



[image: Cover]







Table of Contents




A NineStar Press Publication


Shards of Trust


Chapter One


Chapter Two


Chapter Three


Chapter Four


Chapter Five


Chapter Six


Chapter Seven


Chapter Eight


Chapter Nine


Chapter Ten


Chapter Eleven


Chapter Twelve


Chapter Thirteen


Chapter Fourteen


Chapter Fifteen


Epilogue


Acknowledgements


About the Author


Coming Soon from Fox Beckman


Connect with NineStar Press




[image: ]



A NineStar Press Publication

www.ninestarpress.com

Shards of Trust

ISBN: 978-1-64890-726-5

© 2024 Fox Beckman

Cover Art © 2024 MiblArt, Jaycee DeLorenzo

Published in January 2024 by NineStar Press, New Mexico, USA.

 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced in any material form, whether by printing, photocopying, scanning or otherwise without the written permission of the publisher. To request permission and all other inquiries, contact NineStar Press at Contact@ninestarpress.com.

 

Also available in Print, ISBN: 978-1-64890-727-2

 

CONTENT WARNING:

This book contains sexually explicit content, which may only be suitable for mature readers. Depictions of deceased parents, guns, violence.


Shards of Trust

Trust Trilogy, Book Two

Fox Beckman


Chapter One

“THINK YOU COULD maybe get off the counter? It’s unsanitary.”

Cayenne tosses up and catches an apple, not moving from their indolent sprawl across the kitchen island. “My dear Angharad, if you’re so interested in where I lie, I could always move to your room.”

Harry sighs and leans against the sink, arms crossed. And there it is, predictably; the look of disappointment they have grown so very accustomed to. A fun game by this point, to see how often they can summon it up.

“We need to talk about today.”

“You know,” Cayenne singsongs, still throwing the apple idly from hand to hand, “this authoritarian team leader routine really does not suit you, ma chérie.”

“While your Pepé Le Pew routine suits you down to the fucking ground.”

They laugh. See, this is why Harry is the only one of them who isn’t completely insufferable. “Ah, an arrow to my heart, Harry. Say your piece, then, so I can be properly contrite and you can say you’ve given the bad, naughty chronomage a thorough spanking.” They bat their eyelashes at her while taking a loud bite of the apple.

Harry massages the bridge of her nose. “Okay, look. Today was sloppy. It nearly went completely off the rails. Val got hurt. Where the fuck did you go?”

They shrug one shoulder.

She waits.

When nothing more is forthcoming, she sucks her teeth (ooh, nice, they mentally score another point) and shoves her hands in the pockets of her battered leather jacket. “Y’know, it’s kinda hard to work together as a team when you’re not physically together as a team.”

“I had things to do,” they tell her simply, wide-eyed and cheerful. “I have a life, unlike all of you. Trust me, if things were going to be truly dire, I would have sent you a text.”

Harry manages to nod sarcastically, which is admittedly impressive. “Oh, trust you, yeah. Totally, for sure. You were so busy with your exciting, fancy-free life, you couldn’t have told us about the giant fucking snake? Not even a hint?”

They roll their eyes. Mouth open on a clever retort, they’re cut off by a new, deeper voice, one rich and bitter as overbrewed coffee.

“You’re wasting your time, Harry,” Ravi says, storming toward the sink. He throws in a bloodstained washcloth and scrubs a mixture of blood and flecks of serpent scales off his hands. The scales catch the light like glitter. “Constance has Val patched up,” he tells Harry, ignoring Cayenne. He’s good at that. It’s extremely irritating.

“Oh, look, it’s the Empty Suit! You made it out in one piece, what a shame,” they say with scathing disdain.

Ravi whirls on them, face tight with anger. “A woman died,” he spits out. “You could have prevented it. You still could. Why exactly do we keep you around?”

Keeping their expression indifferent, they take another crunch of the apple. “The only reason anyone keeps you around is in case our muscley maman gets a boo-boo, ravageur, so you must have been very excited to get a chance to throw your weight around a little. Did The Trust give you permission to go off their leash for a few minutes? Was there paperwork to fill out? Did the professor help you with the big words?”

All Ravi does is make a disgusted sound deep in his throat, as if talking to Cayenne is a complete and total waste of his time. Though their hackles rise, they give him nothing but a broad, blasé smile. Ravi shakes his head and leaves the kitchen. A second later the slam of the door to the backyard rings out.

“Was it something I said?” Cayenne asks Harry with a mocking hand to their cheek.

Harry frowns. “He had a hard time today.”

Cayenne’s only response is laughter.

“Go apologize.”

Oh, that’s a very good one. They laugh even harder, in true delight.

“I mean it, Cayenne. If you can’t work together, we’re going to have a real problem.”

They let their laughter gradually peter out. It might be amusing to try to poke Ravi out of his aloofness, like teasing a chained-up attack dog. He’d never snapped at them yet, no matter how hard they’ve tried to provoke it, but who knows! Today might be their day.

“Sure, might be fun! See what a good little spicy pepper I am. So obedient.” They throw the half-eaten apple in Harry’s direction, not caring if she catches it or not, and slip out into the night air.

They make their way across the lawn with a loose-limbed stroll. Ravi stands at the edge of the lake, looking out over the dark water. He smiles warmly back at them over his shoulder. “Hey.”

For a hint of a second, Cayenne is confused, until they notice the dew-wet grass beneath their feet has become dry, white sand.

“Hey, yourself,” they say warily, stopping a few feet away. Ravi holds something in his hands, the ocean breeze ruffling his hair. “What do you have there?”

Ravi turns around, both hands flat, displaying a long sharp knife. It gleams, picking up sunlight.

Cayenne takes a step back.

“Easy there.” Ravi smirks with a roll of his eyes and offers them the blade. “It’s a gift.”

“I know,” Cayenne whispers. A storm builds on the horizon, golds and indigos darkening nearly black where the clouds meet the water.

“Here,” he says helpfully, stepping forward and setting the hilt in their hand, not noticing the palm already dripping red with blood. They swallow thickly.

“Don’t,” they plead, near frantic. “Don’t give me this.” They want to run, to bolt, but their feet are fixed, tethered in place.

Ravi shakes his head and moves their hand so the blade’s tip angles upward under his breastbone, where a single push would send it straight to his heart. In the sun his eyes are a deep, cinnamon brown.

“It’s easy,” he says, and smiles.

And Cayenne wakes up.

*

RAVI TAKES A tiny sip of the beer and gives Nate a so-so hand waggle before pushing the glass across the scarred table.

“Okay.” Nate mimes checking a box on an invisible notepad. “Blue Moon is a maybe. That’s six nos and two maybes. What if we—”

“Enough of this amateur-hour shit.” Harry barges in and slams down a colorful cocktail in front of Ravi, sending it sloshing. “Here. It’s delicious, it’s fruity, and it’s got more alcohol than three of those weak-ass beers. You’re gonna love it.”

Doubtful, Ravi picks it up. It has a cherry in it.

“Art thou quite sure they don’t have any mead?” Constance leans over Val to peer at the chalkboard menu. “Marry, what I wouldn’t giveth for a fine, cold gruit.”

Val sits with muscular arms folded across her chest. The angel doesn’t drink or eat, but seems to enjoy human company, as much as it can be discerned that she enjoys anything beyond battle. “What is gruit?” she asks, far too loud, but seeing as the bar is practically empty at 3:00 p.m., it hardly matters.

Lighting up, Constance sketches her ink-stained hands in the air. “Oh, ’tis lovely! It is an herbal ale, infused with the bitterness of myrtle and wormwood.”

Nate turns away from Ravi to instead stare in horror at Constance, who obliviously keeps expounding on the merits of flavorsome sticks and leaves in beer.

Ravi takes a sip of the cocktail and brightens. “Hey. This is pretty good.” It reminds him of the tiki drinks he’d been cajoled into trying at the beach. He suppresses a smile at the memory. “This one’s the best so far.” The tang of orange juice covers up the flavor of alcohol nicely, and it’s not so sweet as to be unpalatable.

Harry raises a fist triumphantly. “Yes! The Tequila sunrise wins!” She sticks her tongue out at Nate. “Pay up, Doc.”

Nate groans. He lightly punches Ravi’s shoulder. “Aw, man, how could you do this to me? My pride was on the line, here.” He slaps a five-dollar bill on the table, which Harry immediately whisks away. She pulls over one of Ravi’s neglected test beers, claiming it.

Nate shakes his head at Ravi in mock disappointment. “I know you’re new to the whole drinking experience, but, man, you’ve got the palate of a sorority chick.”

“What, you aren’t secure enough in your masculinity to enjoy a girl drink, Professor Corbin?” Ravi asks over the rim of the glass.

Harry guffaws, and even Val’s lip twitches. Nate reels back with shocked delight. “Holy shit, are you a body snatcher?” Nate turns to Constance with the quick aside, “Body snatchers are a thing, right?” She nods emphatically. “You legally have to tell us if you’re a body snatcher. The real Ravi doesn’t have a sense of humor,” he teases affably, dimples flashing.

“Sure, I do.” Ravi takes another sip of the cocktail, expression flat. “Just no one ever sees it.” Almost no one.

Harry finishes her beer and drags over a second. “Okay. With that first matter of business settled, on to new business. What the fuck are we going to do about this vampire thing?”

Everyone gets more serious, drawing themselves up straighter. It’s slightly undercut by the jukebox flipping over to “What’s New Pussycat?”

Ravi clears his throat. “The Trust’s resources report unusual movement around the building complex. The financials tell an interesting story. Looks like several shell corporations bought each other out to purchase the main building. And all the adjacent ones too.” He crosses his arms over his chest. “This level of organization indicates this isn’t just some quick and dirty vamp hunting party, the kind that moves from town to town scraping up whatever victims it can find. If there is money like this involved, it means the vampire buying the property is older. Wiser. Much, much tougher.”

Harry taps her nails on the table then grimaces as they come away sticky. “Buying up a city block is a good way to hide their tracks. If I was a smart, modern-day vamp, I’d have my money hidden in layers of shell corps.” She wipes her fingers on her jeans. “But it’s weird. Packs of vamps hanging around the area, but we aren’t seeing any obvious vampire deaths lately. If they’re making a whole new nest, it seems like that’d be hungry work, doesn’t it? Shouldn’t the morgues be turning up drained bodies?”

“The really odd thing is vampires all working together like this,” Nate says, scratching at his blond-stubbled chin. “I, uh, used to know a vampire, back in the day. Don’t ask. Anyway, aside from family nests, they don’t like to work together for very long. They tend to be solitary. This is abnormal behavior.”

“Oh, I’m definitely going to ask,” Harry insists, propping her head on one hand, and smooshing up her cheek. Nate grimaces, neck going a little pink.

“These demons are lone hunters, in my experience,” Constance adds, idly tracing a little rune in a puddle of condensation.

“Vampires,” Ravi corrects Constance. She shoots him a glare. He holds his palms up defensively. “Sorry, it’s just confusing when you call everything a demon.” He doesn’t think she can really turn people into toads, but better safe than sorry.

“Everything is a demon,” she insists. “’Tis no different than you calling every fell creature a ‘monster.’”

“Taxonomy has changed, Constance,” Nate says patiently. “Correct categorization can be key in identifying a creature’s behavioral patterns and weaknesses.”

“Not this again,” Harry groans. “The old demon debate.”

Constance shrugs agreeably. “You folk and your orderly little boxes in your heads. I shall attempt to adjust.”

Val unfolds her arms and leans forward, a stretched funhouse view of the bar reflecting in her sunglasses. “These vampires are preparing well, getting their property in order before moving in and beginning their hunts. This level of restraint is not usual?”

“No,” Ravi says firmly. “There’s something else going on. My sources say this could become a real problem.”

Word from on high is that The Trust’s seers are concerned, which means Ravi’s field director aunt is concerned, which of course means as the most successful monster hunters in the region, Ravi’s little team is about to be neck-deep in the thick of it.

Neck-deep. See, he has a sense of humor.

Harry sighs. “Yeah, okay, why not, vampire house-hunters. Totally normal.” She points a finger at Nate. “If you know about vampire shit, which we are abso-fucking-lutely going to dig into later, then can you put together a packet, or whatever? Any info you think relevant?”

“Sure.” Nate shrugs his broad shoulders amicably. “I’ve been working on a paper about the gap between verified vampire facts and unsubstantiated lore.”

“Nerd.”

Constance drinks down the rest of Ravi’s Blue Moon and licks away a foam mustache. “I shall begin gathering hunting supplies. Whittling stakes, getting silver dust, readying sunlight spells, that manner of thing.”

“And I have a large hammer,” Val says.

“Fuck yeah you do, big gal.” Harry grins. She jabs a finger at Ravi, then quickly adjusts the gesture to use her whole hand. “Agent guy, you and me on stakeouts and recon. I wanna swing by the main building now to get a lay of the land.” She stands up and pulls on her leather jacket. “If anyone finds anything useful, we can get a timeline together. Questions, concerns?”

“Yeah,” Ravi says sheepishly, pushing away his half-empty glass. “You should drive.”

Harry goggles at him. “I can’t even handle how much of a lightweight you are. Like a literal baby. But yeah, cool. My car is probably a skosh less conspicuous than yours, anyway.” Since Harry’s car is a beat-up old Civic and Ravi’s is an armored black Escalade, he can’t argue.

Harry rubs her hands together briskly. “Let’s get to gettin’ and hunt some vampires, which is a real thing I just said with my mouth. Break!”


Chapter Two

ONE OF RAVI’S favorite things about Harry is she is in no way uncomfortable with silence. She’s perfectly content to sit with him in companionable quiet, classic rock playing low on the car radio, watching the street. Ravi keeps his gaze relaxed as he observes his side of the road. He’s done his fair share of long stakeouts, and constant vigilance is an unsustainable practice. Best to keep the eyes easy, focus soft.

Inevitably his mind wanders, drifting to thoughts of Cayenne. What are they doing right now? Are they even in the same time as him, or off enjoying their unfettered life somewhere in the past or future?

Suddenly he stiffens. “Movement,” he murmurs. Harry immediately shifts, leaning over his shoulder. A plain, unmarked cargo truck pulls up to the curb outside the building’s loading bay.

“Crates?” she asks.

Ravi frowns. A team of movers unloads the cargo, which comprises solely of several huge wooden crates, lowering each one carefully down the metal ramp on wheeled pallets. Judging by the effort the movers put in, the crates are exceptionally heavy.

Ravi thinks for a minute, recalling teenage lessons. “My guess? Crates of native earth.”

“What, like Dracula shit? That’s real? They need it for their coffins?”

“Not usually,” he allows, his frown deepening. “That’s old-school. Vamps nowadays don’t need native earth or even coffins, just a dark place to hole up during the day. Only old vampires would want their native earth.” He scratches his jaw, fingernails dragging against the grain of facial hair. “General rule of thumb is the older the vamp, the tougher. I don’t love the implication.”

Harry sucks her teeth. “Seems like a lot of dirt. That’s like two dozen crates. And hold on.” She grabs binoculars out of the glove compartment. Ravi tries helpfully to pull in his legs, his feet knocking around empty fast-food containers.

She peers through the binocs. “Yeah, that’s what I thought. One of them has shipping stickers all in Russian, but another looks like Korean, I’d guess. And the one on the end is in English. So…these are being shipped from lots and lots of different places.”

Tiny hairs stand up on the back of Ravi’s neck. “Really not loving the implication.”

They share a grim look.

“Whoa, who are those creepy-looking fuckers?” Harry hands Ravi the binocs and digs out her phone. “You see ’em?”

Emerging from the truck to lurk in the shadows, three unusual men watch the movers intently, occasionally directing them through the delivery doors. The men don’t look to be of the same nationalities, but all three are dressed in expensive outfits of varying fashions. Each has a different stylish affectation; one with waist-length hair, one using an old-fashioned walking stick, and the other large dangling earrings in both ears.

“Yeah, I see them.”

Harry lines up a few shots, pinching the screen to zoom in. She grunts in frustration. “That’ll teach me to leave my good camera in the trunk. Awfully fancy threads. Why are a bunch of guys in Armani suits watching dirt get loaded into a vamp-owned building?”

Ravi can’t help turning to her, incredulous. “That’s a Savile Row suit, Harry.” Also, a Tom Ford sharkskin, and the other only a higher-end Ralph Lauren. But the Brixton navy Savile Row is the most obvious, surely.

Harry rolls her eyes so hugely she runs the risk they’ll fall straight out of her head. “Oh, I’m so sorry. You can tell from here?”

He blinks at her in disbelief. “Yeah.”

She mutters under her breath something about rich kids and trust funds. “I got some decent face shots. Hopefully, I can run them through the recognition software and get some hits. Wanna place bets?”

“My guess would be thralls. Daytime servants.”

“Ah,” Harry says, tapping on her phone. “Renfields, right?”

“I think so.” Ravi ruefully shakes his head. “I’m not the guy to ask. I took out some vamps in London, but I was just on the trigger.” He keeps watch on the action, such as it is, since the movers are finishing up. They load up their equipment, slide up the ramp, and the three men disappear into the building. “Dr. Corbin would know.”

Harry gives him one of her trademark wry smiles. “That’s a zillion times more bloodsucker experience than I’ve had. Hey, speaking of, what do you think the story is with Nate? How’s he know a vampire?”

Her smile is contagious, and Ravi offers one in trade. “You have to ask?”

With a dry chuckle, Harry checks her phone’s progress. “Our Doc, the big flirt.” She scans the street for anything else, but the action is over. Things are again quiet, no suspicious activity to speak of. “Hey, I called in Bobby Hernandez to help out with the footwork. Originally to help with Constance’s old big-bad demon problem, but if this vamp thing goes as shitty as The Trust thinks it will, it can’t hurt to have more eyes on the case, right?”

Ravi slumps down a fraction in the passenger seat before he can clamp a lid on his reaction. He blames the Tequila sunrise. “Robert is coming to Atlanta?”

“What’s that look for? You seemed to get along well during the whole”—Harry waves her hand expressively, annoyance obvious at the absurdity of her sentence—“that time we were shrunk down by the warlock with the magic dollhouse. That thing. He’s a good PI, with a lot more experience under his belt than me. I thought you two were buddy-buddy?”

Ravi gives her nothing but a blank stare.

“Didn’t you go to Boston to trade war stories or whatever?”

Ravi inclines his head a degree, adjusting his cufflinks. “I did go to Boston.”

Trading war stories isn’t how Ravi would phrase it. Getting shot down was more like it; after nursing a single drink for the better part of an evening and sidling in a careful advance that could, if need be, be mistaken for something innocent, in case the subtle tells in Robert’s handshake after the dollhouse job had just been wishful thinking. Getting shrunk down and trapped with a handful of other unlucky victims was enough to rattle anyone, but for a guy with zero experience in the supernatural, Robert had handled himself well, adapting to a bizarre situation with a frank, businesslike competence that Ravi approved of.

That same plain-spoken style had been less welcome when Robert had met Ravi’s discreet offer head-on with, “Look, Ravi, my closeted days are long behind me. You might be a tough guy with this weird magic stuff, but if you can’t hold my hand in public, we’re just not gonna work.”

“Nice for you to have that luxury,” Ravi had snapped, too waspishly, before leaving. “Not all of us get so lucky.”

And now Robert’s coming for a visit. Which is…fine. Ravi is a professional. Robert is a decent guy. It’s going to be fine.

It’s not helpful to think about fiery red hair right now.

Harry’s attention fortunately gets absorbed by a ding on her phone. “Ah, fuck. Yeah, there’s a hit.” She sighs deeply and turns the phone around. All three pictures turned up possible identities. “My contacts think this guy, the Russell Brand-looking asshole, is the main go-to Renfield for a major alpha vamp. This guy with the earrings is a known thrall for a different alpha, over in Taiwan.”

“What the fuck,” Ravi breathes, his blood turning to ice. “Alphas working together?” This isn’t just unusual; it’s unheard of. Alphas are vampire progenitors, ancient beings who’ve created entire bloodlines, sometimes even whole dynasties spanning generations. One alone would be enough to mobilize several branches of The Trust to join forces against them. Three of them cooperating?

“Not sure who the third guy works for, but since our luck is just that spectacular, I’m gonna take a wild stab and say a third alpha.” The set of Harry’s jaw is grim. “So, this is really bad, right? I know I’m not an expert at this monster shit like you and Constance, but this doesn’t sound good.”

“It’s not,” Ravi says hollowly, not bothering to protest he’s hardly any sort of expert either. He just shoots things. “Yeah. This might be big. The only upside to alphas being involved is if you do manage to kill one, every vamp they’ve sired goes down too. That’s why it’s so rare to see them. They tend to be heavily protected.” He thinks for a minute, rubbing his forehead. “Right now, all we know for sure is that the thralls are working together. That’s unusual, but not as much cause for alarm. If we knew what their motives were here…”

“Yeah,” Harry agrees. “I’m going to text the rest to ramp up the research. Maybe Constance can consult her cauldron or scry or whatever the fuck she does.” Her thumbs fly as she starts typing messages.

“Or the Doc can call his vampire ex.”

Harry grins. “Heh. Nate was right about that. You’ve gotten funnier lately.”

Ravi looks away, pushing up his sunglasses. He’s saved from having to respond by the sudden rush of air swirling in the car’s interior, lifting bits of paper trash as Valiance teleports into the backseat.

“Hello,” she says with all the dignity of a queen in her regalia of athleisure and mirrored sunglasses. She flicks a crumpled Waffle House receipt from her lap.

“Fuck!” Ravi yelps in surprise, uncurling his fingers from the 9mm holstered under his jacket. “Little warning next time?”

Harry doesn’t look up from her phone. “Sorry, yeah, I texted her to come. I gotta head straight to the magic shop. Constance is giving a wizardry lesson to Lucy, and I’m checking in with the kid’s parents afterward. Okay if Val takes you back to your not-at-all-overcompensating car?”

“Sure,” he says, with a slight roll of his eyes. “I’ll see if there’s any more intel on my end.” He hesitates briefly before adding, “Harry, if this does involve alpha vampires, it’s going to move into a major operation. We may need more Trust agents on it. Other teams.”

Harry wrinkles her nose. “We don’t know anything for sure yet. Let’s confirm before we get too psyched out about it.” She eyes him, perhaps with a touch of wariness. “Do you have to report your suspicions? I don’t want anyone bigfooting us on this unless we know we’re going to need the extra help.”

It is not standard operating procedure to withhold info, to say the least. But he’d been given leave to liaise with McAllister’s team in any way he felt appropriate, and he chooses to interpret that as having discretion over what information was and was not pertinent to pass up the chain of command. He’d already fudged a great deal of the Chicago report to cover Cayenne’s tracks. This is nothing in comparison.

“No,” he answers after a moment. “I don’t have to report my suspicions. I’ll stick to the facts we know.”

Harry exhales in relief and smiles. “Cool. Okay. I’ll text if we find anything else.”

“Likewise.” He glances back at Val and takes a deep breath. He hates teleporting. “Ready.”

Val places her hands on his shoulders and the car winks out from under him. He reels, the sensation like falling in a dream right before you startle awake, then he’s standing in the parking lot of the bar, his car a mere foot away. He shakes his head; teleportation always makes his brain feel staticky, but at least it doesn’t cause dizziness the way time travel does.

Sometimes Ravi suspects his life might be bizarre.

“Thanks, Val.”

Val releases him. “You are welcome. It was good you came for a social gathering.”

It’s unusual enough for Val to offer idle commentary that it gives Ravi pause. “It was also a mission brief.”

“Yes. But there was a time when you would have only joined for that.” Val pats him once on the shoulder, his knees nearly buckling under the weight. Then she steps back and teleports away.

*

RAVI GEARS HIMSELF up before making a hands-free call to his direct superior. To his relief, his aunt Padme sounds distracted and is satisfied with a brief check-in over the phone as he drives instead of insisting on an in-person meeting. She provides no new intel other than The Trust seers are in some disagreement, frustration evident in the steel behind her smoky voice. Ravi keeps his responses short and to the point, careful not to draw her ire.

Back at his apartment, he eats a quick meal of leftover dal cheela with scrambled egg whites and grabs his fencing equipment. Sitting in Harry’s cramped Civic for the last few hours has left him a little anxious, his muscles aching to move. Fortunately, he’s on time to make the afternoon bouts at the ACN Fencing Club.

Before leaving, he checks all three of his phones. Nothing new. He lingers by the door over the candy-red phone for a moment and swipes into the picture album, where a single photo presides over the gallery.

He hasn’t seen Cayenne in person since their exuberant, champagne-fueled goodbye on the flight back from the Seychelles a little over two weeks ago. They’ve texted some, off and on, Ravi forcibly keeping himself from checking in too often. True to form, some of Cayenne’s texts had been on the thirstier side, though all pictures necessarily faceless, which was fun up until a point.

Cayenne had responded to Ravi’s shyness by texting.

Your modesty is UNFAIRLY CUTE. I’m honestly disgusted with myself. (winky kissy face emoji) If you change your mind, darling, my eyes are HUNGRY to feast upon you. Je veux voir ta bite, mon tigre! (kiss, kiss, chili pepper, tongue, eggplant, water splash emojis)

Once Ravi looked up the unfamiliar French, he had to sit down for a while until he stopped blushing.

But nothing in person. As much as he wants to, he’s hesitant to suggest another meeting, especially now in the middle of a potentially huge case, but also for other reasons. He still can’t afford to be careless, that hasn’t changed.

Cayenne hasn’t proposed a visit either, leaving Ravi unsure of the rules here. He has no road map for this. Is there some unspoken etiquette on how long to wait before seeing a hookup after an extended romantic vacation occasionally interspersed with monster attacks and time travel? Does Cayenne even want to see him again beyond the occasional flirtatious text, or is their debt repaid and interest fulfilled?

Aside from a few contentious months with Luke in London, Ravi’s sexual experience is down to short-term arrangements and one-night stands. Nothing that would count as a relationship, and that doesn’t exactly feel like the right word to use now. But Ravi can’t deny he feels…drawn. A pull he can’t fight and doesn’t even want to.

He has always liked the Western idiom “moth to a flame,” but now it feels all too close to the truth, makes him think of smoke and blackened wings.

He shakes his head and stuffs the phone into his pocket. He’s got work ahead of him and has to keep his head clear. Ravi grabs his keys and heads out.


Chapter Three

AKIKO IS FAST as ever, her footwork impeccable, and Ravi is hard-pressed to use the advantage of his superior reach against her speed. Rivals for years, they’ve learned each other’s tricks and feints. Along with Serge, a lanky Russian, Ravi and Akiko constantly jostle for the top three spots in the club rankings.

Dodging her advance, Ravi lands a strike below Akiko’s third rib. Her lamé jacket registers the hit, the indicator light on her end of the salle flashing once. “Nice,” she pants, her stance relaxing, signaling a rest.

Ravi steps back as they take a short breather. Pairs of fencers on either side continue sparring among the clash of ringing iron and squeaking shoes. He takes off his mask to catch a gulp of cool air. The cumbersome things work to keep fencers’ eyes from getting poked out, but they’re hot. The club probably spends more money on air-conditioning than any other building in Atlanta.

In his quick, automatic scan of the club, other fencers glide back and forth in an athletic rhythm, the dance of advance and retreat. Ravi notes that Serge is favoring his left foot; he’s the opponent to beat after a victory against Akiko, which is almost a certainty at this point. Ravi’s got enough of a lead on her to call a win within a few more passes as long as he stays focused.

As he pushes back sweat-damp hair before donning the mask again, Ravi’s eye catches on a shock of fox-red locks.

A full-wall exhibition window at the club’s entrance separates the floor from the spectators, an area that usually has its fair share of friends and family sitting in to watch the fencers, and today is no different. What is different is one of those people is Cayenne.

Ravi freezes, gaze catching on them as if by hooks. Cayenne saunters through the entry room and drops into a casual sprawl on the bench nearest the glass window. Not making a big entrance, not drawing attention to themself, but for Ravi they may as well have marched in playing the trombone.

They are dressed simply in a stylish black-and-white striped boatneck tee, sunset-colored shorts that hug their toned thighs, and sockless low-rise sneakers. Oversized Audrey Hepburn sunglasses are pushed up over their hair like a fashionable crown.

“Okay,” Akiko says after she finishes gulping down water. She puts her mask back on. “Ready?”

Ravi fumbles with his mask, risking a sidelong glance at Cayenne. For just an instant, Cayenne looks directly at him, lips visibly fighting a smile, before sliding their gaze away as if they were two strangers.

Ravi hastens to pull the mask down over his head, so he can grin in secret behind the tight mesh. “Ready,” he tells Akiko, falling easily into a poised stance even as his heart skips madly in his chest. He wants nothing more than to show off: he’s going to destroy her.

So when she easily parries his lunge and strikes a hit within the first three advances, he’s somewhat put out. Against all training, he darts a glance to Cayenne, and in that instant of distraction Akiko is on him, jabbing several beats against the length of his épée until he has to attempt a risky riposte in a bid for distance.

It doesn’t land. The second her épée touches his lamé, the light flashes behind him. Keep your shit together, kid.

Frustrated, Ravi growls under his breath, trying to regain some ground with a flying lunge, but after Akiko snaps off another two hits without him landing even one, his lead vanishes, and their bout is called.

Akiko pulls off her mask to reveal a triumphant smile. Ravi makes a face before removing his own and shaking her hand.

“Distracted,” she says shortly, and he shrugs a shoulder in response. The past few years he’s been sparring with Akiko at the ACN, they’ve only spoken to each other maybe two dozen times, and only in these short one- or two-word exchanges. Before signing on with Harry’s group, Ravi would have considered it his most fulfilling relationship.

“Nice remise,” he tells her, then heads for the equipment cubbies tucked alongside the window wall.

Ravi’s throat feels thick as he approaches. He keeps his eyes dead ahead, off the window, keenly aware how bedraggled he must look with his hair soaked through with sweat. He unfastens the gorget to let the white jacket fall open to the collarbone and allow in some much-needed air. After several greedy swallows from his water bottle, Ravi settles back casually against the exhibition window with phone in hand. He leans with one foot kicked up flat on the glass and looks down at his device, just a fencer on a break.

His peripheral vision catches a hint of Cayenne’s graceful movements. A second later his phone lights up with a text. He keeps his expression level, though every inch of his body feels electric, knowing they are just on the other side of this glass, nearly close enough to touch.

- Cayenne -

Bonjour, my SEXY samosa! I was in town and just couldn’t RESIST seeing you.

There’s a short pause before the next.

- Cayenne -

is this ok? me here?

Ravi’s chest goes tight. He can easily imagine Cayenne’s voice, soft and hesitant in a rare moment of uncertainty.

- Ravi -

Yeah, it’s ok.

Only I’m going to move down in the rankings because you are very distracting. ;)

- Cayenne -

Am I, now.

Can I see you later? After you’re done here?

No overt flirtation, no emojis, no extra affectations. Ravi tips his head slightly to the side. Out of the corner of his vision, he can just make out Cayenne looking intently at their phone, biting down on their full lower lip, eyes smoldering with verdant heat. Ravi takes a deep breath, and regretfully types.

- Ravi -

I can’t. I have to check out some vampires. They’re making a new nest in the city.

Long pause. Ravi’s eyes strain. Cayenne is still for another moment, then their thumbs swipe rapidly.

- Cayenne -

Quelle HORREUR! Where at?

Ravi narrows his eyes in suspicion and sends a quick answer before Cayenne can get any ideas.

- Ravi -

You can’t come with me.

- Cayenne -

Of course not, silly. Just idle curiosity! :P

He wouldn’t put it past Cayenne to try to meet him there, but they were always vocal in their refusal to engage in what they call “heroics,” so maybe he was safe after all. Still wary, Ravi nevertheless texts back.

- Ravi -

By Edgewood. Off Reynolds Square.

Could be dangerous. Don’t.

-Cayenne-

So SUSPICIOUS, darling! Well, when you DO find yourself free, I’m going to be at a very nice hotel with a BIG, COMFORTABLE bed for the next day or two. I’ll leave a keycard at the desk for you.

Cayenne sends the hotel address with a string of pepper emojis.

- Ravi -

I really want to.

He only hesitates a second before sending the rest.

- Ravi -

It’s good to see you.

- Cayenne -

Of course it is, darling, c’est moi. ;)

You look absolutely EDIBLE right now. I’m tempted to press up against the glass and give YOU a show right back.

Ravi has to suck his lips between his teeth to keep from smiling.

- Ravi -

I’ll text you tomorrow. I don’t know my timeline yet.

Cayenne sends a bunch of Xs and Os. At the edge of his peripheral vision, they stretch to their feet and put away their phone. Ravi pushes himself off the wall and fastens up his gorget before heading back out to the sparring floor. When he next turns to the window, Cayenne has gone.

*

FRESH OUT OF the club showers, the first thing Ravi does is check his phones. A message from Harry only reads, Call me. Glancing around the empty locker room, Ravi dials and puts in an earbud before stepping into the pieces of his suit. “Harry.”

“Rav, just the guy I wanted to hear! So, Nate found something.” The razor-edged tone of her voice is decidedly disconcerting.

“Go ahead,” he says, buttoning up his shirt and pulling on the jacket.

“Sooooo,” she starts, which is never good, “Looks like there was a recent theft at an antiquities museum in Hong Kong. It was on loan from another museum. A new acquisition. Nate says they just dug it up from some old ruins a few months ago. It’s an orb about the size of, let me see here”—there’s the sound of paper riffling, and he can almost hear the quotation marks as she continues—“a bear’s fist. It is obsidian black, wreathed with a swirling design of deep red as if it were, and I quote, crowned in blood.”

“Okay?” he prods, waiting for the point.

Harry adopts a decent impression of Constance’s chipper tone. “Its name is Taquana apa Getlak Ari. Which, according to our good professor, translates as—wait for it—the Sunwalker Stone.”

Ah, fuck. Ravi bangs his forehead once against the locker door and rests it there with a groan. “Let me guess. It summons rainbows.”

“Oooh, so close! Actually, it makes vampires permanently able to come out in the daytime! Isn’t that wiiiiild?” Harry’s sarcasm is reaching hitherto unknown heights. It almost helps to keep the utter dread from overtaking him.

“That would be a pretty compelling reason for a bunch of alpha vamps around the world to unite and form an alliance.”

A catastrophe of historic proportions.

“And how cool they’re having that little conference in our city, huh? Shows what a great job the Georgia tourism board is doing. Come for the peaches, stay because you got drained by a vampire.” The clink of ice in a glass precedes the sound of Harry swallowing. “There’s some good news too.”

“An earthquake is going to level the city.”

Harry chuckles darkly. “See, this is why you and me get along so well. We’re both eternal optimists. No, the good news is we’ve got some time. Constance did some magical digging and found the stone can only be activated during a new moon, which isn’t for another nine days.”

Ravi rakes a hand through his hair, mentally racing through everything that’ll need to be done. “Okay. That gives us a window. I was going to swing by the complex tonight, to scope out any new cars or anything. Get some plates to run. Check on movement.”

“By yourself?”

“Just recon, Harry, I wasn’t planning on leaving the vehicle.”

Harry blows a raspberry. “I can’t deny we could use the intel. Okay, after you do a look-see, find out what you can, then come on back to the magic shop. We’re going to start getting a plan of attack together well into the night. Decide how much Trust involvement we’re going to want to call in.”

Ravi winces. “Yeah. This isn’t going to be something your team is going to get lead on, Harry. When this gets called in, there will have to be multiple strike teams. Major ops. I can probably get us positioned where the action is, but this is going to go up the chain.” Way up.

Harry grumbles inaudibly, likely holding the phone to her chest. When he can understand her again, she sounds weary. “Yeah, I thought as much. Okay. As long as Atlanta doesn’t become the epicenter for a new vampire utopia, I guess I can work under close supervision. I mean if it was just Buckhead, they could have it, but Midtown? No way. You be careful, agent guy. I swear to God, if you get jumped and turned into a vamp, I am going to give you such a smack.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he says with a dry laugh. “No getting jumped. No bites.”

“Later, square,” she breezes and hangs up.

Ravi takes a few moments to gather himself, putting his hair into place, arranging his pocket square, smoothing his lapels. When he’s done, he feels marginally readier to face the job ahead of him. He sighs, securing his Glock in its shoulder holster. So much for seeing Cayenne tonight.

Duty calls.


Chapter Four

RAVI CREEPS HIS Escalade into an inconspicuous spot along a side street. Sliding the surveillance case up from under the passenger seat, he keeps his attention methodically scanning around the complex. No hint of movement, not even roaming pedestrians, but there are a lot more cars than there were earlier. The small parking lot has been packed to bursting with high-end cars. An inspection through tech binoculars reveals every single one has its windows tinted near-black.

Looking pretty damn likely there’s a bunch of vampires inside. Leatherette creaks as Ravi’s knuckles go white on the steering wheel. He takes a centering breath and starts a careful sweep through the scope. All cars still, engines cold, nobody in sight.
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