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      Vampire trafficking is a sinister business, and nobody knows that better than Keystone. After Raven discovers hidden clues in a cold case, the group sets a trap in hopes of catching an elusive criminal. But when the plan backfires, Raven’s world is thrown into chaos, and Christian’s loyalty is put to the ultimate test.

      Buried secrets come to light, and the only thing keeping Raven grounded is her insatiable thirst for vengeance. The stakes are high as they travel to a place where the landscapes are as treacherous as the immortals who live there. This time, there’s no room for mistakes.

      Will Raven have the courage to tame the violence in her heart before it swallows her whole?
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      When people harbor dark secrets, they close off their emotions. Or in the case of Wyatt, our resident Gravewalker, it was a door.

      Shepherd kicked his heavy boot against the wood door, rattling the hinges. “Open up, Spooky. I’m not standing out here all fucking day with this file.”

      I rested my shoulder against the wall. “Maybe Wyatt found a dead girlfriend and hung himself to spend eternity with her.”

      Christian faced me from the other side of the door and mirrored my stance. “Now there’s a morbid suggestion. I can hear his tummy grumbling, so don’t get your hopes up for a funeral, lass.”

      Shepherd gave up and anchored his back against the door. The short hairs of his buzz cut prickled against the wood as he turned his head to look at me. “Wyatt’s too scared of ghosts to kill himself.”

      My brows arched high. “Afraid? I thought he just didn’t like them.”

      Christian winked. “He’s angered so many dead people that he’s not invited to the afterlife parties. Ever seen him running about the mansion?”

      “When I first moved in, but Wyatt can be dramatic. I didn’t think it applied to all of them.”

      “According to Wyatt, most of the specters wandering about aren’t Gravewalkers. His kind will trample over toddlers and old ladies to run to the light. They don’t like to linger behind.”

      “I don’t get it.”

      “It’s like sending a cop to prison,” Shepherd explained. “He spends a lot of effort ignoring the dead, and that pisses them off. Most Gravewalkers help with unresolved issues and all that bullshit.”

      I chuckled. “How exactly do they get paid when their client is six feet under?”

      “Relatives or associates pay Gravewalkers for information that only the deceased know, but it’s safe to say that most of us stash money that’s never found when we die. I’ve heard stories from Wyatt about the dead putting hits on the living. Some Gravewalkers still sniff out Vampires staked and buried in cemeteries, but that’s not a steady income. Wyatt doesn’t want any part of that. He’s an outcast among his own kind.”

      I sighed, my internal clock reminding me of the thirty minutes I’d spent waiting in the hall. “I need to check my messages, and we’re not allowed to look at that stuff on our phones. It looks like a laptop is going on my wish list.”

      “I thought it was a car,” Christian said.

      “That too, which is why it would be nice if Viktor would give me a special assignment between our big jobs.”

      Shepherd walked to the other side and struck a match against the wall. Sometimes, instead of carrying a matchbook, he tossed a few of the “strike anywhere” kind in his pants pocket.

      Christian absently stroked his scruffy beard. “It seems like only yesterday you were just a wee scavenger, begging for scraps in a bar. Now you want a computer this and a car that.”

      Though Christian spoke with derision, the hot look in his eyes made me warm all over. It had been a month since we’d quit denying the attraction between us to see where it led. So far, it hadn’t led anywhere. Viktor had sent him on assignment to track down an informant in Europe. This was the first time I’d seen Christian since his return the night before, and the absence of physical affection made me hang on his every word, every look, and every subtle shift of his body.

      Shepherd was too preoccupied lighting up a cigarette to notice the way Christian’s eyes locked on to my nipples, which tightened beneath my threadbare T-shirt. Bras were more of an accessory than a required garment in my life, much the way men had always been.

      “It’s chilly in here,” I remarked, watching the tip of his tongue wet the corner of his mouth.

      What could be going on in that head of his? I wonder if he fantasizes about me.

      “Want a lick?” He reached in his pocket and held up a flat yellow lollipop. Without waiting for my answer, he unwrapped the candy and slid it between his lips, which eased into a naughty grin.

      During my late-night walks, I’d mulled over our complicated situation. Christian had warned me that I shouldn’t love a man like him—that we’d never last. But I was tired of denying what I felt. Seeing my father for one last goodbye had not only given me closure on the past, but it reminded me of my capacity and desire to love. After years of living alone and having no one to care for, I wanted to give my love to another, even if the only person willing to accept it was a bloodsucking Vampire.

      One of the most romantic moments of my life had taken place in a graveyard, and I wondered what that said about my expectations of love. There I was, surrounded by the dead, while a Vampire held me in his arms and told me he was too wicked to love. It exemplified just how unconventional my life had always been, right from the beginning.

      Just looking at his hands made my heart quicken, because I remembered what they felt like on my body. What was he like in bed? Would we make love, or would he bend me over a table and fuck me like all those other women? Would intimacy change my feelings about him? Would he quickly lose interest? Would I? Above all, I couldn’t comprehend how my heart could yearn for a man so brash and so flawed. I’d never sought self-destructive relationships, and this one had all the makings of a runaway train careening off the side of a mountain.

      “Open the door before I piss on it!” Shepherd took a hard drag from his cigarette, the way a man does when he’s about to take action.

      I stepped back before he cleaved apart the door with his bare hands. Christian could have easily broken in, but he abstained from destroying property around the mansion. Apparently before my joining Keystone, there had been some anger-management issues. Viktor had grown tired of not only the repairs but also the lack of respect for his property.

      With the cigarette still dangling from his thin lips, Shepherd folded his arms and stared daggers at the door. “I should have installed a cheap lock on the knob. I can’t even pick the damn thing. Fucking bolt.”

      Which suddenly clicked. When the door quietly swung inward, we remained cemented in place like statues in a museum as Wyatt slowly backed away to grant us entrance.

      Shepherd squinted as he swaggered inside. “If I so much as see used tissues in the trash or a bottle of lotion, I swear to—” He paused halfway inside the room. “What the hell is that?”

      Christian and I stepped around him. Straight ahead against the opposite wall sat a large, rectangular object with a black cloth draped over it. Whatever it was, it was taller than Wyatt’s five-eleven stature and twice as wide.

      Wyatt sat on the edge of his desk, which ran alongside the right-hand wall. Computer monitors, keyboards, laptops, and stress toys littered the computer geek’s workspace. Using the sweat from his brow, he slicked back his wavy clumps of hair, which stuck out in every direction. Empty cardboard boxes littered the floor by the sofa, most of them folded flat. On the desk, I noticed a bottle of blue window cleaner and a rag.

      Christian eased into an office chair and crossed his legs. He gave Wyatt an “I told you so” look that piqued my curiosity.

      The familiar sound of Gem’s roller skates were fast approaching from the outside hallway. Seconds later, she whooshed inside the room and skidded to a stop. “Jiminy Christmas! What’s under there, a time machine?”

      Niko appeared beside me like a ninja. “What am I supposed to be marveling over?”

      Shepherd widened his stance and blew out a cloud of smoke. “Wyatt’s first computer.”

      Gem giggled, her hair wound up in two cute buns. “Maybe it’s a washer so he can do his own laundry.”

      Unfazed by the ribbing, Wyatt tapped his black cowboy boot against the concealed object. “Ladies and gents, what we have here is a state-of-the-art wonder of the modern world.” He stood up, giving us a showman’s speech. “I’ve gathered you here today to unveil my source of infinite joy.”

      “A giant french fry machine?” I grinned.

      Christian pulled the lollipop from his mouth. “Pray for a coffin. He’s going to need one after his speech is over.”

      Wyatt hitched up his jeans, thumbs tucked in the waistband. “You might ask yourselves… what compelled me to make such an extravagant purchase? Well, my days of traipsing downstairs and back up again have come to an end. I’m also fed up with people taking what’s mine—don’t think I haven’t noticed when things go missing from my drawers.”

      Shepherd shifted his stance. “If you don’t get on with it, I’m going to pull that cloth off myself and wrap you in it before we take a short drive to the mortuary.”

      Ignoring him, Wyatt gripped the edge of the black fabric, his olive-green eyes twinkling like a child’s on Christmas morning. “Brace yourselves, for your lives will never be the same again.”

      In a quick motion, he snapped his arm away and unveiled a giant vending machine.

      Gem rolled up to it and gaped at all the goodies. Chocolate cookies, flavored chips, candy, donuts, and even corn nuts.

      I arched a brow. “This is what you spent your paycheck on?”

      Wyatt scooted onto the edge of his desk and rubbed a red mark on his arm. “I’m in here working after midnight, and there’s nothing worse than getting the munchies only to find out that someone swiped my last box of Raisinets.”

      “Horseshit,” Shepherd grumbled. “No one’s stopping you from putting a lock on that drawer.”

      “Hey, I’ve got no problem sharing. But no one even asks. When I was a boy, you got licks for stealing food.”

      Gem turned a sharp eye on him. “Why are the donuts ten dollars?”

      “Elementary, dear Watson. Reimbursement.”

      Niko barked out a laugh. “It appears Wyatt’s World is officially open for business.”

      “Nothing wrong with a little initiative,” Wyatt said defensively. “Viktor doesn’t budget his money for the good stuff. I’m the one who pays for all the snacks in here, so you’re dipping into my paycheck every time you pilfer a bag of chips. I’ve inflated the prices temporarily to recoup my losses. After that, I’ll consider a price reduction.”

      Gem slowly rolled away from the machine. “You’re a greedy little man. No one’s going to pay five dollars for a candy bar.”

      He gave her a megawatt smile. “You say that now, but when midnight rolls around and your tummy’s growling, where are you going to turn when you find my drawers are empty? Everyone has a price.”

      “Alas, I’m watching my girlish figure,” she retorted.

      That made me chuckle. Gem was petite—not an ounce of fat on her body.

      Niko tilted his head to one side. “Your light’s flickering, Gem. Is there something you want to tell us?”

      She bit her lip to hide her growing smile, and her violet eyes flashed up. “I’m going on a date tonight.”

      Everyone slowly turned.

      She did a twirl. “A real date. I’m taking him to Flavors since I like their food and they have a lot of games.”

      “Good for you,” Wyatt said. “How much did you pay him?”

      Her look soured. “You’re just mad because I stole your thunder.”

      “So who’s the lucky fella?” Christian asked.

      “His name is Hooper. He’s a bartender at Nine Circles of Hell.”

      Wyatt belted out a laugh that ended with a snort. “That’s a therapy session I ain’t got time for.”

      She put her hands on her hips. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “He serves alcohol. You don’t drink.”

      “That doesn’t mean we can’t go out on a date,” she countered.

      “Whatever you say, Rollergirl. That’s like a pimp dating a priest. Or a nun in your case.”

      “That’s a terrible analogy.”

      Niko folded his arms, a pensive look on his face. “Isn’t he a Sensor?”

      “You got a problem with Sensors?” Shepherd growled.

      Her shoulders sagged. “You guys are worse than a pack of wolves ripping apart a carcass. He’s a nice guy, and we clicked at Patrick’s party. So what if he’s a Sensor and I’m a Mage? That doesn’t mean we can’t be compatible. We’re both eccentric and artistic individuals.”

      Wyatt twirled his pen. “Artistic. Isn’t he the one with designs shaved on his head? And the lip rings? You’ll have to let us know where else on his body he’s decided to be… artistic,” Wyatt said, making quotation marks with his fingers. “He might have a Prince Albert.”

      Chin up, she huffed and rolled toward the open doorway. “I don’t even want to know what that means.”

      Wyatt raised his voice when she rolled out of the room. “It’s when they have a piercing on their⁠—”

      Christian gave him a hard shove. “Leave the lass alone. She’s young and wants to do a little frolicking.”

      “She only looks young. Someone who’s been around fifty years can’t be that naïve.”

      I rolled Christian’s chair away from the desk and activated the laptop. After a few keystrokes, I checked my messages. Viktor forbade us from doing extensive research on our phones since that information could easily wind up in the wrong hands if stolen.

      “And who might be sending you email?” Christian inquired, his inquisitive tone barely masking his jealousy.

      “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

      “I would. Being that I’m your partner.”

      “I’ve had a lot of free time on my hands this past month. Since Viktor wants me to look over cold-case files, it doesn’t hurt to do a little research.”

      “You’re not still fiddling around with the Vampire trafficking, are you now?”

      “Define fiddling.”

      “I used to play the fiddle,” Wyatt said absently. “Wasn’t any good at it.”

      Shepherd dropped his cigarette butt into an empty soda can. “I can play the world’s tiniest violin. Want to see?”

      Wyatt gave him the finger and strode in front of his vending machine to admire the obscene display of overpriced snacks.

      Christian rose to let Shepherd take over the computer. “Does that mean you have to pay for your own sweets?”

      Wyatt patted the pocket of his jeans, which were baggy in the back. “I’ve got the master key, and the master doesn’t pay.”

      Niko cleared his throat. “Gentlemen, by the hostile flares of energy in the room, I think we’ve been isolating ourselves for too long. I propose we venture out for ale and a game of darts.”

      Shepherd turned a sharp eye toward Niko. “You playing, Mage?”

      Niko offered a wry smile. “Perhaps with enough persuasion.”

      I’d seen Niko throw darts. According to Keystone legend, he’s never once missed the bull’s-eye. That didn’t stop Shepherd from betting against him.

      “I’m in,” I said, grateful for the diversion. I didn’t own a car, and the only times I’d gone out were to go relic hunting in the pawnshops.

      This might be an insightful outing to see how devoted Christian was to the idea of exclusivity. Could he keep his hands off other women? Would I find him knocking boots with one of his old standbys in the private room? Maybe it would be better to find out sooner rather than later if he was a man of his word—before we got in too deep. I still guarded my heart, another reason I wasn’t eager to jump in the sack with my partner.

      Sex complicates things.

      Christian peeled off his shirt and rubbed a hand down his bare chest. “I’ll be in the shower. Care to join? I could use someone to loofah my arse.” He gave me a smug look.

      Same old Christian.

      He was a cocky bastard, and if he didn’t deliver a bad come-on now and again, people would suspect something was up.

      I leaned against the doorjamb. “Maybe you should bathe in holy water instead. I’ve always wondered if that was a myth among Vampires.”

      He brushed his body ever so slightly against mine as he moved past me. “Ladies first.”

      I didn’t see him do it, but I could have sworn he touched my ass.

      “I’m thinking about getting another machine for ice cream,” Wyatt said, pinching a few whiskers on his chin. His cheeks were still flushed from the hours of work that must have gone into polishing the damn machine and unpacking the food.

      Shepherd stood up and cracked his knuckles. “Nobody’s got time for that. Give me a shout when everyone’s ready to go. I’ll drive.” He ran a hand over his head and stopped in front of Niko. “By the way, where are we going?”

      Niko reclined his head as if considering. “Flavors. They have dartboards, should I feel inclined.”

      “Works for me, buddy.” Shepherd clapped him on the shoulder and then headed out.

      When Niko turned on his heel to follow, I snatched the sleeve of his thin shirt. “That’s where Gem’s going on her date. I don’t think it’s a good idea we crash her private party.”

      “Nonsense, Raven. Flavors is a large club. I’m sure we won’t even run into each other.”
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      Flavors was a swank club with colorful accent lights, trendy furniture, and pillars all along the main floor. Instead of wooden tables and tiny chairs, there was upholstered seating and square coffee tables. This place was more of a lounge since people didn’t come to dance. I hadn’t been with Keystone long enough to know all their favorite spots, but Flavors seemed to be a place they frequented. The energetic bartenders tossed bottles around and put on a real show, keeping the energy level up.

      The game room toward the back of the building lacked the flashy atmosphere and felt more like a cozy bar. The dim lights were soothing, and nobody cared if you kicked up your feet and got a little rowdy. It had its own bar with one bartender, so it attracted a different kind of crowd—the type who played billiards on the other side of the partition to get away from the noise. But the good thing about a place like Flavors was it had a little something for everyone, and we were a diverse group.

      By the time the waitress delivered our next round of drinks, I had acquired a nice buzz. Not enough to be officially drunk, but my coordination was all off, so naturally I thought playing darts against Shepherd was a brilliant idea.

      “Ow!” a man growled, giving me a baleful look as he pulled my dart out of his shoulder. “Watch where you’re throwing, you bitch.” He looked liked he belonged in a 1970s rock band, and I was willing to bet he hadn’t washed his hair since then either.

      I waved blithely. “My bad.”

      Christian took the other dart from my hand and tapped the red plastic flight against my nose. “Have a seat before you poke the wrong person.”

      A laugh tumbled out of my mouth. “I bet you hear that all the time.”

      He held the dart between his teeth and slipped out of his jacket. Then he pushed up the sleeves of his cotton shirt like he meant business. Before I could blink, Christian tossed the dart over his shoulder with a quick jerk of his arm. Didn’t even look.

      “Motherfucker!” The man I’d struck moments ago sprang from his chair, knocking it over. Christian’s dart protruded from between his shoulder blades.

      Shepherd shoved him back in his seat. “Think again.”

      I cracked a smile at Christian. “You missed.”

      He arched an eyebrow. “Did I?”

      Stumbling around a table, I abandoned Christian and Shepherd to join Niko, who was sitting alone. The waitress had cleared away our empty bottles and glasses.

      “Don’t you want another beer?” I asked, noticing Niko was still nursing his first bottle.

      He continued folding a napkin, eyes straight ahead. “I’m not thirsty.”

      I plopped down in the chair across from him so I could keep an eye on the dart game. “You don’t drink beer because you’re thirsty; you drink to have fun.”

      “Forgive my bluntness, but I think you need less fun.”

      “I’m having a good time.”

      “You were having a good time three drinks ago. People exceed their limit as a means to dull unwanted emotions, like insecurity or sadness. Sometimes they drink to forget. I’m perceptive, Raven. Your light flashes red whenever a Vampire walks by. You’ll have to get used to being around them sooner or later.”

      Niko had a gift of reading energy that was sometimes intrusive.

      “I’m not an alcoholic. I only drink when we go out.”

      He inclined his head. “That’s my point. You aren’t the type who requires a social lubricant, so one has to ponder why you’re not comfortable in a Breed place sober.”

      Niko couldn’t have known that my father was a recovering alcoholic—I wasn’t sure that I’d revealed that detail to anyone but Christian. As a child of an addict, maybe I was a little more sensitive about someone implying I had a problem. My knee-jerk reaction made it worse since all it did was support the validity of his remark. Niko was right about my comfort level around Vamps. Having my team around made me less of a target, but it still didn’t abate my fears that someone from my past might come after me.

      Seeing all these Vampires in one place made my skin crawl. So what if I enjoyed a few shots of tequila to smooth out the rough edges?

      Still. Just the fact he’d brought it up made me push away my untouched shot glass.

      Niko extended his arms across the table, his hands cupped together. When his slender fingers drifted apart, he revealed a perfectly constructed origami swan. “We all start out as ugly ducklings.”

      I touched the paper in amazement. “How do you do that if you’ve never seen a swan?”

      He drew his arms back and laced his fingers together. “Someone left one of those on a table. I wasn’t sure what it was at first, but I memorized how to assemble it by taking it apart.”

      “Good thing it wasn’t a penis.” When his cheeks flushed, I chortled. “Someone taught me that trick a long time ago, but he used a cloth napkin. Be careful what you fondle in a bar.”

      Niko reached out to where I’d moved my shot glass and touched it with his fingertips. I’d grown used to his idiosyncrasies, the ways he learned his surroundings by sound, touch, and smell. I had no idea if every blind person lived that way, but it was undeniably Niko. I couldn’t imagine how difficult life must have been a thousand years ago for a visually impaired person in a time before braille, guide dogs, and paved sidewalks. He was fortunate to perceive energy around him, but inanimate objects were his biggest obstacle.

      “Christian mentioned you were researching Vampire trafficking?” he asked.

      “Sort of. Just a cold-case file that everyone’s ignored.” I leaned back and propped my foot on the chair beside me.

      “You already witnessed firsthand how difficult it is to take on the black market. Our time is better spent on cases we can close. Trafficking is a complicated matter, and most of our leads hit a dead end. Why that and not another that doesn’t have so many obstacles?”

      I answered with silence since Niko’s question was rhetorical. While he didn’t know all the sordid details of my past, he sensed it. Even if those victims thought they knew what they were getting into, seeing them auctioned to Vampires compelled me to take action. Humans were naïve, and someone was taking advantage of that.

      “Once you join this world, whether by choice or by force, you’re easy prey,” I explained. “I don’t think those victims going up for auction have any idea what they’re getting into. Someone’s deceiving them, and that’s worse than a kidnapping.” I leaned forward, lowering my voice. “We exist to make a difference. It’s not just about the money. Maybe I want to do something that matters.”

      “And what we’ve already accomplished doesn’t matter?”

      “No, I meant something that’s⁠—”

      “Personal,” he finished. “Maybe that wasn’t the word you were about to offer, but it’s certainly the correct one.” His almond-shaped eyes looked toward me, black lashes framing them. Niko had kind but dangerous eyes. They peered into your soul and saw things that the seeing world couldn’t. “Needn’t worry, Raven. There’s no right or wrong case. If you come up with enough evidence, you’ll have my support. I still have to abide by Viktor’s command, but I too have personal beliefs about slavery. The human world actually prevents us from being able to do more about it.”

      Truer words were never spoken. It was hard disguising and protecting Breed jails, so we couldn’t keep expanding them. The comparisons between the two worlds were stark, especially as I’d lived in both. Breed didn’t have nearly enough law enforcement, and slander laws were a royal bitch to work around. On the flip side, the death penalty was carried out almost immediately, freeing up jail space.

      I drummed my fingers on the table, a metal stud from my leather wrist cuff tapping against the wood.

      Niko scooted over to the chair on my right, the katanas on his waist knocking against the floor. Sometimes he wore them holstered to his back and other times concealed at his waist. He rested his right arm on the table and leaned in close, ebony hair framing his face. “What troubles you? Between the jokes and laughter, I see dim shadows in your light.”

      I swung my eyes up to the bar. To be honest, I wasn’t sure what had been bothering me lately. I had a kick-ass career, a shiny new Keystone tattoo, a roof over my head, and I’d finally buried the axe with my father. My dark mood had nothing to do with Christian traipsing off to Europe, but his absence had left me alone with my thoughts. Maybe that wasn’t always such a great place to be.

      “Remember what I said before about the past not being done with you?” I asked. “It feels like there’s a hole somewhere in the floor, and I covered it with a carpet. But now I forgot where the hole is, and I’m afraid I’m going to fall in. Does that make sense?”

      Niko smiled with his eyes. “That’s why we must tread carefully.”

      I dropped my foot to the floor and sat up straight when I spotted a familiar face entering the room. “This night is about to get interesting.”

      Gem had a jaunty swing in her step, thanks to her four-inch heels with a one-inch platform. Black ribbon crisscrossed over her foot and wrapped around her ankle. If there were any interested men in the room, they were noticing her legs and not her shoes. Gem was five four on a good day—and I was probably being generous with that estimation—but she knew how to make her legs appear longer than they actually were. For a date, I preferred jeans. Gem, on the other hand, went for romantic. Her elegant dress, embellished with tiny sequins, floated above the knees. An empire waist set off the grape-colored fabric, and the sequins sparkled like diamond dust.

      She set her glass on the bar while her date scooted onto the barstool. Then she did a slow and deliberate turn, obviously aware of our uninvited presence. Her teardrop earrings shimmered beneath the lights, as did the glitter makeup around her eyes.

      “You should see Gem,” I remarked to Niko. “I couldn’t pull off a dress like that if I tried.”

      “What is your impression of the man she’s with?”

      I tipped my head to the side and gave Hooper a thorough appraisal. “Well, he’s not exactly dressed up unless you count the fact he wore a tie with his T-shirt. Why do men think they look good in those skinny jeans? I’m not a fan, especially when they have giant holes in the knee. It makes them look like an adolescent kid who outgrew their clothes over summer vacation.” I snorted and looked at my shot glass. “I’m one to talk, though.”

      “I don’t mean his style. What’s your impression of him as a man?”

      I stared at Niko, wondering if he wanted to know how cute Hooper was or about his personality, neither of which I could provide any solid feedback on.

      “Perhaps we should invite him over,” Christian suggested, appearing behind Niko’s chair.

      I looked around. “Where did Wyatt disappear to?”

      Christian chuckled and sat across from me. “If you have to ask, then you don’t know him very well. He prefers to dazzle the ladies with his tall tales over in the main room.”

      “I’ll bet they’re just lining up to hear all about his new venture in the vending machine business.”

      Shepherd flipped a chair backward and sat down to my left, his arms draped over the back, eyes locked on Niko. “Double or nothing you miss.”

      Niko gave him a tight-lipped smile. “I haven’t finished my beer.”

      When Shepherd slid the bottle across the table, Niko caught it in his hand.

      I liked hanging out with just the team. Viktor was a cool cat, but sometimes going out with the boss kept me from truly cutting loose. Lately he’d been preoccupied researching a number of items he’d confiscated from a pawnshop, though I wasn’t sure what those objects were or where he’d put them. I’d caught him scouring the books in our main library and gathering room, searching for clues to whether or not they were important pieces of Breed history that required preservation.

      Christian wolf-whistled at Gem when she leaned over the bar for her juice.

      I tossed the swan napkin at his head. “Don’t be such a fanghole. I thought you wanted her to have a good time.”

      He shrugged nonchalantly. “That was until I got a gander at her date. I’d forgotten what a prick he is.”

      “You’re only saying that because he thinks you’re a peckerhead.”

      Christian flashed his eyes up at me. “You have an intriguing vocabulary.”

      “I remember the look of death he gave you when we were at Club Nine.”

      “All men give me that look. It’s jealousy. I’m a sexual god who can bed any woman in this room.”

      Shepherd scratched his bristly jaw. “Bet you can’t get Raven.”

      I snorted at the idea of Christian taking that bet. “I’ll double that.”

      Christian turned in his seat to face the bar, left arm on the table. “What do you think she sees in a man like that?”

      Chairs creaked as we indiscreetly turned to stare at Gem and Hooper.

      Shepherd lifted my glass of tequila and gulped it down. “Women can see what we can’t.”

      Christian tilted his gaze toward Shepherd. “And what’s that?”

      No reply came. Shepherd had gone off to la-la land.

      Shepherd was an aloof guy, but his melancholy mood swings now came and went with more frequency. It was eerie how quickly he could switch his emotions on and off. Maybe it was a quality unique to Sensors, but it creeped me the hell out. He hadn’t been the same since killing Cristo, the man who’d murdered his woman years ago. It made me wonder if getting his revenge had been worth it.

      “Feck me. Here they come.” Christian scooted his chair closer to Niko and pulled a spare from a nearby table.

      Gem glided up next to him. “Everyone, this is Hooper. Hooper, everyone.”

      He gave an obligatory nod while Gem took a seat. Christian draped his arm behind her while Hooper dragged a chair from another table to squeeze between Shepherd and Gem.

      “Did you guys already eat?” I asked. “We can order burgers.”

      Hooper took a seat at the corner of the table, hands in his lap. “I only eat sushi.”

      Niko’s jaw set. “To honor your culture?”

      Hooper was unfazed by the sarcasm. As a bartender, I’m sure he’d heard it all. “It’s my thing. What’s your thing?”

      “Swords.”

      Hooper gestured toward Shepherd. “And he likes cigarettes. See? Everyone has their thing.”

      Christian leaned forward, fangs extended, to get a better look at Hooper. “Aren’t you going to ask what my thing is?”

      Hooper leaned forward and tossed a wadded-up napkin onto the floor beside Christian. “I already know.”

      Either Hooper had a sharp memory of a trip Christian and I had taken to his club, or Gem had told him about Christian’s habits.

      “Hooper’s a wine aficionado,” Gem gushed. “He wants to have his own vineyard someday.”

      Hooper shifted in his seat and pinched the bridge of his nose. “You don’t have to tell them that. It’s just a pipe dream.”

      Christian tried to stay engaged, but his gaze wandered down to the napkin littering the floor. “What a coincidence, because Gem loves⁠—”

      I kicked him under the table.

      “Grapes,” Hooper finished. “That’s her third glass of grape juice.”

      Gem laughed brightly, and I knew what she must have found attractive in him. It certainly wasn’t his lip rings, but Hooper had a sense of humor, and sometimes that trumped everything else.

      “Hooper knows I don’t drink alcohol,” she confessed. “That’s how we met. I was looking for something alcohol-free at that party, and Hooper fixed me up with the most delicious virgin drink. What was it called again?”

      Hooper swept her hair behind her shoulder and cupped the back of her neck. “Love spell.”

      With a sudden lurch, Christian bent out of sight and then rose to his feet. “I need to take a walk before I get a clot in my leg.”

      When my antisocial Irishman sauntered off, I noticed the wadded-up napkin in his hand. Seeing his odd quirks made me smile.

      As I got up to follow him, Gem suddenly hooked her arm in mine and tagged along. “What do you think of Hooper? He’s so charming and funny, don’t you think?”

      We stopped just outside the doorway to the main room. “He seems like a nice guy, but I have shitty taste in men. Remember the good detective I went out with who turned out to be certifiably insane? You’re better off not asking my opinion.”

      I’d graduated from dating a serial killer to a Vampire, so in comparison, Hooper was Captain America.

      She pinched her chin, a serious look on her face. “I’m pretty sure Hooper’s not diabolical.”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you this happy, and that’s saying a lot. Especially after witnessing how excited you get building a snowman.”

      She twisted her mouth to the side. “Until the boys decided to pour gasoline on him to see if they could set snow on fire.”

      I decided not to tell Gem how that had been my idea. I liked Gem, but I also had a penchant for mischief and dares.

      I searched the busy room for Christian but didn’t see him. “I’m going to wander around. I’ll join you guys in a little while.”

      When I strode past a mirror, I stopped to check myself out. Wow. Did I really think I was going to tempt Christian in my baggy sweatshirt? Disastrous. I’d left my jacket at home so I wouldn’t have to lug it around, and I’d decided against sexy clothing since I didn’t want to appear desperate, like I was throwing myself at Christian’s feet. Our relationship was currently drifting into uncharted waters, and I wasn’t sure whether to put my sail up or down.

      I elbowed past a cluster of women who were going on about the travesty of women’s fashion, while another group was discussing the political hierarchy of Sensors. A group of Chitahs parted like the Red Sea to let me through to the seated areas, which were easier to walk through since most people gathered near the oval bar to watch the bartenders put on a show. Maybe it was my mean strut or lack of skimpy attire, but no one paid me notice, and that was the way I liked it.

      After circling to the other side, I concluded the only logical place Christian might be was in one of the private rooms in the back. Clubs usually segregated soundproof rooms in a private hall, and they were open to anyone. Using them for extended periods or for large parties sometimes came with a fee, but most Breed places offered them to give customers a reason to come. Sometimes people wanted to talk business without Vampires eavesdropping.

      When I reached the hall, I swung right and headed for room number seven—the one where I’d caught him during a sexual rendezvous.

      What the hell am I about to do?

      I’d walked in on him once before, and seeing him with another woman didn’t do anything but pique my curiosity. We’d barely known each other at the time, and as far as I was concerned, he was just another Vamp on a power trip.

      Now he was my Vamp.

      This should be interesting, I thought, approaching the door.

      What would my reaction be if I caught him screwing some other woman? Anger? Relief? Laughter? Was it just straight sex, or did he sometimes drink their blood? The disturbing part was I didn’t know which of those two would upset me more. It wasn’t that I wanted to catch him philandering about, because I most definitely did not. But that annoying little voice inside my head kept whispering to brace for the inevitable. How monogamous could a Vampire be? Especially when our relationship status was currently sexless. I didn’t want to rush it as some desperate attempt to hold on to him. That wasn’t what we had agreed to.

      I decided against knocking and turned the knob.

      “I thought you’d never come,” he purred. “Close the door, Precious.”
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        * * *

      

      Niko sat stiffly in his chair, remaining polite for Gem’s sake. It wasn’t her attentiveness for Hooper that bothered him but the small inflections in her light that were out of character. Energy was unique to each person and reflected hidden emotions. Hooper was gregarious and got along with everyone, but something felt amiss. Niko had difficulty reading his light since he didn’t know him very well.

      Gem sparkled like few people did. And though she was far from being a child in their world, her blind trust would always place her in harm’s way. He didn’t know much about her past, only that she was different from other immortals her age.

      Niko often found the swell of energy in a crowded room overwhelming. He couldn’t distinguish one stranger from the next, but he recognized the people closest to him. Their energy was a unique fingerprint of color, texture, and movement. Niko didn’t understand colors in the sighted world. Having never been a sighted person, all he could do was use common color names to describe the variations. He understood texture—that was something he could feel with his hands. Some energy was smooth like polished stones and some crackled. Some had light that bounced off objects around them the way water does in the shower. It had taken Niko centuries to recognize the differences and categorize them.

      So it was easy to spot Claude’s smooth sage light as he entered the room. Hard to miss energy like his that towered at six and a half feet.

      “Claude!” Gem called out. “Over here.”

      The heavy tread of his footsteps approached. “Sorry I’m late. Someone wanted a last-minute perm. What’s shakin’?”

      Though Claude must have washed his hands, Niko could still pick up the faint scent of chemicals.

      “Claude, I’d like you to meet Hooper. Hooper, this is my dear friend Claude.”

      Claude’s light flickered with Gem’s introduction. Most Chitahs were innately protective of women. It was harder to conceive girls among their kind, so one could assume that large families of brothers with one sister nurtured that behavior. But Niko had learned that some traits were simply instinctual.

      “How’s it going?” Hooper said in greeting. “I’ve heard nothing but good things about you. Well, you and everyone else here. Gem hangs out with a motley crew.”

      Claude’s energy moved lower as he seated himself in Raven’s empty chair. People often remarked that Niko was missing out on people’s subtle facial expressions and body language, but Niko had the ability to pick up a lot of information from a person’s light.

      Like the fact that Shepherd was no longer engaged with the group. His energy grew dimmer by the minute.

      “Hooper was just telling us about his trip to Peru,” Niko said impassively.

      Hooper cleared his throat, his light pulsing with excitement. “It’s the closest you’ll ever be to God, or whatever you believe in. We hiked up to the ancient ruins on Machu Picchu. Tall mountain peaks, trees as far as the eye can see, and in the morning, a veil of fog surrounded us and lifted with the sun.”

      “Morning?” Suspicion rose in Claude’s tone. “Isn’t that a tourist place with set visiting hours?”

      “Yeah, but I know a guy. They have hotels where the tourists stay, but we camped off trail—away from all the humans. If you ever want to go, give me a call and I’ll hook you up. You’ve never laid eyes on anything like it.” Hooper hesitated for a minute. “Sorry, I don’t mean to be rude or anything.”

      Niko didn’t need to guess that the comment was directed at him. He gave a curt nod, a gesture he’d learned to avoid addressing the subject further. People accepted physical cues, one of many things his old sensei had taught him. The sighted world often felt guilty when describing things he couldn’t see, but Niko was over a thousand years old and had relinquished his envy a long time ago.

      “So what are your plans with my girl?” Claude asked, a growl lingering in the back of his throat.

      “Just chillin’ tonight,” Hooper said. “If she likes me enough, I might ask her out to the library.”

      “Library?” Claude chuckled. “Doesn’t seem like your kind of place.”

      “I spend all day working behind a bar,” Hooper explained. “It’s good to get out and do something different. Plus Gem likes books.”

      That wasn’t entirely wrong, but what Hooper probably didn’t know was that most of the books Gem read were ancient language books. She didn’t devour the latest fiction from the bestseller lists—not unless she did it secretly. Based on all their conversations, Gem was fascinated by history and linguistics.

      “Anyone up for a game of darts?” Hooper asked.

      Gem’s chair scraped against the floor before she stood up, her light now taller. “I’m on your team.”

      “I’m afraid I’ll have to decline,” Niko said.

      Claude rapped his knuckles on the table. “Shep? You up for a game?”

      “Not tonight.”

      “Oh, come on,” Gem insisted. “We can’t play teams with only three.”

      “Don’t you know I count as two?” Claude announced, his green light moving toward the dartboards.

      For a moment, Gem and Hooper’s light merged, the colors rippling together like two streams converging. Niko sensed they had exchanged a kiss, and his stomach knotted. Why would a Sensor have any interest in a Mage, who could kill him during intercourse? Sexual light pooled in a Mage’s hands when aroused, and only another Mage or Vampire could handle that energy. Aside from that, a Mage couldn’t have children.

      Once alone, he steered his attention toward Shepherd. “You haven’t been yourself since our last case. I’ve never seen you so sullen.”

      Niko recognized the familiar sound of a match striking.

      “You read into things too much,” Shepherd grumbled. “You should turn that shit off and give yourself a break. I do. You think I like constantly feeling people’s emotions?”

      The smell of onion rings wafted by their table, trailed by the faint floral scent of a woman’s perfume. Then both smells were obliterated by Shepherd’s cigarette smoke.

      “If I may speak plainly, your attitude changed at Patrick’s party. I’ve never seen light so black, so… infinitely layered.”

      “I don’t know what the fuck that’s supposed to mean.”

      “You can fool the others, but there’s no point in lying to me when I can see past your words. Does Mr. Bane have anything to do with it?”

      “Keep your voice down.” Paper crackled as Shepherd pulled in another drag. “You can’t ask me that.”

      Niko rose from his chair and pressed his fingers firmly against the table, knowing his Sensor friend would feel his frustration skating across the surface. “Get your jacket and follow me outside.”

      Shepherd needed to get something off his chest, and Niko was growing concerned about his despondent behavior. Viktor had assembled an unlikely crew of vigilantes, but he’d never accounted for how complicated it would become to keep them out of trouble. Having a partner helped, but something told Niko that Shepherd wasn’t sharing his problems with anyone, including Wyatt.

      He left the game room and turned down the hall where the restrooms were, carefully dodging people and hoping no one had placed any obstacles on the floor, like a beer bottle or purse.

      Niko drew his hood over his head and exited through the back door into an alleyway. Aside from being able to smell the trash in the bins, he could also estimate the space around him by the proximity of sound and how it reverberated. Moments later, the door opened behind him and Shepherd’s familiar light emerged, crackling more intensely.

      Niko harnessed his Thermal gift and increased his body temperature to take the chill off. “Is there somewhere we can sit?”

      “They salted down the alley for the garbage man, so unless you want to sit in a puddle of sludge, we’re standing.”

      Niko tucked his hands in his coat pockets. “Perhaps it won’t mean much, but I owe you my loyalty. I pretended to take this job seriously, but not enough to support you when it mattered. I’ve not forgotten the job where we left you behind, and it presses on me like a weight. We all carry the burden of the past on our shoulders, but what good are we to one another if we can’t be more than just a team? We’re a brotherhood, and that’s more than a tattoo on our body; it’s a vow. I can’t fix your problems, but I can listen, and maybe that’ll lift the heavy weight off your shoulders.”

      Shepherd’s boot scraped against the cement and made Niko think he was stamping out his cigarette. “If you tell Viktor, I’ll be out, and you and I will be done.”

      Niko gripped the pommel of his katana. “You have my word.”

      After a moment of silence, Shepherd heaved a sigh. “Remember the story I told you about my woman?”

      “Yes.”

      “And the bomb Cristo dropped about my baby being alive?” Shepherd’s light pulsed. “I know where he is.”

      Niko’s jaw slackened. The black market made it nearly impossible to track down victims, especially years after the fact. “And you’re thinking of rescuing him,” Niko concluded.

      “I don’t know.”

      Niko stepped forward. “What does that mean?”

      Shepherd’s voice grew tight. “It means I don’t know. Going after him puts his life in danger—puts your lives in danger. The buyer threatened to take down Keystone if I make a move.”

      “He knows about Keystone?”

      “It’s Patrick Bane. He’s the one who has my kid.” Shepherd’s light flared with the admission, and Niko could read the truth in it.

      “Your child… is Patrick Bane’s little boy? The one you saved that night when he was thrown over the banister?”

      “The very one.”

      Niko lowered his head, thunderstruck by the revelation. “What is your intention?”

      “I don’t know.” It sounded like Shepherd kicked the wall behind him. “He’s got me in a tight spot. If I go after him, he’s going to bring us down for good, arrest me for treason, and keep my kid. If I somehow manage to kidnap my own son, I’ll spend the rest of my life on the run from Patrick’s men. He threatened to kill the boy. That arrogant pissant doesn’t love him. He’s using him like a slave.”

      “Does he have special abilities?”

      Shepherd sighed. “He’s both a Sensor and a Relic. His gifts didn’t cancel out. But that motherfucker wants him for something else. Maggie had a lot of knowledge about human genetics. She wouldn’t cooperate for him, so the next best thing was her kid. The boy’s too young to give him what he wants. He’s not mature enough to understand his own knowledge.”

      “But soon he will be, and Patrick will have earned his loyalty as a father figure. Are you sure it’s Relic knowledge that he wants?”

      “Pretty sure. For now, he’s using the kid to read people he does business with. Sensor shit, like feeling a lie. Now that I think back to those parties, I remember how Patrick would make him take empty glasses from business associates. There were plenty of waiters to do that shit, but he was using the kid to read people. Nobody thinks twice about it because he’s told everyone the kid’s a Relic. How much you want to bet he also does it in private meetings?”

      “Did he do it during the dinner he invited you to?”

      “Nah. It would have been foolish on his part to try to trick a Sensor. I didn’t feel he was lying when the kid appeared from underneath the table.”

      Niko considered the situation. A man like Patrick would have covered his tracks and acquired forged adoption papers. Even a DNA test to prove Shepherd was the father wouldn’t implicate Patrick in any wrongdoing. A man like him had access to private records, and he’d probably altered the documents about the child’s mother and how she died. The man who killed her was now dead, and there weren’t any other witnesses to the crime. Going after someone without sufficient evidence was slander.

      Going after a member of the higher authority without proof was treason.

      “Why haven’t you shared this with Viktor?”

      Shepherd’s energy swirled. “He’ll think I’m unstable and cut me from the team. And he’d be right. If I were in his shoes, I’d do the same. I can’t afford to take that chance. This is all I’ve got that’s keeping me sane.”

      “Viktor should know the kind of man he does business with.”

      “He’s got his guard up with most people he deals with—he’s not stupid. I’ve already thought this through. If Patrick even suspects Viktor knows about the boy, he’ll get paranoid. And paranoid men are dangerous men. What if Viktor threatens him? He’s got my kid, Niko. I can’t have anything happen to that boy. He’s all that’s left of Maggie.” Shepherd’s voice broke, and he cursed under his breath.

      “What good will your silence bring if this secret consumes you?”

      Bright flashes in his light revealed his anger. “It’ll buy me some time. If I steal him, I’ll have to leave Keystone and spend my life in hiding. What’ll my kid think about me if I snatch him away from a big mansion where he’s got everything he could possibly want? I won’t have two pennies to rub together, and we’d be living on the streets. Patrick is the only father figure he’s ever known. You think that kid will warm up to a guy like me just because we share the same blood? He’s too young to understand. I’ll be the bad guy, and he’ll grow up hating me for taking away all his opportunities. He’s better off where he is for now.”

      “Patrick will brainwash him. He won’t be able to make his own choices when he becomes a man. And take heed, for Patrick will seek his opportunity to be rid of you. You’re protected under Keystone, and that’s why he spared you. But you’ll always be a liability to him no matter how much power he acquires.”

      “So what do I do?”

      Niko lifted his chin. “Discover his weakness.”

      “Assuming he has one.”

      “In all the years I’ve walked this earth, I’ve learned that no man is without an Achilles’ heel. You just have to find it. And when you do, strike fast.”

      Energy flickered in the distance, and the familiar pulse of Mage light prickled Niko’s skin. More specifically, the ancient energy from an old nemesis.

      He folded his arms. “Thank you for entrusting me with your secret. Don’t allow your pain to ruin your life. A patient and persistent man is one who makes his own destiny. If the fates wish to save the boy from his circumstance, they’ll present you with an opportunity.” Niko could hear Shepherd’s breath quavering from the cold. “Why don’t you go inside where it’s warm?”

      “You’re one lucky bastard for having an internal heater. Are you coming?”

      “The energy overwhelms my senses. Give me a few minutes to clear my head.”

      It wasn’t unusual for Niko to step outside the club on a crowded night, and right now he needed to separate himself from Shepherd as quickly as possible.

      The hinges on the door creaked, music and laughter spilling into the alley. “Hurry up. You still owe me a game of darts.”

      Once the door closed, Niko turned on his heel. “You can come out now, Cyrus. There’s no point in hiding in the shadows.”

      Cyrus’s maroon light unfolded from the darkness, silver flecks sparkling. “I see you’ve learned a few tricks, Nikodemos. Very impressive you noticed me. I still remember the weak little slave who blindfolded himself to hide from his own gifts.”

      “You’re right. There was a time when my energy made no sense and I didn’t have the tools to interpret it. But I never needed eyesight to see evil.”
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      “Well, if it isn’t the incomparable Mr. Poe,” I said, strolling into room number seven. I stopped at the low counter on the left and tapped it with my finger. “How many women have you brought back here?”

      Without a word, he stalked forward and lifted me as if I weighed nothing. Christian set me down on the low bar and wedged himself between my legs, his knuckles pressing against the wood on either side of me. We hadn’t been alone since his return, and the heat between us burned like a raging forest fire.

      “Did you miss me?” he purred.

      “Hardly. Niko’s been keeping me busy.”

      “Has he now? I’ll be the judge of that.” Christian’s hand clamped over my thigh, his thumb circling over a sensitive spot. “Mmm, feels firm.”

      “Firm enough to kill a man.”

      “Do you still do that trick where you wrap your thighs around a man’s head? Where can I sign up?” When he gripped the small push dagger on my belt, I seized his wrist.

      “Don’t you trust me?” he asked with a wolfish grin.

      I pushed him away with one finger. “Maybe too much.”

      He pinched the front of my sweatshirt and frowned. “Why do you insist on wearing these infernal sweaters? I much prefer you in those tight little shirts.”

      “It’s winter. Besides, I don’t need Claude smelling your arousal every time my nipples get hard.”

      He straightened his back and cocked his head to the side. “You’re implying I have no self-control?”

      “Why are we in here?” I snapped my knees together when he stepped back. “If anything’s going to happen between us, it’s not going to happen in your lair of iniquity. I bet the assprints on this counter are polished to a shine. I’m not judging you for it, but I’m not one of those girls.”

      “Clearly. All the men you’ve seduced are dead.” He strode toward the back of a leather couch and leaned against it, arms folded.

      Had Christian changed during our time apart? His hair was a little wilder, his onyx eyes more intense. Or maybe there was something else lurking beneath his inscrutable gaze.

      “There’s no privacy in the mansion,” he argued. “Where would you have us be intimate? Behind a shrub at the base of a hill? Or perhaps in the parking garage on top of Shepherd’s Jeep?”

      Then it dawned on me. Christian didn’t share his heart or emotions with anyone. He shared his body. And our unique circumstance denied him of that physical contact. I also craved touch, but I’d deprived myself of it for so long that I no longer considered it a necessity in life.

      “Did Viktor’s assignment keep you occupied?” I asked. “A month is a long time to be away from home.”

      His lips twitched. “Is that jealousy I detect?”

      I crossed my feet at the ankles. “There’s no reason why we should lie to each other.”

      He inclined his head. “I have no desire to be with other women.”

      I hopped off the bar and strode forward. “Is that the truth? Don’t mistake me for a sensitive girl.”

      His black eyes flashed up to mine. “Aye.”

      “You talk funny,” I said, a smile hovering on my lips. “Like a pirate.”

      “I was born two centuries ago on a small farm in Ireland. I can testify that even they don’t sound the same as they did a hundred years ago.”

      “So get with the times.”

      “I’ve made a lot of adjustments to speak with a modern tongue considering my world travels, but I make no apologies for not incorporating words like ‘hashtag’ and ‘dope’ into my vocabulary.”

      “Nobody uses dope anymore.”

      “Imagine that. You see how fast language changes?”

      I hooked my fingers around the belt loops in his pants and gave them a tug. I’d missed him. His smell, his crooked smile, the whiskers that grew down his neck—even his raggedy old lace-up boots.

      He brushed his finger down my cheek. “I still haven’t decided if I like the blue eye better or the brown.”

      “Does one have to be better than the other?”

      A look of regret crossed his expression. “You’ve had plenty of time to think about our situation. It’s not too late to change your mind. I won’t scrub your memory unless you give me permission.”

      I locked eyes with him. “Just because I’m not tackling you on that sofa doesn’t mean I’ve changed my mind. Have you?”

      “I can’t erase how I feel, but perhaps we’ve made foolish choices.”

      “If you scrub my memory just to save face, I’ll find out. And I’ll hunt you down if you run. I’ve been through a lot of shit. There’s nothing you could do to me that hasn’t already been done. Life already broke my heart.”

      He abruptly curved his hand around my nape and kissed my forehead. There was more passion and meaning in that kiss than all the others he’d given. It claimed me like no words ever could.

      “Are you still vexed that Viktor didn’t let you come with me?” he asked, referring to his trip.

      “We’re partners. He sent you off to another continent without backup. How do you think I feel about it?”

      Christian lowered his arms and sighed. “Europe is the old country, and they can smell new blood. I was tracking down one of Viktor’s informants, and that meant going through some of my old contacts. Bringing you along would have raised suspicion, and I’d already invited enough of it.”

      “Why couldn’t you just call this guy or send him an email?”

      “He went missing. Completely off the grid.”

      I folded my arms. “So? What good is an informant who lives across the ocean? How often do we go on trips to Paris or Greece?”

      “For immortals and semi-immortals, it becomes an infinitely small world. You run into the same people, but you also learn valuable information along the way. Think of how much knowledge you’re privy to by the connections you’ve made and the case files you’ve reviewed.” Christian stepped away. “Besides, Viktor knew him from long ago, and he’s not the sort of man who goes missing.”

      “Did you find him?”

      Christian flattened his back against the wall, hands in his pockets. “Aye.”

      I surmised by his response that he didn’t find the man alive. “Do tell.”

      “It was a shanty village in Bulgaria, and they’re not fond of Vampires. Most of the villagers were Shifters or Relics, and not much else.”

      I moved toward the corner of the sofa and chuckled. “Isn’t that where Vlad the Impaler was from?”

      “Close enough. And being Irish didn’t help matters. They’re not a fan of my accent.”

      “Too chipper?”

      He gave me a dark look. “It’s an isolated village, so most of them severed contact with even the humans in nearby villages. The packs run wild day and night. I was vulnerable in the daytime, so I had to do my moving about at night between the tavern and Valko’s farm.”

      “Valko was Viktor’s informant? How did he get in touch with Viktor? Do they have internet out in the sticks?”

      “You’d be surprised how resourceful some are, but not these people. Valko was an old man who knew a lot of dirt on Breed—mostly undocumented history. He and Viktor exchanged letters through a foot messenger.”

      “That’s risky,” I murmured, thinking how easily a messenger could use that information to his own advantage.

      “Aye, but in this case, Valko had her complete loyalty.”

      “So he made his wife run back and forth?”

      “Valko wasn’t mated. The townspeople said he was one of the oldest Shifters in the village, and his pack broke apart centuries ago for reasons I don’t know. After that, he secluded himself, severing contact from all the large packs in the territory. People rarely saw him, and he became folklore for many of the young who dared to walk up the path to his farm.” Christian’s eyebrows gathered together. “Some said he’d gone mad and his wolf had developed a taste for chewing on the bones of children.”

      I chuckled. “I bet he created that rumor to keep people away.”

      “I never found any bones, so that’s promising. Don’t underestimate how savage a Shifter can become. Sometimes when their animal goes mad, so do they.”

      A shiver ran down my spine. “If someone had murdered you, how would we have known?”

      He pursed his lips. “Perhaps I’d have Wyatt on speed dial for the dead?”

      I gave him a peevish look. “How did Valko die?”

      “I convinced everyone I was an old acquaintance and had a message to deliver. Lies, but after a while, they didn’t see me as much of a threat—outside of the fact I’m a Vampire. I had money to spend in the tavern, so that was a little boost to their nonexistent economy. I charmed a conniving old woman who was adamant about turning the town against me. Her sons mysteriously vanished around the same time as Valko’s disappearance. The old bag confessed that they’d schemed to rob Valko of all his riches, but when they didn’t find any, they killed him and hid the body up in the hills.”

      I stepped away from the sofa and inched toward him. “What did you do to the woman?”

      His eyes flicked up. “Everyone deserves punishment.”

      “Did you scrub her memory?”

      Christian was a contemptuous man who showed no mercy. But would he slay a woman even if she deserved it?

      His bottomless eyes made it difficult to read his expression. “Aye. I removed her memory. And when her sons return one day to reconcile with their mother after abandoning her, they’ll discover she has no recollection of their vile deeds. In fact, she won’t have any memory of them at all. She admitted that even if they’d found any treasure, they would have still left her behind. They were rotten to the core—greedy men who refused to work and made their poor old mother do all the cooking, cleaning, and labor. But she was no saint. She protected them when they committed crimes within the village, like stealing goats and setting fires.”

      “I’m assuming if Viktor sent you all the way to Bulgaria, he must have been good friends with this guy. Do you think that’s why he stayed home tonight? He’s depressed over his friend’s death?”

      Christian pulled a lollipop from a small canister on a shelf to the right. “You’re inquisitive tonight. More than usual.”

      I nodded toward the red candy. “Be careful. They might be spiked.”

      He plucked off the wrapping and eased the flat lollipop between his lips. “Stick to your tequila and leave the strong stuff for the grown-ups.”

      I sauntered up and flattened my hand on his stomach. “I just hope a Sensor didn’t imbue that with erotic fantasies.”

      Christian slowly pulled it out, the glossy candy staining his lips red. “Already have those, lass. Why don’t you ask me the question that’s really plaguing your thoughts?”

      I squared my shoulders. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Amusement danced in his eyes. “Valko’s messenger girl. I can see how it vexes you to know what happened on my journey.”

      “The only thing that vexes me is how you said you didn’t understand jealousy, but here you are, gleefully inciting it.” I shook my head and reached for the doorknob. “Vamps,” I muttered.

      His arms were around me in a heartbeat.

      He didn’t speak, and neither did I. There was an understanding in our touch that transcended words, reminding me that despite all my doubts and apprehensions, I needed him. For reasons I might never understand, Christian filled a void I’d carried since my mother’s death. I closed my eyes and surrendered to his touch.

      What I didn’t know—what I couldn’t ask—was if he needed me back. Not wanted, but needed. When male desires and curiosity were stripped away, did he have a calling deep within his bones that went against all reason?

      Someone rapped on the door. “Christian!” Wyatt called out. “Zip up in there. As soon as I find Raven and Niko, we’re heading home. Viktor sent a message, so chop-chop.”
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        * * *

      

      When Christian and I emerged from our private room, the main area in the club was thumping with music. We weaved through the crowd, colorful lights slicing through the darkness as we passed the oval-shaped bar in the center of the room.

      “Do you see anyone?” I asked.

      Christian didn’t need to see. He had an uncanny knack of filtering out different sounds one by one. When he stopped in the middle of the club and cocked his head to the side, he did a slow turn that caught my attention.

      Someone bumped into me from behind, but instead of shoving him back, I kept watching Christian’s expression morph until he suddenly snapped his gaze toward the back of the building.

      I gripped his sleeve. “What is it?”

      Christian bolted toward the hall, weaving around people to avoid knocking them down like dominoes. I was one step behind, my heart thumping against my chest.

      He flung the back door open, and the first sound I heard was the clanging of swords. I stepped around Christian to discover Niko fighting a dark-haired man with tatted biceps. Sweat glistened on his brown skin as he matched every move Niko made. It took a minute for me to place him. Cyrus was the man who’d ambushed Niko in an alleyway not so long ago.

      “I don’t want to kill you,” Cyrus said as they fell in a clinch.

      I gripped Christian’s arm, my senses on high alert. “Look around. He’s got minions.”

      “How the feck do you know that?”

      “Long story. Keep your eyes peeled.”

      Something whistled past me, and Christian jerked his body to the side. The rip in his sleeve exposed a bloody gash that slowly began to heal.

      “Impalement wood,” he growled.

      The moment we looked up and saw archers on the rooftops, we bolted in different directions.

      I flashed to the end of the alley and turned left in front of the club. People yelped and complained as I shoved through the line to get to the other side of the building. Once there, I scanned the wall, the escape ladder my only way up. It was too high out of reach, so I backed up to the side and decided to scale the wall like they do in the kung fu movies.

      My first attempt died in a lake of fire when I fell on my ass.

      It was only a matter of time before the archer searched the other side of the building, so on my second attempt, I ran headlong and managed two steps up before grasping the bottom rung, which didn’t lower. It must have rusted in place, so I gathered my strength and grabbed the rung above it. When my abs clenched, I quietly thanked Niko for all those morning workouts of pull-ups and rope climbing.

      Once I got a foothold, I scaled the ladder in three seconds flat. When I reached the top, I raised my hand above the ledge and waved.

      An arrow whistled by.

      That moron would need a few seconds to reposition a new arrow, so I leapt over the edge and ran toward him. When he fired again, I flashed to the right and almost slipped and fell on my ass. A sheet of ice covered parts of the roof like it was a skating rink, though areas near the door and pipes had melted.

      I winced as an arrow nicked my left shoulder.

      At least it wasn’t my dominant arm. I rushed toward the dark-haired man, my dagger in hand. When I swiped the blade, he did an aerial cartwheel that defied gravity. I pivoted around, slicing the air as he appeared behind me.

      This goon wasn’t one of the men who’d fought against Niko with swords. He didn’t even wear a scabbard.

      Anchoring his bow over his shoulder, he reached in his quiver and pulled out an arrow, gripping it like a knife. I took notice of the metal tip—possibly a stunner. Though immune, I wasn’t sure if I wanted this guy to know all my secrets.

      With the grace of a panther, I dodged his every attempt to impale me. As I flashed behind him, an idea sprang to mind. I grabbed his bow and yanked him backward, stealing an arrow from his quiver. When I raised my arm to strike, he spun around so fast that I glimpsed a shiny arrowhead spearing for my gut.

      I flashed out of reach and then scurried across two metal panels slicked over with ice. My foot skidded out from beneath me, and I fell hard in a patch of snow. With water soaking my pants, I crawled to my feet and reached a smokestack, the heavy aroma of grilled meat filling the air.

      I stole a glimpse of the building across the alley. Christian was ripping pieces of the roof off and hurling them at another of Cyrus’s goons, who kept flashing out of reach.

      Twenty feet separated me from my adversary. Most of the ground between us was wet but not frozen. When he snagged the bow off his shoulder, I charged before he could draw back the string. Our bodies slammed into each other, the bow knocking out of his hands, and I sank my push dagger to the hilt in his chest. As we hit the ground, the force of impact rolled me off, knocking the dagger out.

      “Kallisto!” someone yelled. “Follow orders!”

      The Mage rolled onto his side to get up, flecks of snow clinging to his long braid. I kicked away his bow and then yanked his hair, hoping to keep him down. Kallisto turned to face me and lunged.

      Wasn’t expecting that.

      He wrapped his strong hands around my throat and squeezed mercilessly. Dizzy and unable to breathe, I nailed him in the side with my push dagger.

      When he didn’t fall over, paralyzed by my stunner, I blinked up at the growing smile on his face.

      “Thought it would be that easy, didn’t you?” he said.

      This guy was not only immune to stunners but had an obvious talent for blocking out pain. Christian always encouraged me to experience pain during our training sessions so it wouldn’t render me useless during a fight. But everyone had a weak spot, and for men, it was always in the same location. Close to passing out, I shoved the dagger into his balls. His eyes widened in agony.

      When I broke his nose with the heel of my hand, he slumped to the side. “Thought it would be that easy, didn’t you?” I parroted back.

      He yanked out the blade, releasing a guttural moan. No doubt the pain in his balls was excruciating, but not enough to make him give up. With the speed of a mouse on morphine, he raised his arm to strike.

      I rolled over like a man on fire trying to put out the flames. When I hit the edge of the building, I staggered to my feet and caught sight of something rather spectacular—Claude scaling a nearby building like Spider-Man. His Chitah abilities were stunning to witness as he pursued an archer distracted by the fighting below.

      Why weren’t they attacking Niko and filling him with holes? Why wasn’t Claude’s target shooting at Christian or me? What exactly were their orders?

      I had too much alcohol in my system; no wonder I couldn’t move as fast or pin Kallisto. I probably could have chewed on his neck, but I really wanted to get through the night without drinking anyone’s vile blood.
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