose to my feet and confronted him.

      Christian’s fangs slid down, and we faced off like two enemies. “I think you’re confusing Vampires with Chitahs.”

      “I’m not a Chitah. Has anyone ever told you that you’re a handful?”

      His head tipped to the side, and he gave me a crooked smile. “Funny. Women seem to think that I’m more of a mouthful.”

      “I wouldn’t be so cocky if I were you. Vampires have always been the easiest to kill, contrary to popular belief.”

      Viktor chuckled and clapped his hand on Christian’s shoulder. “I’ll let you two get better acquainted. I have business matters to attend to. Raven, we’ll talk more later.”

      Neither Christian nor I took our eyes off each other as Viktor left the room.

      When the door closed, I lowered my gaze. “Let’s just get one thing straight: I don’t care for Vampires. Don’t get any ideas about knocking on my door in the middle of the night for some bonding time with my jugular.”

      He put his hands on his hips and retracted his fangs. “Don’t flatter yourself. I’m a man with taste.”

      “B negative, I’m sure.”

      “I bet your maker will have second thoughts before making another female. Perhaps he should have waited until your cycle was over as you seem to be afflicted with eternal PMS.”

      “Get out.”

      He smirked, arching a sardonic brow as if he demanded the final word. “Unless you like cuddling with statues, follow me, lass.”

      I followed behind him, unruffled by his remarks. Vampires were often brash and spoke freely, a personality trait I’d grown accustomed to from an early age. Hopefully my room would have chairs made from the right kind of wood that would paralyze a Vampire, often referred to as impalement wood. Nothing would give me greater pleasure than enjoying a meal in bed while he lay frozen on the floor, forced to listen to my every thought.

      I chuckled at the idea.

      “Something funny?” he asked, glancing over his shoulder at me.

      Refrain, Raven. Refrain. “Nothing at all. I just had a tickle in my throat.”

      The study was located on the first floor, and we took a different flight of stairs from the grand one by the front door. I realized the place was so big that it must have several staircases for convenience. A small statue sat in the corner where the banisters joined. I marveled at the detailed artistry as we curved around it and ascended yet another flight. The house was breathtaking, with high ceilings and masterful carvings in the architecture. While the walls and floors were made from various kinds of stone, it wasn’t doom and gloom. The house was regal, luxurious, something out of a fairy tale. Lanterns ran along the walls with unlit candles inside. I couldn’t imagine someone tasked with lighting them all, but at least they wouldn’t have to worry about burning the place down since almost everything was made from stone and iron.

      When we reached the third floor, he led me to the end of the hall and then opened a heavy wooden door.

      I gasped, branching away from him toward the stone railing to my right. A wide interior balcony overlooked the property out front. The balcony didn’t protrude from the house but was built-in, covered, and yet completely open in the front. I could see everything from this vantage point: the front gate at the end of the driveway, the tops of the trees, how green the grounds were. A light breeze picked up the ends of my hair, and I leaned forward, taking it all in. Imagining how it must look moments before dawn simply stole my breath away.

      “I didn’t know places like this existed.”

      He half turned on his way to the opposite door, remaining quiet and watchful.

      A series of stone arches ran along the railing, creating dividers between the openings.

      “We have another that overlooks the courtyard,” he said absently.

      Courtyard? I almost had to pinch myself to make sure I wasn’t dead. Maybe I hadn’t survived the attack in the bathroom a few nights ago.

      Thunder rolled, and the clouds opened up, rain falling like a heavy curtain and obscuring my view of the front gate.

      “How many acres does he own?”

      “Hundreds.”

      A gust of wind slapped me in the face with a spray of rain.

      Christian chuckled and carried on, hands clasped behind his back.

      We moved through the opposite door and then turned left down a narrow hall with windows along the left side. It confused me since it was the central part of the house.

      “That’s the courtyard,” he said, catching the direction of my gaze.

      We passed a quaint sitting room on the right, no more than six by six with a long bench on the back wall and two chairs that faced each other. Most of the doors in the hall were closed until we reached a large open room on the right. I caught a glimpse of one of those giant globes on a stand. This place probably had secret passageways and a labyrinth made from hedges.

      After making another turn with more windows overlooking the courtyard, he fell back a step and entered a room on the right.

      “Let me give you a piece of advice,” he began as I moved past him. “Don’t go exploring and sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong. Viktor laid out the offer, but you’re not an official member of the club until he says so. Some of these rooms are private, and the doors are closed for a reason.”

      I turned on my heel. “Afraid I’m going to discover your My Little Pony collection? Don’t worry about me. Just go back to your coffin and let me settle in.”

      “You’re an insufferable child,” he grumbled, exiting the room in a swift movement. “And for feck’s sake, put on a bra.”

      “It’s not my fault you don’t have a heater.”

      I wiggled my fingers in a farewell when the door slammed. Annoying Christian might actually be kind of fun. He seemed offended by my very existence. Most Vampires were loners, and women were merely a recreational pastime. They probably could have made more women among their kind, but they didn’t. Their elders had laws that frowned upon making new younglings without approval—although I’m sure they made exceptions—but most Vampires didn’t seem to want the responsibility. Younglings were impulsive and slaves to bloodlust, the insatiable desire to drink blood. Thankfully I’d never had that problem, and maybe that was why I didn’t understand it. I’d targeted a few young Vampires who’d purchased slaves off the black market to feed on.

      Sickos.

      I stood with my back to the wooden door and took a moment to look at my room. The ceilings were high, the walls and floor made from grey stone, and there was a fireplace on the left with no mantel. This wasn’t the penthouse suite by any means. The furniture was rustic and made of wood, from the armoire on my right to the end tables by the bed. Not a four-poster or even a sleigh bed, just a plain wooden headboard on a frame that was lower to the ground than modern ones. A small desk and chair filled the far right corner. I turned to my left and looked at the large floor mirror leaning against the corner wall.

      “Do I really look like that?” I whispered, approaching my reflection.

      A weary-eyed girl gazed back at me, her black hair unkempt and tangled from the rain. She looked haggard in her baggy shirt and ripped jeans. When I’d first turned, men found me attractive, but now I could see why it had become harder to lure some of them into private rooms. Most bathroom mirrors just showed the top half, so seeing the full scope of what I’d devolved into was rather depressing. I still had my long legs going for me, and I played up my features with dark lipstick and a little eyeliner. But I looked malnourished, my skin was pallid, my clothes stained, and there was even dirt beneath my fingernails.

      Or was it blood?

      “Disastrous,” I muttered, wondering if I smelled as bad as I looked.

      This was what street life had done to me.

      I turned away and approached the window straight ahead, stepping onto a white rug. I traced my fingers along the metal lattice on the leaded windows. The arched window was wide, expressive, and each sash opened inward. I deduced by all the turns we’d made that my view was the back of the mansion.

      The first thing I did was drag the rug in front of the fireplace. Then I set my bag on the bed and noticed my weapons were missing.

      “Oh, you’re kidding me,” I said in disbelief.

      Viktor wanted me to be part of his elite organization, and yet he didn’t want me armed?

      I turned in a circle and noticed there wasn’t a lamp in the room. The rain outside had cast a dark shroud over the property, and all I had were lanterns affixed to the walls and candles on the tables. I peeked in a drawer and found fresh candles and a box of matches.

      “Putting on my makeup should be fun,” I mused.

      To the right of the bed was an open doorway, so I went to investigate and discovered a bathroom behind the wall. The sink and oval mirror on the left were basic, and the standing shower straight ahead had a glass door that offered no privacy. But what caught my eye was the claw-foot tub within a recessed wall on the right.

      “Hello, darling.”

      I ran the tub water and stripped out of my clothes. It was pure torture waiting for the tub to fill, and I turned away from the mirror after catching a glimpse of the bruise on my back—a reminder of my failure. The small window on the wall with the shower brought in enough light, but I retrieved some matches and lit the square lanterns on either side of the sink.

      Most people would have found the room basic and uninviting, but those people hadn’t spent the past two nights sleeping in a Dumpster.

      Steam rose from the tub, and I slipped into the clean water, groaning at the blissful feel of that heat all around me. I took most of my showers in truck stop restrooms. Only on rare occasions after working odd jobs did I have money to spend on a motel room, and I’d forgotten the simple pleasure that a hot bath could bring.

      I soaked.

      And by soaked I mean I spent hours in that claw-foot tub, periodically draining the water and then turning it back on for more heat.

      It was glorious, and I luxuriated in the exotic oils that were lined up on a small ledge in the wall.

      Eventually I draped over the rim, resting my head in my arms. Maybe I’d wake up and this would have all been a dream. Or a setup. But for now it felt like heaven. Despite the balking I’d done earlier about sleep, I nodded off right inside that bathtub.

      Clean. Warm. Safe.

      And slightly mystified as to how I’d become so fortunate. Not that it would last.

      Nothing good in my life ever lasted.
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      When I opened my eyes, two things disturbed me. One, I had no idea where I was. And two, I was completely naked.

      Disoriented, I looked about the dimly lit room, the candles burning low. Thunder rumbled in the distance, and rain drizzled onto the floor from an open window. I sat up and tried to recall how I’d gotten here. Sleeping hard will do that to anyone—especially when you’re exhausted and wake up in a strange place.

      Ah, yes. Viktor. It was all coming back.

      I remembered the bath and touched my hair, the tousled strands now dry.

      Had I really slept all day? A damp towel covered my pillow, and I rubbed my face, unable to remember even getting out of the tub. What if someone had carried me to the bed?

      Perish the thought.

      For all I knew, Viktor could have been a trader on the black market and—like the Pied Piper—this was how he lured people to his den of iniquity.

      Hmm. No telephone.

      I yanked on my black hoodie and a pair of jeans. Without central heating, an uncomfortable chill hung in the air, so I closed the window and spread a towel over the wet spot on the floor.

      Staying cooped up was never my thing. Time to do a little exploring. I peered into the hallway, looking in both directions to figure out which way to go. The windows straight ahead overlooked the courtyard, but it was too dark to see anything. Every other lantern on the wall had a candle flickering inside, providing enough light to reflect off the glass and soak into the stone architecture.

      Since it was raining, I opted against going in the direction we’d come, fearing I might lock myself outside on the balcony. I swung to the right instead, following the hall until it curved left. When the windows ended, I realized the house was bigger than I’d first thought and not at all shaped like a perfect rectangle. I passed a grand room on the right with tapestries spun from gold and exquisite furniture. That room had electricity, so I scurried past the opening in case someone was in there.

      The stone floor chilled my bare feet, making me quicken my step until I found a staircase that led down. Remembering all the rooms, turns, and hallways seemed impossible.

      I tugged on the drawstrings hanging from the collar of my hood, skulking in the shadows and searching for signs of life. The first floor was brightly lit, which led me to believe that people were down there.

      A burst of laughter echoed from the end of a hall, and I quietly moved toward the sound of chatter. I entered a room through an archway and noticed a wall dividing that room from another. There were booths like you’d see at a restaurant, tucked against a series of arches on the short divider wall. Through the open arches, all I could make out in the dark room was a crackling fireplace.

      As I turned left, I stopped dead in my tracks. Several people rose from a long wooden dining table filled with food.

      I took a step back when one of them palmed a steak knife.

      One man was a giant, and his upper and lower canines punched out in an aggressive display. His Chitah eyes were bright gold, and his predatory gaze made me flinch. It was like looking directly at a lion about to devour you for dinner. Aside from Christian, his was the only Breed I recognized.

      I broke the silence. “I’m not sure if one of you was in my room earlier, but if anyone comes into my domain without explicit permission, I’m going to impale you in a way that will give you the very best idea of what it feels like to be a corn dog.”

      A violet-haired young woman bubbled with laughter and then covered her mouth when the others gave her scornful glances.

      Viktor rose from the head of the table and closed the distance between us. “This is our newest inductee, Raven Black.” He blocked my view and lowered his voice. “Come with me. You can’t be in here.”

      “Can’t I?”

      He seized my upper arm and led me out. “You’re not official yet. Until you’ve gone through our tests, you can’t sit with us. Those are the rules.”

      The talking resumed in the dining room, and I wriggled out of his grasp. “What’s with all the candles?”

      “Immortals rely on modern conveniences far too much. I find them to be a distraction. I don’t allow televisions, radios, or electricity in most rooms. This is a large house, and I’m a frugal man. I do not wish to pay thousands of dollars a month so you can leave a lamp on all night. I place electricity where it’s needed.”

      We headed down a dark, narrow staircase, and he opened a door to an enormous gym filled with exercise equipment on one side and open space on the other. Unlike the rest of the mansion, there were overhead lights.

      “Stay here while I get Niko.”

      “Who’s Niko?”

      But he was already gone. There were elliptical machines, treadmills, weights, and workout equipment I didn’t recognize. A long rope hung from the ceiling, and I even spotted jump ropes. One section of the wall displayed various weapons and target boards.

      Between the estate and everything within, these guys were loaded. Either that or some of them came from old money. Maybe I could work for them just long enough to get a substantial amount of cash and buy a place of my own.

      Viktor returned with a man following behind him. He looked about six feet with an average build of lean muscle. Aside from his black hair, which was wispy and long, what stood out were his almond-shaped eyes. The blue was almost colorless—like crystal waters beneath sunlight. He appeared to be of mixed Asian descent with strikingly handsome features, chiseled cheekbones, and skin as pale brown as desert sand. By the looks of his tight biceps and broad shoulders, he was also a man who conditioned his body as though it were a weapon.

      Without televisions or radios, I could understand why someone would spend hours down here.

      He turned his head in my direction and suppressed a smile. “She’s a girl.”

      “How you can tell that I’ll never understand,” Viktor said. “Raven, this is Niko. Niko, meet Raven Black. She’s half Mage, and that’s why I’ve called you down.”

      His brows knitted. “Half?”

      “The better half,” I said. “Are you a Mage?”

      He gave a short grin and inclined his head.

      Viktor gestured toward my bare feet and chuckled. “You came prepared. I like that.”

      “What’s this all about?”

      “I take it that since you’re living on the streets, you’ve never had your gifts measured by the Mageri. Am I right?”

      Measuring was something the Mageri did to document the gifts of a Mage brought in the legal way, which I hadn’t been.

      Viktor stroked his trimmed beard. “We’re going to test your skills—both strengths and weaknesses. We don’t keep secrets in this house, and it’s important we know what your limitations are. Everything within these walls is kept secret, and that includes what you learn about others. Those who break the rules will suffer the consequences. Since you’re a crossbreed, we’ll start with your Mage skills and go from there.”

      I cupped my elbows, suddenly feeling vulnerable. “I’m not sure about this. How do I know you’re not setting me up?”

      “You know where the door is if you have second thoughts, but I’ll need to scrub your memory of us before you go.” He shook his finger at me. “We are as trustworthy as the Mageri, if not more so. What talents and weakness you choose to reveal to the public is your business, but under no circumstance will my men speak of them to anyone. The same goes for you. Do you understand?”

      I nodded. “I have your word?”

      “Da,” he said, replying in Russian. Then he turned and placed his hand on Niko’s shoulder. “Come see me afterward, Niko. Spasibo.”

      As he ascended the stairs, Niko moved like a panther, circling around me. The way he watched me was strange.

      “Do you have a last name?” I asked.

      “No,” he replied, still moving. “In my time, we didn’t have surnames. We were known by our clan.”

      My God, that meant this guy was one of the ancients. It didn’t matter that he only looked to be in his twenties or thirties. In fact, I couldn’t even place his age since there was something timeless and mysterious about his appearance.

      “Is Raven Black your given name?”

      “If you mean given to me by my Creator, then yes. Black is, anyhow. He let me keep my first name.”

      Learners traditionally take the surname of their Creator since that’s how the Mageri tracks lineage. Creators are rare, and most of them are assigned their progeny from what I’d heard. Learner was one of those titles I’d always hated and never went by on the account it applied to a newly made Mage still living with their Creator and going through training. My education came from the school of hard knocks.

      “You didn’t have a good relationship with your Creator,” he remarked, moving out of sight.

      I spun around. “How do you know that?”

      He smiled knowingly. “Your energy. It tells me all I need to know.”

      “I’m concealing.”

      “True, I can see that. But you have emotional and spiritual energy that you cannot conceal or control. I can tell when you’re angry, when you are lying, when you’re nervous… as you are now.”

      I backed up against the wall so he’d quit circling me like a predator. “How can you see that? I’ve never heard of a Mage being able to do that.”

      His eyes remained on me in an absent way. “I’m blind, but I’m not so blind that I can’t see the truth.”

      Chills danced up my spine. We didn’t retain injuries once immortal—not unless liquid fire was involved to seal the injury. Someone had chosen a blind human as their Learner. But why?

      “This is a big house. How do you find the doors and get around?” I asked, noticing he didn’t have a cane.

      Niko kept his hands at his sides, his tone clear and pleasant. “I count steps and keep things in the same place. There’s not much to trip on around here, and people don’t move furniture without letting me know. I do rely on that at times, but my unique gift allows me to live in your world. Almost everything gives off energy. Plants, animals, rocks, light, stars, even fire. Even things that you touch retain an imprint, like there,” he said, pointing to the floor. “I can still see your residual energy from where you’ve been. Enough about me. I want to learn more about you. Share your gifts with me.”

      Gifts? That was a laugh.

      “My Creator didn’t teach me anything.” I pushed off the wall and walked around him. “I can’t flash like a Mage, but I can sense energy. I haven’t tried healing since the time I knocked myself out for two days after pulling in sunlight.”

      Niko rocked with laughter and then waved his hand. “Sorry, that was amusing. What about healing with another Mage’s light?”

      “I’ve never gotten close enough to a Mage I haven’t killed.”

      “Well, that’s reassuring. We’ll test that later. What about rare gifts? We can all heal, sense time, move quickly… but every Mage receives at least one rare gift in their light that not many can do.”

      I flattened my back against the wall and reached overhead, gripping a pull-up bar just above me.

      Niko tilted his head to the side. “Your energy is shifting colors. What are you hiding?”

      “This is worse than getting naked.”

      His expression softened. “We’re not here to expose your secrets to the world and make you vulnerable. How would that benefit us? The more we know about each other, the better we can help protect one another and improve our strengths.”

      “Is this required?”

      “I’m afraid so.”

      “Then what’s yours?”

      Niko shook his head, strands of black hair floating in front of his face. “You already know one of my gifts, and I don’t want to get sidetracked on conversations about me. Viktor has tasked me to learn what you can offer us.”

      He leaned against the wall to my left and remained quiet.

      “I can pull energy from a Mage,” I finally said.

      “So can we all. That’s called juicing.”

      “All the way out.”

      He turned on his right shoulder to face me. Niko didn’t stare at me the way other men did. Perhaps I was just as exciting as one of those airport thermal detectors, but it made me self-conscious and I put distance between us.

      “You can remove their core light until they’re mortal again?”

      “Yep. It’s not always easy to take them down, but once I’ve gained the upper hand, it’s lights out.”

      Niko rubbed his smooth chin. “An exceptional gift indeed. In early times, Stealers were hunted—feared because they had the power to remove immortality. It’s a rare gift even among rare gifts. Do you keep their energy?”

      “No, God no!” I exclaimed with a shudder. “It stays inside me for maybe a day and then leaks out.”

      “Does it make you stronger?”

      “I’ve never played around with their gifts. It doesn’t make my energy stronger, but I guess their power stays inside me for a short time.”

      “If you can’t flash, are you able to use your energy to attack another Breed?”

      “Yes, I can throw energy into other Breeds as a weapon.” I took a seat on a weight bench. “I’m only half Mage, and I suppose mixing two species together diluted things. I guess that ruins the training session you had planned.”

      “Hardly,” he said with a crafty smile. “I want to test how well you fight.”

      “This shouldn’t take long then. I can’t fight.”

      He belted out a laugh and moved toward me. Niko wore all black, except he wasn’t wearing shoes on his feet. “Don’t be so modest. I’m aware of your track record.”

      “I carry small weapons and have a few moves I rely on, but I’m not about to embarrass myself when you realize that I don’t fight like a ninja. I have strong legs, so if I get into a tangle, I can hurt a man with these nutcrackers. I lure them into confined spaces, like bathrooms, and my opponents aren’t exactly skilled fighters. I use other means to take them down.”

      “Other means?”

      I shrugged even though he couldn’t see the gesture. “Usually it’s their stupidity I depend on the most.”

      “Are you really half Vampire, or is that just a rumor I’m hearing?”

      I jumped when one of the lights above us began to buzz. “It’s true.”

      A single brow arched. “So you bite your victims.”

      My tone grew defensive. “It works, but I never drink from Vampires; I just stake them up close. They’re horny little bastards, so getting them alone has never been a difficult chore. Their overconfidence is what makes them weak, and most of them respond to a pair of tits and a little lipstick.”

      Niko’s expression switched from a fierce warrior to that of a kid who just overheard his first sex story. Maybe I was too déclassé for polite society. I tugged at my drawstring, a little ashamed by how uncouth I’d become over the years.

      Niko stretched out his arms. “You might have hidden gifts we have yet to uncover. I’m not convinced that you can’t flash; I just think you must have had an incompetent Creator. We’ll need to test your healing abilities before we begin any sparring. I don’t want to hurt you if you can’t heal. I’m going to run up and talk to Viktor while someone else comes down to test your Vampire skills. Is there anything else you want to tell me regarding your Mage gifts?”

      “No, but can you do me a favor?”

      “Yes?”

      “Don’t bring up my Creator again. That’s not something I want to talk about.”

      Emotions swirled within me. My Creator was the man I was hiding from—a monster who’d seized an opportunity to not only ruin my life but to make me nothing more than a commodity. I didn’t want to revisit those memories; I wasn’t ready. And if people knew about him, he might be able to find me.

      I caught a look on Niko’s face I couldn’t peg, and his gaze darted around my body. “As you wish. As far as I’m concerned, you meet all my expectations for a candidate, but we still need to test your Vampire skills. Remain here. Round two is coming up. If you don’t meet his expectations, Viktor might let you go, and this will be the last time we speak. Best of luck, Raven.”
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      I reclined on the bench and gripped the metal bar. The weights were set to 150 pounds. When I pushed on the bar, it took a Herculean effort to lift it. My muscles quivered, and I bent my leg, using the bottom of my foot to help push the bar up.

      A sputter of laughter came from the doorway. I let go, peering at the entranceway to my left.

      Christian was standing within the recessed wall by the door, leaning against the wall on his right shoulder, his arms folded. He was dressed casually in dark pants and a black Henley shirt that fit him too well. The first few buttons were undone, and he’d pushed the sleeves of the cotton shirt up to his elbows.

      “Now that’s just grand,” he said. “I guess this means I can mark off physical strength from your checklist of Vampire skills.”

      I relaxed and stared up at the ceiling. “Tell me you’re not the only Vampire in this house.”

      He clapped his hands together and strode in. “Let’s begin, shall we?”

      I sat up, straddling the bench, and watched as he crossed the room and made a sweeping bow, never taking his dark eyes from mine.

      Christian reminded me of a cross between a handsome pirate and a serial killer.

      “Don’t you want to question me first?”

      “I’m more of a hands-on kind of guy. Didn’t you rough and tumble with Niko?” he asked in a velvety voice. “Smart as a whip, that one. But not very skilled with the ladies.”

      “At least he gets to the point. What do you want to know about me?”

      He folded his arms. “I already know what I need to know. You’re not strong like a Vampire, and you obviously don’t have sensitive hearing or else you wouldn’t have been startled when I walked in. As for your vision, I’d be curious to know if you see as well as I do. Shall we turn off the lights?”

      “No need. I can see in the dark. And if you knock off a few of these weights, I can lift it. I’m not as strong as a Vampire, but I’m not as weak as a human. I’ve taken down men bigger than me, and sometimes it required a little elbow grease.”

      “Impressive,” he said flatly. “Why don’t you come up here and show me what you’ve got?”

      “I can’t fight.”

      When he smirked, I wanted to throw one of the weights at him.

      “I’m curious how you’ve managed to take down Vampires.”

      “Got any wood on you?”

      He grinned salaciously. “That’s one request I’m certain I can accommodate.”

      “Forget I asked.” I walked to the center of the room and kept a few feet between us. “I can’t use my strength against you, but you’re not so difficult to catch. You guys don’t seem to care about public opinion when it comes to escorting a woman of another Breed to a private room. Taking down a Vampire is seduction followed by a little wood.”

      “Aye, most of the time a little wood does follow a good seduction,” he said, his gaze making a reckless slant downward. “Now why don’t you demonstrate for me, lass. I need to assess all your… skills.”

      Christian didn’t believe I had what it took to be part of this group. He also didn’t seem to like me any better than a plate of onion rings.

      Game on.

      I stepped closer, my eyes centering on his neck. “I don’t have trouble getting a Vampire alone. Usually it’s a come-hither look, or I just run my finger along the vein in his neck. That does the trick every time.”

      “Oh?”

      I inched forward another step and softened my voice. “Vampires seem to like it when you stroke their arteries.”

      I could have sworn he released a shallow breath when his lips parted.

      Christian’s jaw slid to the side. “Is that what you learned in a book? I think we have a copy of What Vampires Like up in the study. You say you’re half Vampire, Raven. You should know what turns us on based on your own experience.”

      I tucked my fingers in my jean pockets. “I only get in touch with my inner Vampire when I’m draining my victims to get them to relax.”

      He closed the distance between us, his voice rough and sexy. “I suppose you want to suck on my neck?”

      “You’re not my type.”

      He circled around me, whispering in my ear. “I’m O positive. I’m everyone’s type.”

      “I don’t drink from Vampires. Do you want to know how I take them down or not?”

      He appeared on my right side, amusement in his voice. “Please… Continue.”

      “Once we’re alone, I usually have impalement wood hidden on me. Something that’s easy to conceal—about six inches.”

      Christian gave me a roguish grin. “Lass, I can personally promise you ten.”

      Okay. I asked for that one.

      “Give me my weapons and I’ll show you.”

      “Afraid I can’t do that. Not until Viktor gives the word. We need to make sure we can trust you before we wake up with a knife at our throats.”

      I pressed my body close to his, and he sucked in a sharp breath. “Does Viktor make all the rules around here?” I asked in a husky voice, stroking my finger along the artery of his neck.

      He stiffened, and I felt his pulse race at a wicked beat. Christian relaxed just like a baby kitten being licked by its mama. If I latched my mouth around that artery and began sucking, using my tongue to stroke his flesh, it would send him over the edge as it did all the others.

      Instead of pulling out a real piece of wood, I mimicked the movement, which I would have never done so soon, and swung my arm at his chest.

      He seized my wrist and spun me around, locking my arms in front. “And what happens if they catch on to your little scheme?” he asked between clenched teeth.

      “No one has yet. I wouldn’t have struck so soon. I make sure their defenses are down before making a move.”

      “Then why did you act so soon with me?”

      I reclined my head, feeling his bristly whiskers against my temple. “Unless I can stake you for real, I’m not making out with you.”

      His breath heated my jaw. “Aye, and now you’re trapped. Show me how you’re going to escape.”

      “Let go of me.”

      “This is the real world, precious. How would you fight against a Vampire who’s caught you—one who could crush every bone in your body? Are you scared? You should be. I’ve killed more men than I can count, and until you can say the same, there’s nothing about you that intimidates me. You’re just a wee child in my world, bragging about kills you can only count on your fingers and toes. You can’t even escape from my hold. Do you really think you belong here?”

      I bent my knees and dropped to the ground, sliding out of his grasp. As I crawled around him, he fell over my back, and I whimpered in pain.

      Christian pushed off me and hovered. “What’s wrong? I didn’t land on you that hard.”

      Before I could answer, he held me down and lifted the back of my shirt.

      “Get off me!”

      “How did you get that bruise?” When he released his hold, I crawled free. “If that’s from one of your jobs, you’re not as smooth as you think you are.”

      I rolled over and sat facing him.

      He did the same, one knee bent and his arm draped over it. “You don’t heal?”

      “I don’t heal as quickly as a Vampire, and drinking blood doesn’t seem to help. Niko’s going to find out if I can heal like a Mage. If not, then I guess you’ve found my biggest weakness of all.”

      “How did you get the bruise?”

      “Don’t pretend like you care. Let’s just finish the test and get this over with.”

      When I started to get up, he caught my wrist.

      “Neither of us is leaving this room until I know the truth. Now you can rabbit on and pretend to be a fairy princess with the woe is me routine, or you can answer my question.”

      “Three nights ago⁠—”

      “The night we met?”

      “Yes. Can I finish? Three nights ago, I went to a human club to clean up in the bathroom. It’s a new place, and business was slow. I’m sure I don’t have to explain why I get more privacy there than in a Breed club. Anyhow, after I washed up and soaked my dress, I was sitting in a stall trying to figure out where I wanted to go. Two men came in, and I overheard a conversation I wasn’t supposed to.”

      “They weren’t human, were they?” he asked rhetorically. “Did they gang up on you?”

      “No, just one of them. I would have finished him off, but someone walked in, so I had to cover my tracks and bail.”

      “And now you have someone who knows who you are.”

      I stood up and raked my fingers through my hair. “Yes, and I’m sure he’s dreaming of all the different ways he wants to kill me if we ever run into each other again.”

      Christian surged to his feet. “Weren’t you armed?”

      “Lesson learned on letting my guard down. Thanks for the reminder.”

      He advanced, forcing me to step back. “How far did he go?”

      I kept walking backward until my shoulder blades touched the wall.

      When he zeroed in on my eyes, I looked down to avoid him charming me.

      His voice became low and dangerous. “How far did he go?”

      “It was a hell of a fight, but I can take care of myself. I knocked him out and lived to see another day. What more do you want? Life on the streets isn’t easy, so I don’t need your sympathy or chivalry.”

      “Darlin’, you don’t get my sympathy until you’ve spent a decade buried in a pine box.”

      I blinked in surprise. “That seriously happened to you?” I struggled to kill the laughter rising in my throat. “Sorry, I just thought that Vampire burials were an urban legend.”

      He flashed me a look of irritation and branched away. I’d heard stories that in the old days, Vampires were buried as a form of punishment.

      “No, seriously,” I said, following behind. “What did you do to entertain yourself? Sing songs? Recite Shakespeare?”

      “I bet it’s a big fecking joke,” he said, waving his arms. “Go ahead and laugh it up. See if I have any remorse should it happen to you.”

      “I’ll just pulse my Mage energy in Morse code for help.”

      He turned swiftly and pointed at me. “I thought you were lovely when I first saw you in the bar, but I don’t think I can deal with a woman who has this many limitations.”

      “Don’t be such a condescending ass. You don’t have to deal with me at all. What you see as limitations, I see as advantages. I can pass for a Mage or almost any other Breed, so that makes it easy to trick people. Chitahs can’t pick up my scent, and most of my Mage opponents rely on subduing me by force, not realizing I can drain them like a bathtub. I’ll ask Viktor to have someone else take over. You’re obviously not a man who can do a job without his emotions getting in the way.”

      He lifted a fifty-pound kettlebell and tossed it back and forth in his hands as if it were weightless. “You shouldn’t be drinking blood from your victims for any reason. I’m sure you realize it can become an addiction.”

      “That’s a last resort, not a first. Anyhow, blood isn’t high on my list of things I like to drink, so that’s not going to be a problem. I think the Mage half of me is repulsed by it.”

      He smiled wolfishly. “Mind if I see your fangs?”

      “Mind if I see your cock?”

      He dropped the ball onto his foot and then hopped back, grimacing.

      “Sorry, Christian. That’s a personal question.”

      He limped toward the door and grumbled, “I’ll just be on my way.”

      “So that’s it? You don’t want to see what else I can do?”

      He turned halfway around. “In my opinion, you’re too green for this job. I’m guessing you don’t even know if you can shadow walk. You’re weak, can’t heal, and haven’t mentioned anything about picking up information in blood. You’re like buying one of those worthless cars that require too much time and effort to figure out and repair. Viktor can find someone else who’ll put up with your delightful personality… if you last that long.” He gripped the doorknob and wrenched it open.

      “Hey, Christian?”

      He paused but didn’t turn.

      “Don’t tell anyone else about my bruise. I screwed up, but I don’t want everyone knowing about it. You Vampires are secret-stealers, but let’s see if you can keep one.”

      “Why should I do you any favors?”

      I didn’t think this was a guy who wanted to take my side, but I spoke sincerely, hoping he’d understand where I was coming from. “Because you spent a decade in a pine box, and I’m guessing it wasn’t voluntary. We all make mistakes.”

      He sighed. “Aye, lass. That we do.”
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      Shortly after Christian had left the training room, Niko returned to give me a demonstration on Mage healing. To minimize the amount of energy transferring between us, he made a small cut on his arm and then clasped his hand in mine. Threads of blue light weaved between our palms as he drew healing energy from me, which wasn’t the same as drinking my light. The process worked like a filter and required pulling the right kind of energy.

      We exchanged positions where I was the recipient, and I also made a tiny cut on my arm and watched the skin seal together like magic. It was exhilarating to discover that I could heal like other immortals. All this time, I’d thought I was incapable, but maybe all I needed was the right training. It wasn’t near enough light to heal my bruised back, but that would be gone in another day since I still healed faster than a human.

      After I recounted my sunlight fiasco, Niko laughed and said we’d save that lesson for another day. I still needed to practice to get the hang of it, but he cautioned me to use it only when needed. Mage light was addictive, so bruises, cuts, and the like should be left to heal on their own, while anything broken or punctured I could borrow energy to heal. Sunlight doesn’t have an addictive quality like Mage light, so that was the preferred method.

      When we ended the session and went our separate ways, I strolled through the dark halls of the mansion, although it was more of a castle. It felt like I’d stepped back in time, and it became easy to forget about living on the streets. Even though I wasn’t sleepy, it was comforting to know that I had a bed waiting for me. Yet despite everything, I still felt like an interloper. Maybe that would change once I met everyone else in the group.

      I paused by a window and furrowed my brow when I looked down at the courtyard. The pool had curved edges, the water lit with blue-green lights. But what made me step closer to the windowpane was a woman floating on top. I squinted, searching for signs of life.

      I hurried toward the stairs and reached a crossway. A man burst out of nowhere and crashed into me, holding my arms as we spun around with his momentum.

      He panted, his eyes wide, a slouchy beanie askew on his head. He looked to be a man in his twenties. Without introductions, he suddenly touched my face, mashing my cheeks up and down and lifting my eyelids. My heart thundered—I was completely startled that I hadn’t seen him coming.

      His shoulders sagged. Then he lowered his chin and pointed left. “Don’t go that way.”

      Before I could open my mouth, he fled full speed down the hall to the left, looking back over his shoulder once.

      Barefoot.

      No wonder I hadn’t heard him.

      It made me peer down the direction he’d come, looking closely at the dark shadows that were climbing the walls. I couldn’t even see the end of the hallway since the lanterns weren’t lit.

      A set of hands clapped down on my shoulders from behind, and I spun around, throwing my fist forward.

      Niko caught the punch in his hand. “Viktor wants you in the dining room in ten minutes.”

      “There’s a body in your pool,” I said, my thoughts distracted by the lady in the water.

      “That’s just Gem.” He turned away and kept a steady stride, acting as if nothing had just happened with my attempting to knock his lights out.

      “Should I bring my bag?” I called out, wondering if my training sessions had been less than impressive.

      I briefly returned to my bedroom to grab my sneakers. Walking around barefoot was a simple pleasure I hadn’t indulged in for some time, and while it was a rare treat at first, the smooth stone floors held too much of a chill for my liking.

      I reached the dining room, which was illuminated by the candles on the table and the round chandelier reflecting off the crystal glasses and bathing the walls in gold.

      All eyes fell on me, and Viktor rose from his seat.

      “Come in, Raven. Join us.”

      A breeze blew past me when a young woman in a kimono robe jogged by, a white towel wrapped around her head. “Sorry I’m late.” She took a seat on the left side of the table next to the Chitah.

      I claimed the only vacant chair on the right, next to Niko. No one sat at the left head of the table, and I sure wasn’t going to be the first. But sitting across from a Chitah was making me uncomfortable. I didn’t know these guys from Adam and was having second thoughts already.

      I assessed the silverware on the table in case this conversation turned south.

      “I have two rules in this house,” Viktor began.

      The girl with the towel on her head covered her grin, nudging the Chitah with her elbow as if sharing an inside joke. I had a feeling there were more rules than just two.

      “The first rule is that we protect one another. Never turn your back on a brother or sister. You don’t have to love these headstrong people. Piss in their coffee if you so choose; I am not your father and will not mediate fights. But when it comes to life and death, you’re going to swallow that pride and protect their lives with your own. That also includes revealing our gifts or sharing information outside the house. By doing so, you put their lives in jeopardy.”

      I leaned forward so I could see him better.

      Viktor plucked a red grape from a wooden bowl and popped it into his mouth. “The second rule is that we eat at the table. I’m a Shifter, and that’s part of my culture. You might find it arbitrary, but there’s a purpose behind it. It brings people closer together,” he said, lacing his fingers. “It becomes easier to get over grudges when you break bread with that person, and it allows us to see each other as family and not just people passing by in the hall. There will be no eating meals in your room, in the hall, or outside. Fill up at the table, because that’s all you get. We must stay united as a group. If your differences are so great that you cannot sit down at a table across from that person, then you have no place here.”

      “So if I have a date and want to go out to dinner, you all have to come?”

      Niko barked out a laugh. It had a warm cadence to it that was genuine and friendly. It could make even the stoniest man smile.

      “Tell her about the third rule,” someone said with a snort.

      Viktor plucked another grape from the plate and rolled it between his fingers. “What you do on your own time is your business, but you will still join us at mealtime when you are in this house. Even if he fattens you up on beef stroganoff and drops you off early, you’ll sit at the table and be social.”

      “So that’s it? I’m in?”

      He bit the end of the grape. “This is a trial period. You meet all the requirements, but I need to test your loyalty and work ethic.”

      The woman to the right of the Chitah removed her towel and fluffed the ends of her wavy violet hair, which fell just past her shoulders and was parted off center. It wasn’t a deep violet but a lovely, pale shade like raw amethyst.

      Viktor gave her a scolding glance, and she blushed.

      “Sorry, Viktor. I thought we already had dinner, so I was winding down before bedtime.”

      My brows arched as I looked at the food on the table. “How many times do you guys eat?”

      The Chitah boomed with laughter. “If twice a night is a new tradition, let’s keep her.”

      His curls of dark-blond hair covered his ears and nape of his neck. Gorgeous hair. It seemed to conflict with his brutish physique. He was tall, nicely built, and had a V-shaped torso with broad shoulders. Easy to see since he was wearing a white tank top. With all that he had going on, it was actually his mouth that stole the show. It had a perfect Cupid’s bow and somehow softened his fierce features.

      Viktor stood up and pointed at the Chitah. “Let us introduce ourselves. The Chitah across from you is Claude Valentine. He also runs a salon that caters to some of the most elite clients, who of course like to confide in their hairdresser.”

      Ah. That explained his wondrous locks.

      “To his left is Gem Laroux. She’s a Mage with unmatched knowledge—fluent in sixteen languages and is able to interpret many extinct languages that haven’t been spoken in thousands of years. She knows about ancient artifacts and can also decipher codes.”

      I would have never guessed that from a pixie with purple hair.

      Viktor gestured to the man on her left. He seemed the least friendly, and not because of the hard muscles and buzz cut that made him look ready for a cage fight. It was the cold stare he gave beneath those dark eyebrows. “And then we have Shepherd Moon, our resident Sensor. We obviously use him to investigate crime scenes and other jobs where he can use his gifts to read emotional imprints left behind. His skills are tactical combat and offending random people on the street.”

      Niko sputtered with laughter at the remark and tried to hide it. “Apologies. I had a glass of wine before you called the meeting.”

      Viktor clapped his hand on the shoulder of the man to his right—the same one who had slammed into me in the hallway earlier like a lunatic. “And then we have Wyatt.”

      Wyatt flashed a smile at Viktor, candlelight flickering in his olive-green eyes. He was slender but fit and appeared average height, although shorter than the other men. He seemed to be the one with the most gregarious personality. “Well?” he said, urging Viktor on.

      “Sorry,” Viktor replied. “I was trying to collect my thoughts on how to segue from a Sensor to a Gravewalker.”

      I furrowed my brow. “What’s a Gravewalker?”

      A few shoulders sagged, and Shepherd leaned back, tossing his fork on his plate.

      “Here we go,” Christian said.

      Wyatt cocked his head to the side and then rose to his feet. “What is a Gravewalker? See, this is the problem I have, Viktor. Nobody ever takes what we do seriously. How is the world going to know about all we have to offer if you don’t educate the young little minds?”

      Gem peered up at him. “The only thing you have to offer, Wyatt, is the potato chips you leave all over the desk in the game room.”

      “There’s a game room?” I asked.

      Viktor heaved a sigh. “Now see what you’ve done? I have no wish to open that room to new members. It’s a distraction.”

      Wyatt folded his arms. “I beg to differ. It sharpens my skills.”

      “Why don’t you tell the truth,” Christian said. “You’re afraid to sit in a quiet room.”

      Wyatt pointed his finger on the table. “Hey, noise distracts them.”

      “Wait a minute,” I interrupted. “What’s a Gravewalker?”

      Wyatt opened his arms dramatically. “Feast your eyes. I’m a Gravewalker. Born in 1803 to Nathaniel and Sarah Blessing. Raised in Tennessee and left home to leave my mark on the world when I was seventeen.”

      “Times were rough?” I asked.

      He huffed out a laugh. “Nine older sisters. You tell me. And before you ask, I lost most of my Southern accent a century ago. Anyhow, back to Gravewalkers. We can communicate with ghosts who haven’t moved on to where they’re supposed to go.”

      I smirked. “And where are they supposed to go?”

      He shrugged. “How should I know? Even they don’t know. It’s all part of the grand mystery,” he said, wiggling his fingers.

      “Why do they call you a Gravewalker?”

      Candlelight flickered against his face, making this feel more like a campfire story. “In days of yore, Vampires were staked and buried alive for all kinds of reasons. Punishment, revenge, or even entertainment. Obviously they can’t scream when paralyzed, and while Vampires have stupendous hearing, even they can’t detect a heartbeat buried beneath six feet of earth. Nor can a Mage pick up on their energy. Gravewalkers know who does and doesn’t belong in a cemetery. People paid us good money.”

      “Interesting. I guess that makes going to funerals super fun.”

      He dropped into his seat. “That’s a negative. I don’t like going where the freshies hang out. They tend to cling like socks out of the dryer when they find out I’m a link to the living world.”

      My gaze flicked down to his hands, and I noticed letters tattooed on his fingers. If he closed his hands into fists and pressed his knuckles together, it spelled out Lost Soul.

      “Moving along,” Viktor said.

      “You didn’t mention my skills,” Wyatt complained.

      “Ah, yes. Wyatt here is masterful at washing dishes. He can perform a demonstration on polishing silverware after breakfast tomorrow.”

      “Forget I asked, forget I asked,” Wyatt quickly said.

      When Viktor turned to Christian, I said, “You can skip him.”

      Gem laughed. “I like her already.”

      “Might as well,” Christian agreed. “She can’t seem to help herself around all this sexual goodness.”

      Viktor grumbled something and then gestured to Blue—the woman who had searched me for weapons earlier that day. She leaned forward to meet my eyes.

      “This is Blue. She’s a Shifter, like me. Blue has a special gift that not many of us have. Most Shifters eventually black out when their animal takes over, except for alphas of any species. Most of us prefer not remembering; it’s how we evolved, and it serves a purpose. But occasionally there are some who are aware throughout their shift and even control their animal.”

      “I wouldn’t say I can control her,” Blue added. “We understand each other and cohabitate.”

      I rested my arm on the table. “What’s your animal?”

      “It’s impolite to ask, but maybe I’ll show you sometime.”

      Blue didn’t have the bright personality Gem had. She spoke frankly but didn’t come across as rude. She seemed every bit as tough as the men, yet still displayed femininity in the regal manner in which she lifted her glass and took a sip.

      Viktor sat down. “You already know Niko. He’s older than my grandfather’s socks and sees what we cannot.”

      My eyes settled on the Chitah’s hands as he broke a loaf of bread. Those things looked better suited for crushing boulders, not cutting hair. I’d never seen such a diverse group of people working together, not just based on their Breeds but also their personalities.

      “We’re going to have to do something about this seating arrangement,” Viktor said, refilling his glass.

      Everyone resumed eating the fruit, bread, and cheeses on the table before us.

      “Why’s that?” Claude asked, chewing off a hunk of bread.

      “Partners should sit together,” he replied.

      All eyes moved to one person who was sitting on the far right.

      “Jaysus wept,” Christian muttered. “You’re not serious.”

      Viktor buttered a slice of bread, amusement dancing in his eyes. “Dead serious.”

      “What’s he talking about?” I whispered to Niko, butterflies swirling in my stomach.

      Niko leaned close. “We all work together, but we each have a partner. We sit beside them. Gem and Claude, Shepherd and Wyatt, and I’m with Blue. That just leaves you and⁠—”

      “Christian,” I finished.

      “She’s a bright one,” Christian mused.

      I leaned back in my chair, narrowing my eyes. “Don’t eavesdrop on my conversations.”

      “It can hardly be helped,” he said, glaring back at me. “Your lyrical voice and eloquent use of vocabulary is sublime.”

      Viktor pointed his knife. “And that is why you must sit together. It’s harder to bicker when there’s nothing between you. See what wonders it’s done for Wyatt and Shepherd?”

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” Shepherd said gruffly.

      Shepherd had a tattoo on his upper right arm that went beneath his short-sleeve shirt. I couldn’t make out what it was, only that the design was elaborate and detailed. Maybe my eyes were deceiving me in the candlelight, but I could have sworn there were scars all over his arms. He lit up a cigarette and stared at me so coldly that I looked away.

      “So what can Sensors do?” I asked.

      Claude held a roll between his fingers, frozen. “Are you serious?”

      I worried my lip, feeling the judgmental stares upon me. “I don’t exactly hang out with Breed as much as you might think. I know that Sensors can pick up emotional energy and all that, but what are they doing in the back of the clubs when all that glowy red stuff is coming from their hands?”

      Wyatt elbowed Shepherd. “Why don’t you show her?”

      Shepherd lifted a reluctant gaze to Viktor, who nodded in agreement. Shepherd stubbed out the cigarette on his plate and abruptly stood up, rounding the table with an angry stride.

      When he neared me, I almost reached for a pointy fork.

      He placed his rough hands on my shoulders and moved them down as if he were about to feel me up. I reactively gripped his wrists, ready to fly out of my chair, when suddenly…

      “Oh my God,” I whispered.

      A faint red glow emanated from his palms, spilling magic into me. A sensation rushed through my body, so real that it felt as if someone were tickling me.

      I couldn’t control the laughter.

      He let go and returned to his seat.

      Gem giggled and raised her glass. “Wasn’t that fun? Shepherd only ever gives us the tickles.”

      Viktor tapped his knife on the table to get my attention. “I don’t allow sensory exchanges in my house. This is not a circus, and that also goes for sharing light. Unless you have a metal pin coming out of your skull and need to heal, I don’t want you drawing light from anyone. Gifts become curses when they’re not given their due respect.”

      I sat back in my chair. “Won’t be a problem. I hate being tickled.”

      Viktor set down his knife. “Shepherd detects emotions, but he can also pull them from people and store them. That’s how Sensors make their money—sensory exchange. They sell emotional experiences, and in some cases, remove them. For customers it’s temporary, addictive, and recreational. But it can also be used to gather information, and that’s what he does best.”

      “I guess that makes going into public restrooms an unpleasant experience,” I said with a snort.

      Viktor ate two more grapes. “Sensors live for hundreds of years, like Shifters.”

      “Mileage may vary,” Wyatt remarked, loading up his plate with cheese. “Gravewalkers live to a thousand.”

      “Good for you,” Shepherd said. “More generations to annoy with your fashion.”

      Wyatt glanced down at his T-shirt, which said The Fuck I Gave Went That Way, with an arrow.

      “I’m just here to educate,” he replied, scrunching up his disheveled brown hair, absent of the knit cap I’d previously seen him wearing.

      Claude’s nostrils flared. He continued eating, but his eyes remained watchful as they analyzed me. “What are you?”

      I only hesitated for a second. After coming out in front of Viktor, Christian, and Niko, it felt good to be open about what I was, even if no one understood it. “I’m a crossbreed.”

      You could have heard a pin drop.

      “Is that why you’ve got them funky eyes?” Wyatt asked.

      “Not exactly.”

      “Raven is half Mage and Vampire,” Viktor added.

      Gem’s jaw unhinged. “That’s impossible!” But her reaction wasn’t as smarmy and bemused as Christian’s had been. More of excitement and curiosity.

      I looked past Blue, who stared at me wide-eyed. It seemed that Viktor hadn’t told everyone, so Niko must have heard the rumor from Christian. “Viktor, can we get back to this whole ‘partner’ thing? I work alone.”

      “Not anymore,” he replied nonchalantly. “Everyone is paired up based on their strengths and weaknesses. Although Gem is a Mage, she is not physically strong, so I chose Claude. They protect each other in all ways. Blue is Niko’s eyes and he is hers.”

      I touched the stem of my empty glass, spinning it. “It sounds like you put a lot of thought into it, except why do I feel like we’re just getting thrown together because there’s nobody left?”

      He bit down on a piece of cheese, staring at it. “Sometimes we can’t choose our fate, and it is fate that chooses us.”

      “Maybe we can rotate,” I suggested. “Switch it up every so often.”

      “Uh-uh,” Gem complained. “No way I’m getting paired up with Shepherd. He’s a grump.”

      “Which brings me to my next rule,” Viktor continued. “I hate to be blunt, but I make rules for a reason. Partners will not engage in⁠—”

      “Extracurricular sextivity,” Wyatt finished, raising his glass to Christian in a toast. “Sláinte.”

      Christian rose to his feet and put his knuckles on the table, leaning toward Wyatt. “Put a cork in it before I drain you.”

      When Viktor cleared his throat, Christian sat back down. “I would highly recommend that you fulfill any urges outside this house.”

      Urges? I stood up, offended. “Do I look like a slut who can’t keep her legs closed? You talk as if I’m a car that needs to be serviced at a gas station by a good pump. And just to clarify, I have no urge to fuel up with a Vampire.”

      Christian leaned back in his chair, his tone cool and dispassionate. “Worry not, lass. This gas station is self-service. Just the way you like it.”

      Niko must have seen a solar flare around me, because he couldn’t stop looking.

      “Everyone gets the same talk,” Viktor assured me. “This has nothing to do with you personally. Please, sit.”

      When I did, Niko leaned in close and lowered his voice. “His intentions are in the right place, he just sucks at delivery.”

      Claude reached out his hand. “Give me your plate, female, and I’ll put some food on it.”

      “No, thanks. I’m not hungry.”

      I’d heard Chitahs talk about their sisters or mates, and it sounded like they revered them—cared for them in a way I didn’t understand.

      “Don’t you eat? Is it because you’re half Vampire?”

      “She’s a scavenger,” Christian said, lifting his glass of wine. “It’s no fun unless she can hunt for her food.”

      I peered around Niko. “Why don’t you shut up over there and find a wrist to sip on?”

      Gem pointed at Christian. “Doesn’t look like Raven plays on Team Christian.”

      “You better eat something,” Christian sang. “The Chitah won’t eat until the women at the table are fed.”

      This had to be a joke.

      I looked up at Claude and realized there might be some truth to the remark. “Go on and eat, Claude. Ignore him.”

      Claude lifted his chin. “I can scent your hunger, female. Now give me your plate.”

      I still didn’t feel part of this posse, and aside from that, even Betty had tried for three weeks before I’d accept her meals at the diner.

      Claude leaned back in his chair and folded his arms.

      “Rest up, little ones,” Viktor said, rising to his feet. “We have important matters to discuss in the morning.”
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      “When do I get my weapons back?” I asked Viktor over a light breakfast.

      Since no one had told me when the scheduled mealtimes were, I’d wandered into the kitchen early that morning before the house stirred with activity. Viktor invited me to sit with him and talk a little.

      He set a plate in front of me with a sausage patty on it. “You’ll get your weapons back today, just don’t use them on anyone in the house.”

      “I can’t make any promises with regards to my partner.”

      He chuckled and sat to my right. “If this works out, you’ll learn to tolerate each other. It does not mean you’ll work exclusively with him, only on certain jobs. It’s also good to have someone you can confide in, someone who has your back above all others.”

      “I wouldn’t bet on that,” I muttered.

      Viktor swallowed his orange juice. “Careful who you choose to provoke. Christian may come across as benign, but he is a dangerous man.”

      “Then why have someone like that in your group?”

      He laughed quietly. “We are all dangerous, are we not? Some more than others. He and Shepherd are my newest inductees, so it will take a while for them to adjust. Don’t push them over the edge. You’re a willful woman, and sometimes that can be enough to drive a man insane.”

      “I can’t argue with that. So how do I know when it’s dinnertime if there aren’t any clocks?”

      “Most have a clock or watch in their bedroom. Can’t you sense time? You’re half Mage.”

      I stared at the uneaten sausage patty. “I haven’t gotten around to that part in my training with Niko just yet. Where is everyone?”

      “Claude went to work. Wyatt sleeps in.”

      Christian strolled into the kitchen wearing a pair of dark shades, his hair rumpled. He took a seat in one of the booths along the central wall, keeping his back to us. Filtered light trickled in from the arched window to my right. I had a nice view of a narrow doorway that led to the kitchen. I hadn’t seen it, but that was where people were coming from with food or drinks in hand.

      Shepherd swaggered in, and instead of taking his usual seat, he sat at the opposite end of the table, Blue claiming the chair to his right.

      Gem floated in like a breeze, dressed and looking like a girl who didn’t need coffee to start her day. Her locks were accented with subtle highlights so that her hair wasn’t one solid color. In the light of day, she had arresting eyes just as violet as her hair. She also had a beauty mark high on her cheek, just below the outer corner of her left eye. Her chunky heels knocked on the floor as she approached the chair in front of me and bowed.

      “Gem Laroux. It’s so nice having another girl around. I was afraid Viktor would add more testosterone to the fire.”

      Gem gave Viktor a quick hug before she sat down. He looked uncomfortable with the display of affection, but not surprised.

      “Are those your real eyes?” I asked.

      She laughed and tucked her chin in her hand. “I bet you hear that more often than I do. They’re real. What about yours?”

      “Where is Niko?” Viktor spoke in a sonorous voice, one that must have echoed into the outer hall.

      Niko strode into the room and found a chair next to Gem. “I’m here. Apologies, I was feeding the cat.”

      “How many times have I told you not to feed that stray?” Viktor chided. “You give them food, and then they hang around and poop all over my lawn.”

      While Niko and Viktor discussed felines, Gem leaned across the table, her voice low. “Was that you on the roof last night?”

      I shook my head in a liar’s denial. While the inside of the mansion was undeniably impressive, it was the roof that excited me the most. After everyone had gone to their rooms, I’d quietly stepped out of the window and walked the entire length of the mansion to get a better sense of the property. Heights gave me a sense of peace—a safe place where I could gather my thoughts and reflect.

      “Oh. I could have sworn I saw someone on the roof. Maybe it was one of Wyatt’s haunts,” she said, widening her eyes and then snickering.

      Viktor sipped his coffee and then set the mug down to address everyone in the room. “Claude’s at work, and I don’t have the patience to wake up Wyatt. I have business matters to discuss, and I’ll fill them in later.”

      “Before we begin, can I ask a question?”

      All eyes fell on me.

      Viktor stroked his beard. “You may.”

      “Is the name of this group Zero?”

      Everyone barked out a laugh, including Shepherd.

      I glared at them. “What? It was on the business card.”

      “That would be a pathetic name for a group,” Gem said. “I wouldn’t want to be a zero.”

      Blue’s voice softened with humor. “People would think that was our track record for captures.”

      “Or IQ,” Shepherd added, talking with a cigarette in his mouth. He struck a match against the coarse strip on the matchbook and lit the end of his smoke.

      I stole another glimpse of his scars, more noticeable now than the previous night. When he caught the direction of my gaze, I quickly looked away.

      Viktor steepled his fingers. “Enough, enough. It’s a fair question. No, Raven. Zero is just a way to communicate to our contacts when we need their assistance.”

      “Like getting Christian lemon bars?”

      Gem played with a crystal necklace that hung from her neck.

      “We do not advertise our group, so that’s the first thing you must know,” Viktor said, flattening his hands on the table. “It is possible with time that the public will figure this out, but for now, we choose to remain underground.”

      “I understand.”

      “Good. We are Keystone. There wasn’t a need for a name when it was just me, but after picking up Niko, Blue, and Wyatt, everyone felt we needed something to call ourselves. The main rooms have archways with a keystone at the top. I like the meaning, because a keystone is the center stone that locks the arch together. It holds the pieces in place. Years ago, I wanted to do something with my life that had meaning. I had the right connections, so I decided to become a local bounty hunter. It evolved from there, and I sought out a partner. Soon the idea became bigger than me, so I looked around at all this space and thought, why not? It seemed a shame to let the mansion go to waste. Having the team live here makes it feel more like a home, and a team should be a family. Everyone here has an important role; we’re not just warriors. I have assembled an equal balance of muscle and intelligence.”

      He took a sip from his water glass.

      “Do you get assigned cases? Does everyone work on the same thing?”

      Viktor set down his glass and waved his finger. “We never have just one open case, and I decide what jobs we take. Sometimes we open our own cases, and other times our services are requested. I’ve created a unique system that allows us to work independently and not answer to anyone. Since you are new, I’ll fill you in on a case we’re working on. Darius Bane has been high on the hit list for some time, and it doesn’t look like anyone is close to arresting him due to lack of evidence. However, we have several tips from reliable sources. The most recent crime dates back two weeks.”

      “What’s he done?”

      “He’s a human killer. Do you know why that is a deplorable crime? Because humans are the weaker species, and therefore deserve our mercy. Since his victims are human and not part of our world, we cannot call them to witness. But repeat offenders leave… how you say… fingerprints?” He looked to Shepherd for help.

      Shepherd drew in a deep puff of the cigarette. “I think what you mean is that they follow a pattern.”

      Viktor nodded. “Thank you. Pattern is correct. You cannot allow immortals to kill humans. Empowerment is a dangerous thing and can lead to even greater crimes against humanity. It is true that humans would wage war against us if they knew we existed, but that is out of fear. Men like this bring more into their circle and plan murders in greater numbers. Soon they will want to rise up against humans in a rebellion. We will never be able to live peacefully and openly with humans, and that’s why, centuries ago, Breed went underground and made ourselves into nothing but bedtime stories. It is far easier to live in peace, even if it means keeping ourselves secret. And we must always remember that they are the weaker species, even if they dominate us in numbers.”

      “I understand.” And I did. After being around some of the older immortals, they had this sense of entitlement about them, as if they belonged in this world and humans didn’t. Maybe that was why I tried a little harder to protect humans.

      “This man, he is no good.” Viktor began to spout off in Russian until Gem patted his hand.

      “English,” she said.

      He sat back in his chair. “Forgive me. I think in Russian, I speak in English… It’s too confusing.”

      Gem smiled and winked at me, as if implying this happened a lot when Viktor became emotional.

      Then his gaze swung in my direction. “Our paths crossed a few months ago when you took out one of Mr. Bane’s men. That’s how we came to eventually track you down.”

      “Did you say his name was Darius?”

      “Da.”

      “The other night, I overheard some big shot talking to his lackey about killing a human club owner and making it look like a local gang. He wanted to torch the place, but I really didn’t get what his motive was. The other man called him Darius. Do you think it could be the same guy?”

      Viktor launched to his feet and kicked his chair over. “Son of bitch,” he growled in broken English.

      “I don’t think he went through with it,” I quickly added. “His partner got a good look at me and knows that I overheard their conversation.”

      “You didn’t kill him? I was not aware you let anyone go.”

      I scraped my teeth against my bottom lip and folded my arms. “Believe me, it wasn’t out of mercy. He got away, but maybe it’s for the better. If he thinks someone knows what he’s doing, maybe he’ll stop. Why don’t you just find out where he lives and burn the place to the ground?”

      “He is well protected, and we must do this as discreetly as possible.”

      “There’s nothing discreet about murder.”

      Viktor shook his finger at me, still pacing. “We cannot make ourselves out to be terrorists. If you want fireworks and a parade, you are in the wrong place. We have been unable to track him since he has many homes, and if we break into the wrong one, it could set us back years. It is impossible to know where he sleeps, and he does not make many public appearances.”

      Shepherd dropped his cigarette butt into a glass of water. “So what’s the plan? We’ve been gathering evidence against this piece of shit for months, but it’s not enough to turn him over to the authorities. We either need to catch him in the act or⁠—”

      “Cut his throat,” Christian murmured from his booth. “I vote for plan B.”

      Viktor turned around, gazing up at the window when the room grew deceptively bright from thinning clouds. “I agree. He has too many friends in power, and without sufficient evidence, they would try to crush us.”

      “What else did you hear them say?” Niko asked, his pale eyes centered on the table.

      I turned my small plate in slow circles. “It sounded like extortion, targeting new business owners in the neighborhood and making them think they needed his protection. But he said something weird before he left.”

      “Oh?” Viktor asked, turning around. He righted his chair and sat back down. “What did he say?”

      I touched my lip, trying to recall the exact words. “He said that they have no right to be here. What did he mean by that?”

      Gem waved her hand. “He was probably just making a general statement about humans.”

      “Those were his exact words?” Viktor asked, his stormy eyes lowering in thought. “Shepherd, do me a favor. After this meeting, I want you to have Wyatt pull up the list of victims and pinpoint the location of their businesses, even if their death was elsewhere.”

      Shepherd ran his hand over his bristly hair. “What are you looking for?”

      “A connection. We’ve focused so much on the human aspect and the location of the murders that perhaps we’re not seeing the bigger picture. If this is related to their place of business, we might have something to go on. Tell Wyatt to pull up old land records as far back as he can. See if he can trace any of those buildings or land to Breed.”

      “If you can’t figure out where he’s staying, then why don’t you just charm one of his buddies?” I suggested.

      “Oh, we tried that,” Gem said. “Epic fail. Christian got staked, and Claude almost lost his pants chasing them down. Long story.”

      “They wear sunglasses,” Shepherd said, his arms folded across the table, accenting muscles that made him look like a professional fighter. “They’re smart bastards, always on alert, even when they’re off the clock.”

      “Have you tried other methods?” I asked.

      Viktor rubbed his hands together. “Like what?”

      My eyes skated about the room. “Really? You have two pretty girls and you can’t think of a single idea to get close enough to his men?”

      “Absolutely not,” Niko said. “If something goes wrong, they’ll physically subdue them. It could be a death sentence if they don’t have backup, and I won’t have that on my conscience.”

      I raised my hand. “Then I’ll be the guinea pig. That’s what I do best.”

      Shepherd sat back, his arms draped over the back of his chair. “So you’re offended when Viktor says there’s no sex in the house, but you’ll fuck a guard for information?”

      Blue threw back her head and slowly whispered, “Shut up.”

      Now I knew what Viktor meant about Shepherd offending random people on the street. Shepherd had a crude way of speaking, even in polite conversation.

      “First of all, Viktor didn’t say no sex in the house. He just said no sex with partners. Secondly, I never said I was going to have sex.” I laughed because the thought was too hilarious. “I just know how to lure them to⁠—”

      “Her spiderweb,” Christian finished with a mirthless laugh. “Then the black widow can sink her fangs into her prey and spin him inside a little cocoon. Maybe we should have called you Black Widow instead of the Shadow.”

      Viktor regarded me for a moment. “I agree with Raven. Consider this a test.”

      Christian chimed in. “Think carefully, Viktor. If they catch her or Darius finds out about us, all your hard work is ruined in one night. She’s too green to send in.”

      “Let’s not be dramatic. She killed two men who were on our list. If she screws up, she’s out.”

      I sat back, thinking this seemed too easy. “So all you want to know is where this guy Darius stays each night? That’s all?”

      “Da, but I don’t want you killing his guards. He will panic and change his routine. I’ll send Christian with you to charm him for information and then scrub his memory.”

      “Does he hire other Breeds?”

      “As far as what we’ve seen, they are all Mage. He employs dangerous men, so keep that in mind. We know the pubs they frequent, but their schedule fluctuates.” Viktor stroked his beard. “I need to see what you have to offer us before I can make decisions about your future with Keystone. Can you handle it?”

      “If I can handle a shopping cart with a trick wheel on Black Friday, I can handle just about anything.”

      His brows furrowed, and I laughed.

      “Never mind. Bad joke. Just take me to where they hang out, and I’ll do the rest. Do I get paid for these jobs?”

      “Your payment will be deposited into an account.”

      “Can I have an advance? I’m starving.”

      Gem eyed my sausage. “I’ll fix you something better. We have a⁠—”

      “No, don’t bother. I won’t eat it.”

      Christian stood up and strode toward the table. “She only dines off other people’s plates, so maybe you need to make yourself some breakfast and watch her in action.”

      I felt a flush in my cheeks and rubbed my eyes, hoping no one noticed. “If I can’t earn my food, I take what people discard. I’m sorry if you have a problem with that, but it’s not about me being stubborn. This is the only honor I have, so someone telling me that it’s ridiculous is offensive. Eating isn’t something I need to do as often as the rest of you, so it’s usually not a big deal. I don’t have things handed to me on a silver platter, and it’s not easy to buy a meal when no one will hire you except to sweep up the kitchen as a one-time favor because they feel sorry for you. I’m not going to apologize for it. That’ll change once I start working more jobs for you—if I’m hired. But as it stands, I feel like an outsider. If you give me an advance on the money, I’ll buy my own meals until I’m officially hired.”

      “Very well,” Viktor said, a hint of admiration in his voice. He took the sausage from my plate and bit into it. “Many centuries ago, there were warriors who lived by the same code. Sometimes when a man takes another man’s life, even for the sake of good, he clings to the things that make him feel like there is still honor and goodness in him. I will give you an advance and leave the card in your room. I have my own account; we don’t do business dealings through a separate institution.”

      “Sounds good.”

      Viktor stood up. “We begin tonight. Until then, feel free to go into any room with unlocked doors,” he said to me. “We have many things to offer.”

      “Such as?”

      Blue’s brows arched, drawing attention to her sapphire eyes. “Did you see the pool in the courtyard? It’s a little cold for swimming, but it’s heated. There’s also a rock-climbing room and billiard room.”

      “And a bar,” Shepherd added, rising to his feet.

      Christian patted him on the shoulder, and they swaggered out. “You read my mind.”
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      I spent the full day exploring the mansion and got lost three times. I went outside and circled the grounds, but a dense wave of fog rolled in. Before it started to rain, I hurried back to the house.

      Blue wasn’t kidding about the rooms. I found one with billiard tables, dartboards, shuffleboard, and game tables, including one with a chessboard. I sat down and studied the chess pieces, wondering which one I was in the grand scheme of things. Steam rose from the heated pool outside, but I wasn’t much of a swimmer, so I just admired it from inside. The courtyard wasn’t a perfect rectangle and branched around as if it might be L-shaped.

      The kid inside me wanted to skip down the halls and sing, but the pessimist kept reminding me that I was just a girl from the trailer park who had no business living this kind of lavish lifestyle. I’d grown up on the side of the tracks that even the cops didn’t visit.

      After my self-guided tour, I found a room with a large window, and sofas boxing in the fireplace.

      Christian poked his head through the open door in the right-hand corner from where I was sitting. “Sounds like a little mouse scurrying up here with all that trampling you’ve been doing.”

      I ignored him, still curled up and staring at the empty fireplace on my left.

      “Cat got your tongue?” Christian circled around the modern grey sectional and sat on the opposite side, crossing his ankles on the ottoman. He made an L shape with his index finger and thumb, then rested his chin between them. “Think you can handle the big leagues?”

      “Are you offended by my Breed, gender, or the fact you’re no longer working solo? Something tells me you’re not trying to save a young girl from a dangerous life of espionage, so which is it?”

      Christian retrieved a small piece of candy from his pocket and tucked the wrapper away.

      “How long have you been doing this?” I asked.

      He crunched on the candy. “A few months.”

      I laughed. “That hardly makes you a pro. What did you do before this, stand-up comedy?”

      “I was a guard.”

      “Who did you work for?”

      He groaned and rubbed the side of his face. “Not that kind of guard. A bodyguard contracts his professional services; he’s not an employee. Most people hire Vampires since we’re not easily detected and don’t require sleep. We protect their lives with our own until our services are no longer needed.”

      “Your last gig must have been a doozy if you ended up here instead. Did you rush through a hail of bullets and fling your body over his, only to find it was too late?”

      Christian dodged my gaze. “He was a she, and she was no longer in need of my services.”

      There was a lot of implication wrapped up in that tidy little sentence. “And did you still need hers?”

      He tipped his head to the side and tapped his fingers on the armrest. “You remind me of her in just one way. She always had to have the last word.” Christian bit down on his candy and put his feet on the floor, widening his long legs. “Why so glum this afternoon? Where’s that pocketful of sunshine you always carry around?”

      I gave him the finger.

      “Ah, there it is.” He chuckled softly and reclined his head.

      Christian looked like he’d taken a pair of scissors to the collar of his thin sweater to make it wider. It showed off his collarbones and drew attention to his dark features.

      “Tell me, Raven, will it be the dress tonight or the sweats? Because I’ve seen your wardrobe, and it’s astonishingly limited.”

      “The black dress hasn’t failed me yet.”

      “I seem to recall a few failures on the night we met.”

      I put my feet flat on the floor. “Pickings were slim. Food is one thing, but I don’t fail when I’m on the hunt for justice.”

      He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “Ah… justice. Tell me more about that.”

      I pulled my long hair around to one side. “What exactly is your job tonight, to keep an eye on me? Do you have a scorecard in your pocket to keep track of all my points?”

      “I’m your guard, remember?”

      “Be my backup if you want, but I don’t need a guard. I never have.”

      When I stood up to leave, Christian sprang to his feet and blocked my exit.

      “No need to get your knickers in a bunch. And for feck’s sake, you can look me in the eye. I’m not going to charm you.”

      “Are you going to wear that?” I asked, pointing at the loose threads hanging from his neckline.

      He flashed a dark smile. “Hasn’t failed me yet.”

      “I guess if you’re going to be a bad dresser, go for gold.”

      “You’re a chirpy little bird.” He lowered his head, looking down his nose at me. When he hooked his finger beneath my chin to tilt my head up, I looked away. “And a pretty one at that.”

      I stumbled backward, almost tripping over the edge of the sofa. “Stop trying to rattle me. I know what you’re trying to do. You want me to fail.”

      “Is that so? My job is to make sure that you don’t blow our cover tonight. You might think that’s a swank little dress, but on the night we met, you smelled like the cheap soap they use in public toilets. So I hope this time around, you take a little more care with your appearance. Viktor didn’t flesh out the details, but let me clarify a few things. If you’re painted into a corner and start chatting about our group, you’ll put us all in danger. Maybe you don’t give a shite, but I do. No matter what happens—if they strap you to a train track or dangle you off an airplane wheel—don’t mention names, locations, what we do, or how we like our eggs cooked. You need to develop total fecking amnesia.”

      “Don’t let this body fool you, Vamp. I’ve also got brains.”

      Christian wasn’t just trying to rattle me; he wanted to sabotage me. I could see in his eyes that he didn’t trust me, and that made him a threat.

      Even though Vampires didn’t give off energy like other Breeds, I could have sworn that I felt a magnetic buzz that tingled across my skin. The hair on the back of my neck stood on end, and I didn’t bother to slow down my heart, which was thumping a fraction harder than it had been just a moment before.

      But he said nothing, and I left it at nothing.
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      That night, I armed myself with a push dagger strapped to my inner thigh. It was small enough that my black dress could conceal it, but there wasn’t room for any other weapons. While daggers were convenient, my fangs and ability to pull energy were the tools I relied on most.

      I knocked back the tequila, practically rinsing my mouth out with it. The scented oils from my bath earlier made my legs look spectacular, and I crossed them as I scanned the room.

      Christian nodded toward the main entrance. “Now that’s a door of a woman.”

      I furrowed my brow at the odd expression and glanced at a woman who could have been a linebacker. “Are you ever nice to people of the female persuasion?”

      “Of course I am.” He leaned toward me and pointed. “I was nice to that one, that one, and the bonnie one in the white dress was especially nice to me.”

      I blinked in surprise and he laughed, shaking his head and facing forward again.

      A waitress appeared and placed a basket of food in front of Christian. “Are you the footlong?”

      He slowly turned, undressing her with his eyes. “Ten, actually. But I’ve heard it feels like twelve.”

      “And hot dog number three,” she said, setting a basket in front of me and strutting off.

      Christian nearly spit out his drink as he looked over at my meal. “Have you got worms? A parasite maybe? I don’t see where you put it all.”

      I took a bite, careful not to smudge my lipstick. “I work better when I’m fed.”

      “I thought you were too good for bar hot dogs.”

      I licked my finger. “If I didn’t have on lipstick, I would have ordered the Angus burger with extra cheese.”

      “You could just order the whole heifer.”

      We’d arrived early so as not to raise suspicion. It gave me time to hang out, have a few drinks, and mingle, which made me less anxious. Viktor wasn’t sure if Darius’s men would show up, but an hour earlier, Christian’s eyes had slanted toward three men entering the bar. He gave me a subtle nod, and I spent my time assessing the group. I wanted the weak link in the chain, so I first had to figure out who that was and then how to lure him away from his group.

      These guys had their sunglasses on, making it impossible for Christian to get close enough. Even if he could, a Vampire didn’t have the ability to charm three people at once since they had to look them directly in the eye. Viktor warned us that outside the bar, they were always on alert, ready to stake or stab anything within a ten-foot radius.

      This was the first time I’d sat down with Christian, so we pretended to be strangers who happened to be eating beside each other.

      I’d watched him seducing beautiful women for an hour, and they were quite smitten with him. At one point, he’d backed a brunette up against a wall and placed his hand on her hip while whispering in her ear. He looked at her so differently than the way he looked at me, which was usually with cold indifference.

      So much for having a guard.

      Through process of elimination, I narrowed down the leader to the jerk who kept snapping his fingers at the waitress and pointing at their empty glasses. Out of the other two guys, the little one was my initial target, but he was so shy he’d look away when a woman walked past. Getting him alone would be as easy as bathing a cat.

      That left contestant number three, who was tall, dark, and not so handsome. He had a face only a mother could love… after six shots of whiskey. Two missing teeth, a crooked nose, and sweaty.

      Oh, how I loathed the sweaty guys. Not the ones with that fine sheen of what I liked to call “man mist” but the ones with fat drops of sweat rolling down their temples, even in a blizzard.

      He was attentive with the waitress and admired the women who sauntered past their table. None had given him the green light, so he remained seated. It appeared this guy was searching for an opportunity but didn’t want to take a chance with rejection.

      Separating him from his buddies was going to be a challenge that required a little ingenuity.

      I hopped off my barstool and slid my plate toward Christian. “You can finish my hot dog.”

      As I strutted across the bar, my peripheral caught my target’s head turning in my direction. I made brief eye contact with him and smiled coyly, making sure he saw my interest. My destination was a jukebox just a few tables over. Breed bars loved jukeboxes, so I leaned over and gave him a nice view of my ass as I studied the song selection.

      After counting to ten, I straightened up and pretended to fix my hair in the mirror, searching for an opportunity around me. When I saw a man on my right heading my way with a pint in hand, I sprang into action and crashed into him.

      “Ah, shit!” he grumbled, the glass shattering on the floor.

      Beer splashed all over my dress, and I gasped, stepping back with a horrified expression.

      Darius’s man rose from his chair and stalked in our direction. I could tell he was the kind of guy who wanted to be the badass in life, and maybe that suit made him feel more important than everyone else in a low-class bar.

      “Why don’t you apologize to the lady?” he said.

      The man with the empty glass didn’t look like he wanted trouble.

      Especially after Darius’s goon opened his jacket and showed him a gun and two daggers.

      And now I knew what he was armed with.

      The man nodded at me apologetically and backed away, his hands raised in a defensive gesture.

      While Darius’s man watched him with a sharp eye, I used the heel of my shoe to slice the top of my left foot.

      “Thank you so much,” I said, playing the damsel in distress.

      I started to turn and stumbled so he’d catch me. We both looked down at my bleeding foot, but I made sure to keep our body contact nice and tight.

      I lifted my gaze with an amorous look in my eyes. “Will you help me to the bathroom? My Creator is going to be furious if this beer stains my dress. And my shoe is covered in blood—he spent so much money.”

      This simple little statement conveyed two things. One, that I was a Mage—the main reason he’d find me attractive. Two, that I was still under the care of my Creator, which meant I was new in the Breed world and a little more naïve. Mage men didn’t get excited over the prospect of sex so much as binding—the exchange of sexual energy through holding hands.

      The man eagerly hooked his arm around my waist and led me to the bathroom. “You’re a Mage?”

      “Just last year,” I said. “This is the first time he’s let me out with no escort. He wants to see if I’m ready to be independent. If I go home like this, he’ll never agree to it.”

      “Maybe I can lend you a little of my light.”

      I gave him my best doe-eyed look. “I’ve never taken light from a stranger. Do you think that’s okay?”

      I could practically hear him growling with anticipation.

      Viktor had given me a brown contact lens for my blue eye so my mismatched gaze wouldn’t become a distraction, but it was annoying the shit out of me. I kept winking as if I had some kind of facial tic.

      “Do you live with your Creator?” he asked.

      The crowd thinned in the hallway, and we chose the private bathroom instead of the public one.

      “I’m in the same building, but I have my own apartment. He’s slowly weaning me from being so dependent on him, but he still likes to lavish me with gifts,” I said with a coquettish smile. “What’s your name? I’m Bella.”

      The private bathroom door closed behind him, and without looking, I knew he was hard.

      “Owen.”

      I lifted his sunglasses and tossed them into the sink. “Is that with a big O or a little one?”

      I nestled my body against his and wrapped my arms around him in an embrace so that I could unlock the door for Christian, wherever he was.

      “Your light’s so strong,” I moaned against his chest, silently turning the lock. “I like the way it feels on me. Do you have a car?”

      “Uh…” He drew back.

      “I don’t care about this dress anymore, but I was hoping that maybe… Well, you know. I’ve never done anything spontaneous like this, but I can’t do it when there’s a toilet three feet away.”

      “What exactly do you want to do?” he asked, a bead of sweat rolling down his cheek.

      Binding energy with another Mage was highly erotic, but I’d heard that doing it while having sex was otherworldly.

      I rubbed up against him like a cat and whispered, “Everything.”

      Owen trembled, cursing under his breath as he leaned back. There was a peculiar look in his eyes that I couldn’t discern. “Devon’s going to kill me, but fuck it. He gets all the fun. Come on.”

      Before I knew it, we were moving out the back exit. He opened the rear door to a dark sedan, and I climbed in.

      Owen slammed the door and got into the driver’s seat.

      “Don’t you want to come back here?” I asked warily.

      The plan was to get him out of the building so his friends wouldn’t be able to corner us in a bathroom if they came looking. Usually men didn’t go searching for one another, but since these guys worked together, it might be a habit, and we couldn’t take any chances. Viktor had suggested either inside a car or in an alley near the building, just so long as we could make a quick getaway if caught.

      When he started the car and backed out, my throat went dry. I crawled into the front seat and searched the parking lot for Christian as we sped away.

      “Where are we going? My car is still back at the bar. Just pull over here; the alley is fine.”

      Ignoring me, he stepped on the gas even harder, and we sailed around the curve of the road. Buildings soon turned into trees.

      Just a slight detour, I told myself.

      What I didn’t understand was why we were going so far out. Viktor had given both Christian and me a stern warning about causing a scene and tipping off his men. No bloodshed. Well, given my current situation, at least his friends were out of the picture.

      Without Christian to charm him, I was going to have to work out another plan to get information. I was used to thinking on the fly, so I kept my cool. “I saw the guys you were with. I don’t think you get half the respect you deserve.”

      There are two things that all men like stroked: their cocks and their egos.

      He veered off the road, and my heart finally slowed down.

      Owen shut off the engine and turned to face me, his eyes dancing with mischief. “Ready to play?”

      “If you have to drive all the way out here to have a little fun, maybe you need to find a new boss.”

      “That wasn’t my boss,” he ground out. “Hike up your skirt and show me what you’ve got.”

      “I’m not a prostitute.”

      “Do you think I’m a moron?” He gripped a fistful of my hair. “You’re not the first person who’s tried getting information out of me. My boss told us to keep an eye out for a rogue who has her nose in his business. I’m supposed to bring in any suspects.”

      “So why didn’t you call your friends when you had me in the bathroom?”

      “Maybe I’m sick of someone else getting all the credit. I’ve got plenty of time to take you in, after I get some information and have a little fun of my own.”

      “I didn’t know you were into the rough stuff, but that’s okay.” I traced my finger up my leg. “You want me to pull up my dress? You got it, daddy. I’ll show you everything.”

      The automatic locks clicked on all four doors.

      He knocked my hand out of the way and reached between my legs, searching for a weapon. I slapped his face repeatedly to get his hand away from my dagger.

      Owen gripped my wrist, trying to subdue me. “Who do you work for?” he shouted.

      I bit his arm and twisted out of his grasp. With my right hand free, I palmed the dagger and went for his throat, but he knocked the blade out of my hand before I made contact.

      When I reached down to get it, he pulled a dagger from inside his jacket and plunged it into my thigh.

      My scream filled the car like a nightmare.

      Immortal or not, daggers hurt.

      “What a shame to ruin those pretty legs,” he said, his voice jovial. “Now tell me who the fuck you work for!”

      “Take me to Darius and I’ll deliver the message myself.” My fangs punched out as I thrashed my head.

      Owen panicked when he realized he was in the car with a Vampire. He went for something beneath the seat, and I knew he must have impalement wood.

      I quickly pulled the knife out of my thigh and drove it into his leg. “How do you like that!”

      He screamed louder than I had. Before he could react, I gripped his hand in mine and juiced all the Mage light I could.

      “What the fuck?” he shrieked in bewilderment.

      “Owen, you’re not the brightest crayon in the box.” I twisted the knife with my free hand, and he let out a guttural scream. “Why doesn’t Darius issue you stunners? Just a plain old dagger?”

      He tried to fight me with his free hand, but I’d drained his light to the point where all he could do was drape himself over the steering wheel.

      “It’s my turn to ask questions. Where does your boss hide? Better tell me, because you’re not going to like some of my other talents.” I pulled more of his energy out, already feeling nauseated from his dark light churning through my body like poison. “We’re going to keep holding hands until you decide how loyal you want to be to that monster you work for. I can hold on for a long time, and you don’t want to know how much I can take from you.”

      Owen struck me across the face in a surprise attack. “Can you take that?” He wasn’t as weak as he’d led me to believe. “That’s okay, bitch. I like it rough. Remember?”
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        * * *

      

      When Christian’s motorcycle sputtered around the corner, I was reclined against an oak tree, replaying the events in my head to figure out where it all went wrong.

      Had Owen’s friends discovered us in the parking lot, the situation could have escalated out of control. Three against one, and I couldn’t be sure if Christian would have intervened. Maybe I should have packed my stunner instead of the regular dagger.

      The headlamp on Christian’s bike illuminated the fog, making it appear as if there was smoke rising from the earth. We were on a quiet stretch of road, surrounded by aging trees, moss, and croaking frogs.

      His bike slid sideways, and the engine shut off. A cloud of fog and dirt eddied around the bike as Christian left it lying there and stalked toward me. All I could make out was a dark silhouette of a man, the tail of his coat floating behind him.

      When he knelt down, I weakly swung my arm and slapped him. “You set me up.”

      “Pardon?”

      “You were supposed to be there and you weren’t.”

      “For your information, this wasn’t an elaborate plan to sabotage you. If I wanted you gone, I’d drain you and bury you in the east cemetery. Now what happened?”

      I lifted my eyelid and removed the contact lens from my blue eye. “This,” I said, balancing it on the tip of my finger. “It jinxed me.”

      He scanned my body, which was covered with blood. “Is the dry shite dead?”

      “I popped his cork.”

      He furrowed his brow, not understanding. “How many drinks did you have this evening? You really know how to pick ’em. I would have gone for the little guy.”

      I flicked the lens at him. “Then maybe you should have worn the dress.”

      He winked. “Afraid it’s too short to accentuate all my curves.”

      I closed my eyes, a gentle breeze cooling my face. The air smelled of wet earth, pine, and my beer-stained dress. I’d never been in a predicament like this where I was so gravely wounded. Owen had put up a heck of a struggle, and I’d lost a lot of blood in the process. I had my legs stretched out in front of me—the holster still strapped to my right thigh but missing the dagger. My left leg was a mess since a lot of the blood had gushed down to my foot when I stumbled out of the car. I wasn’t sure where my heels had gone.

      Christian marched over to the vehicle, yanked out the dead body, and flung him into the open. It was almost comical to watch.

      “Jaysus wept. It looks like you played pin the fang on the jugular in there.”

      “I ran into a snag.”

      Christian straddled the Mage, staring down at him. He could give a shadow a run for its money.

      “A dagger in the heart was a nice touch,” he offered.

      I glanced at the handle poking out from the Mage’s chest. “That one’s his, so just leave it there.”

      “Exactly how did you manage to kill a Mage without cutting off his head? I thought you were draining your victims and juicing them to the point of death, but his wounds are still oozing.”

      “It’s a family secret,” I murmured, knowing he could still hear me.

      After another moment, he stood up and kicked the body. “Viktor’s going to have a conniption.”

      “Let him.”

      Christian turned a sharp eye toward me. “If we’re not able to cover this up, we’ll lose more than just a shot at Darius. It could be the downfall of Keystone.”

      “If I had to do it over again, I would have killed him in the bar and put him in your lap.”

      His jaw set.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” I said, my voice weakening. “I had no choice. My guard was nowhere in sight.”

      “I thought you didn’t need a guard?” Christian walked over and crouched before me. “You’re an audacious creature.”

      Although his hair was a dark brown, his eyebrows were much darker and sloped down a little in the center. I’d never really stared at a man’s eyebrows before, but I couldn’t help but wonder why I found it so attractive that some of the hairs in the center weren’t cooperating. It made him seem less like a Vampire and more like the Big Bad Wolf.

      Something dark flickered in his eyes when he noticed my bleeding wound.

      Probably hunger.

      “Looks like he stabbed you in the leg. Where else?”

      “My back. Did you go off with that woman? What kind of bodyguard are you?”

      “Are you daft? The plan was to lure him into the parking lot, not take a sightseeing tour of the city. When I heard you two in the bathroom, I kept my distance so his men wouldn’t get suspicious. They were eyeing the hall, and I suspect they’re probably searching for him as we speak.”

      Christian looked over his shoulder and scraped his teeth against his bottom lip. “There’s too much evidence. I’m either going to have to call in for help or put gasoline on the car and torch it, and I’m fresh out of matches. I knew I shouldn’t have brought the damn bike,” he muttered. “I’m going to have to rope you to my back.”

      A wave of terror swept through me when I thought about riding on the back of his motorcycle. It wouldn’t be the first time I’d ridden a bike, but I was too weak to hold on and didn’t have any desire to end up as roadkill.

      His fangs punched out and he used them to slice a hole in his shirt. After he tore off most of the bottom, he used the material as a tourniquet on my leg.

      “So much for your lucky dress,” he said.

      I flicked another glance at his bike. “Don’t even think about putting me on that piece of junk.”

      “Junk?” he exclaimed. “This old Ducati is more reliable than anyone I’ve ever met. Maybe she’s not as flashy as your Harley-Davidsons, but I’ll have you know she’s gotten me out of many a jam.”

      Personally I was a Harley girl. Christian’s Ducati Scrambler reminded me of a Bonneville Triumph, only less flashy.

      The rain suddenly unleashed, as if punishing me for what I’d done. I began to laugh at the insanity of my life. What kind of monster had I become? All I’d ever wanted as a child was a normal life, and here I was, sitting in the pouring rain, bleeding profusely from stab wounds, and having an argument with a Vampire about his mode of transportation.

      “You’ve gone mad,” he said with a shake of his head.

      “We’re all mad here.”

      Christian launched to his feet and stalked toward the Mage. In a swift movement, he pulled out the knife and then punched him in the face.

      The laughter died in my throat, and I stared up into a canopy of darkness. “This wasn’t in the brochure.”
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