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      Crossbreed Series: Book 7

      

      Evil forces are at play in this spellbinding continuation of the Crossbreed series.

      

      Transporting goods is part of the job, but when Keystone accepts the daunting task of moving precious cargo, the team splits up. Raven has orders to follow, but Christian’s seductive ways draw out her violent soul. Their journey is dangerous, their enemies ruthless, and one misstep could prove fatal.

      When one team member mysteriously vanishes, the rest must choose between cutting their losses in the face of chaos or seeing it through to the bitter end. Will Keystone have the fortitude to complete the mission, or will they fall like dominoes?

      

      United they stand, divided they fall.
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      Of all the pawnshops in Cognito, Pawn of the Dead sold some of the rarest antiquities I’d ever seen. After hours of relic hunting, this was our fourth and final destination for the day. Our unannounced inspections always inspired shopkeepers to find creative ways to conceal their contraband, but they all knew the drill. While our confiscating illegal paraphernalia cut into their profits, it certainly didn’t deter them. Weapons like guns, axes, machetes, knives, and so forth were permissible—they could even sell cannons for all we cared. What made an item banned from public sale was infusion with magic meant to subdue or kill Breed. Impalement stakes included, even though they were found in nature. It wasn’t illegal to own a stunner or carry one, but the higher authority outlawed those items from sale in public stores. They not only felt it sent the wrong message, but humans could easily get their hands on the weapons.

      It had been a few weeks since I’d moved out of my father’s house and back in with Keystone. Viktor had wasted no time taking on new assignments. Christian and I had spent a week tracking down a Vamp who was leaving corpses in the human district after draining them dry. Blood addiction was a nasty thing, and this guy had been so out of control that it didn’t take long to apprehend him.

      In the act.

      I hefted a vase and studied the inscription on the bottom.

      “Lookie what I found!” Gem bounded toward me, her arms clutching a book tightly to her chest, her eyes lit with excitement. With each step, her wavy hair bounced, the pale lavender locks just as vibrant as her violet eyes. Watching her run in stacked shoes was amusing, but she managed to do it with grace and flair.

      I glanced down at her discovery. “What’s so exciting about a book?”

      Claude barked out a laugh from the next aisle over.

      Ignoring him, Gem set the book on a shelf and gingerly lifted the cover to let me peek inside. “Fifteenth-century Portugal, written by a Relic scholar. Just look at the calligraphy.”

      Her bright pink fingernails hovered above the page but didn’t touch.

      “What’s the significance?” I asked, setting my vase on a higher shelf.

      “It proves that Breed existed in Portugal! Immortals like to trace back their ancestry just like humans, but it’s a little easier for us to go further back. Shifters insist that no Breed dwelled in Portugal until they claimed territory in the eighteenth century. This book not only proves unequivocally that they’re wrong, but there’s also mention of a Mage architect. Who knows how many others were there? That’s why I love pawnshops. We’re literally discovering history.”

      Gem acted as if someone had rolled her up in unicorn sparkles and tossed her in a pink cloud of joy. She always got excited when discovering uncommon objects, but historical books were her catnip.

      I scratched my eyebrow with my pinky. “What’s the point of learning history? All you have are these books written in secret or a few illegal paintings and photographs, but you’re not allowed to make them public. The higher authority doesn’t want us to know about our past. We’re not allowed to document or record details about our lives. No pictures, no names, nada.”

      Unaffected by my cynicism, she lifted her chin. “Maybe someday that’ll change. If we ever go public and reveal ourselves to humans, names won’t matter anymore. But in the meantime, we have to save everything. Our history is just as important as theirs, if not more. Before the higher authority was around, there were simply elders who would try to maintain order. Most of them banned us from writing books, and they worked hard to destroy them. So the very fact that some survived is a miracle. Most wound up in personal collections, but think of how many were tossed as scrap after the owner died!”

      A tall man appeared at the far end of the aisle with a mask on his face. I recognized Claude’s white T-shirt and V-shaped torso. While the paint was faded, the mask’s expression was exaggerated and demonic.

      Gem rocked on her heels, oblivious to Claude’s antics as she closed the book and lifted it off the shelf. “It’s even written in a rare dialect spoken by Relics. They had a language that was code so that only they could read it.”

      “Why would they write it all down if they pass it in their DNA?”

      “Not all Relics have children, so some of them used to document all their knowledge in books that would become their legacy.”

      Claude inched closer behind her.

      I regarded him impassively before looking at Gem’s new treasure. “What do you do with all the books you find?”

      “I translate them. Not everyone understands these languages, so I copy all the text in English to new books and preserve the originals in the archive.”

      “Maybe they belong in a library.”

      She gazed up in wonderment. “A Breed library? Imagine, piles of books as tall as the ceiling and rows that go on forever. Alas, my dreams are dashed by politically enforced laws that prohibit the exhibition of Breed literature.” Gem spun on her heel like a cartoon character and shrieked at Claude.

      The book hit the floor with a thwack.

      Claude’s long arms reached for her, his fingers curled like claws.

      “Jiminy Christmas! Look what you made me do, you big scamp.” She bent down and cradled the book in her arms before springing back to her feet. “And just so you know, that Polynesian mask is inhabited by an ancient spirit. Anyone you look at through its eyes is cursed.”

      Gem strode away, her pleated skirt swishing from side to side. She was so petite that from behind, she looked like a teenager.

      Claude removed the painted mask and shook out his curls of golden hair. “I love her vernacular.” He gave me a sheepish grin and set the mask on the shelf. “Do you think it’s really cursed?”

      I looked up at Claude, who was a good ten inches taller than me. “Everything in here is probably cursed. You didn’t look at me, did you? I’ve got enough hexes going on. I don’t need another.”

      Claude’s winsome smile could thaw an iceberg. “No, but I wonder what Cosmo would do if I put it on and had a little chat with him about the stunners he keeps selling.”

      Cosmo was the surfer-looking guy with dreads who ran the shop.

      “April Fools’ Day was weeks ago. He’ll never fall for it.”

      Claude raised the sleeve on his shirt and scratched his arm. Wearing clothes that covered his muscular shoulders must have been hard for him. If Claude wasn’t in a tank top, you could usually find him shirtless. All that rope climbing in the gym paid off, and he liked displaying the fruits of his labor. But while on Keystone assignments, Claude dressed as if he was trying to avoid Viktor’s judgmental gaze.

      He noticed my empty hands. “Didn’t you find anything?”

      I reached in my back pocket and pulled out a long blade. “What do you make of this?”

      He studied the gold handle and dull edges. “It looks like a letter opener.”

      “I figured as much. Does it feel strange to you?”

      His brow furrowed. “How do you mean?”

      “I pricked my arm with it, and it’s not a stunner. But it feels weird.”

      Claude chuckled. “Is that how you test them? You stab yourself?”

      “This one hurt like a bitch. Dull blade and all.” I took back the object and admired the white stone in the handle. “You didn’t notice anything weird while touching it?”

      “Perhaps there’s residual energy only a Mage can detect.”

      I twirled it between my fingers and passed by him. “I think I should keep it. Better safe than sorry.”

      Claude swaggered up beside me. “Careful or you’ll turn into one of those hoarders they show on TV. We’ll have to use a wrecking ball to get inside your room after an avalanche of useless shit buries you alive.”

      “I’m not a hoarder.”

      He clasped his hands behind his back and fell into an easy stride. “First it’s letter openers. Next it’s three hundred egg cartons.”

      I poked his side with the dull blade. “Perish the thought.”

      The pawnshop had a lot of tall shelves on the left side of the building. Cosmo spent most of his time at a glass display counter that ran along the right side of the shop and the back wall. Security guards watched for shoplifters, but most of the expensive stuff was beneath the glass or mounted on the wall.

      Viktor sealed up a cardboard box on the counter, the tape dispenser loud enough to make heads turn.

      Cosmo watched with a look of derision, his arms folded and the lines on his forehead deep. “What happens to all the shit you confiscate? Oh, wait, it gets sold.”

      “It is sold to responsible people,” Viktor informed him.

      Cosmo snorted. “Yeah, who turn around and sell it for a higher price on the black market.”

      “You know the laws. If you choose to make personal transactions out of your home, that is not my concern. But when you store them under this roof or sell more than one or two, that is where I come in.”

      I offered the letter opener to Viktor. “I’ve got another one for the pile.”

      “I just finished taping the box,” he said. “Add it to Gem’s.”

      “Wait a second,” Cosmo sang, reeling in closer to have a look. “That’s not an illegal weapon. You can’t just take whatever you feel like from my store. This isn’t a charity.”

      “It looks suspicious.”

      He swept his arm to the headsman’s axe on the wall. “Lady, everything I sell looks suspicious. If you want to collect stunners in the name of the law, fine. But you can’t just steal my bread and butter because it suits your fancy.”

      Viktor always paid a fair price for anything of historical interest, so I didn’t want to raise a ruckus.

      “Fine. How much?”

      Cosmo tapped his fingers against his puka shell necklace, which matched his shipwrecked wardrobe. By his gaunt face, you’d think he’d spent the past five years on a deserted island instead of behind a counter. “Two hundred smackeroos.”

      I marveled at the play of colors within the milky-white stone on the letter opener. The handle fit nicely in my palm. Too bad it wasn’t a weapon. “It’s not real gold,” I pointed out. “This looks more like brass.”

      “You’re getting a deal. That stone is an opal, and I could charge a lot more in a human store for it.”

      I gave him a sardonic smile. “So what you’re telling me is that it has no value in a Breed shop. I’ll give you fifty dollars.”

      “Lookie, you people take more than enough from me. If you run me out of business, what’ll you do with all your free time?” Cosmo was probably a master haggler, so no matter what, he was going to walk away ahead of what he paid for it. “I’ll go as low as one seventy. Take it or leave it.”

      I almost turned away, but then I considered what a cool gift this would make for Gem. Hooper’s death had been rough on her, and maybe we hadn’t done a good job of making her feel appreciated. Gem loved surprises, and I knew how she felt about gemstones. This one was probably loaded with all that chakra energy she was always going on about.

      I took out my wallet and counted the bills before setting them on the counter. Meanwhile, Viktor and Claude collected two boxes and hauled them out to the van.

      “So what’s the history behind it?” I asked.

      Cosmo put the money in his cash drawer. “Beats me. That’s why it’s not in the glass counter. People like a good story tied to their shit. Enforcers confiscated it in some sting operation on a Mage who was buying and destroying artifacts and historical goods. He’s dead now. That’s all I know.”

      “Why would anyone destroy history?”

      “To hide secrets. That box your pixie friend made off with includes a few books from that bust. She’s lucky she got anything. The Mageri got dibs on everything pertaining to Mage history; the rest of it they hauled here. Most of the shit was unsellable. The spines were rotting and paper decayed. The only thing salvageable was leftover junk from his personal collection. Sometimes people keep old stuff from their past for sentimental reasons even though it’s damaged. Can you believe they also gave me his toothbrush and shaving kit?” Cosmo rolled his eyes. “Do I look like I have time to go through a dead man’s toiletries?”

      Cosmo turned away, still rambling about all the extra work he did. I didn’t have anything against the guy aside from the fact he was an asshole.

      We all had our faults.
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        * * *

      

      Once we made it home, Gem dashed off to her secret room to sort through her newfound treasures. Viktor disappeared with his box of weapons while everyone else gravitated to the courtyard. The weather simply demanded it. After weeks of gloomy skies and abundant rain, the grass had overgrown, making it perfect to lie on. While Kira had done a magnificent job pruning the native bushes and vines, Viktor scheduled for the lawn service people to stop by on their riding mowers.

      Instead of joining everyone out in the sun, I relaxed on the veranda, sipping my tea and watching Hunter leap around the courtyard like a frog. Bees hovered near a holly tree as if they had found their oasis.

      Blue strolled along one of the pathways, the breeze ruffling her long brown hair. Unlike mine, her hair was as straight as a board. She was barefoot, her cargo pants rolled up to the knee. After passing Wyatt and Shepherd, who were chatting on a bench, she stopped by her favorite winged statue of a grief-stricken man. I had to admit there was nothing angelic about the statues around Keystone. They were either battling or suffering. Niko snoozed on a patch of grass, his fingers laced across his chest and his eyes closed. How regretful that he couldn’t see how vibrant the sky looked against the stone exterior of the mansion, like a sapphire jewel in a crafted setting.

      Christian stepped outside with dark sunglasses shading his sensitive eyes. He sat down between the arches of the short wall in front of me. “Where’s Claude?”

      I crossed my legs and looked into the courtyard behind him. “I think he passed out in the grass somewhere. Hunter wore him out. They were playing tag for about an hour.”

      “That’s hardly fair. A wee lad against a Chitah.”

      “Wyatt made him wear a blindfold, so he kept smacking into things.”

      “’Tis a shame I missed that spectacle.” Christian’s gaze swept down to my bare legs, and he licked his lips. “Will you be wearing those shorts all summer? They don’t cover much, lass.”

      I stretched my long leg in his direction so he could get a better view. “I’m a bad girl.”

      His fangs descended slightly. “Indeed, you are.”

      Christian wasn’t wearing his usual grim attire of a trench coat over a Henley. He looked so out of character in a black tank top and jeans.

      “I didn’t know you liked jeans.”

      A crooked smile wound up his face. “It’s laundry day.”

      “You should buy a pair of those tight bicycle shorts.”

      “Over my rotting corpse.”

      I uncrossed my legs and widened them just a little bit. When I did, I couldn’t strip my eyes away from Christian’s growing erection, visible as it pressed against his jeans. “What a shame. It’s nice wearing shorts in this weather. I couldn’t dress like this on the streets. They would have drawn too much unwanted attention.”

      Christian got up and strolled over to the chair beside me. After he sat down, he reached across and put his hand on my leg, his fingers tucking between my thighs. “I can see why.”

      Awareness burned in his eyes, and I felt feverish from his touch. Christian and I were navigating our way through a new relationship, and we didn’t want to create unnecessary rules or pressure. We hadn’t opted for a shared bedroom. Some nights he stayed with me, and other nights I stayed with him. We didn’t always have sex; it wasn’t about that. I was discovering a new kind of intimacy with a man that had to do with trust, conversation, and patience. Sometimes we both wanted privacy and slept alone, and that was fine. Nobody got jealous or sparked an argument. Our arrangement was unconventional, and it worked. It built up the sexual tension between us to a crescendo, and I had no complaints.

      He retracted his arm and sat back. “What’s on your mind, lass? You’ve been quiet all morning.”

      I wasn’t sure how to broach the topic as it had been stirring in my thoughts for a while now.

      After another sip of cold tea, I set the glass on the flat armrest of the Adirondack. “Tell me what you think before I mention this to Shepherd or Viktor.” I shifted in my seat to face him, my eyes scooping up the deliciousness of his biceps and tight-fitted shirt. “Shepherd’s busy with work, and Kira can’t keep an eye on Hunter with all her responsibilities. Viktor didn’t hire her to be a nanny, and I think he’s beginning to see that. None of us have time to give this kid schooling. I’m assuming Breed kids have to be educated like everyone else.”

      Christian tipped his head to the side. “It depends on your definition of educated. Most Relics I’ve met don’t waste time teaching their children about history or economics. Their innate knowledge keeps them focused on their future career. With Shifters, it depends. Some of them have family businesses. The packmates teach the wee ones what they need to know.”

      “But Hunter’s special. He needs a well-rounded education. We don’t know if he’ll grow up to do anything with his Relic knowledge. He’s also a Sensor. Not only that, he lives with a bunch of killers. I know Shepherd doesn’t want him neglected because we’re all busy. What do you think of a live-in nanny?”

      Christian drummed his fingers on the armrest. “Viktor has trust issues, so I don’t see that happening. He only took in Kira because of the friendship he had with her father.”

      I leaned on the armrest. “He’s gonna have to trust someone. If that kid doesn’t get some structure in his life, he’ll be a nightmare to deal with. Like a mad dog. Face it—nobody who lives with us is going to come out of it well-adjusted. Not unless they have a good mentor.”

      “And where do you think Viktor will be able to find a nanny who won’t spill our secrets?”

      “What about Switch?”

      Christian dipped his chin so I could see his black eyes over the top of his shades. “Are you fecking with me? You want that numpty to move in here… with us? Well, that’s just grand.”

      “I thought you settled your differences. He’s not a bad guy.”

      “You didn’t think I’d be vexed over a man living in the next room who has his eyes on my lover?”

      I gave him an impish grin. “I love it when you call me that.”

      He turned his head away. “I’ll not have it.”

      “Are you really jealous over someone I’m not interested in? Switch romanticized over the old me, but he doesn’t want anything to do with the new and improved Raven Black. The one who can kill a man with her thighs.”

      I stood up and scooted onto his lap. When I nuzzled against his neck and felt him harden beneath me, I knew he wasn’t as mad as he pretended to be. “Think about it,” I said, nipping his neck with the tips of my fangs.

      Christian hissed and wrapped his arms around me. “You’re not playing fair.”

      If only we didn’t have an audience, I thought, glancing at the courtyard.

      I nestled against him and ran my fingers through his beard. “I’ve given it a lot of serious thought. Switch is the perfect solution. This is what he does for a living, and whatever Viktor paid him would be better than what he earns from the packs. He’s not happy about his situation, and we’re not happy about ours. I owe him for putting his life on the line to protect my father. He would never break my trust, and he’ll protect Hunter with his life. I told you about what got him in trouble with the packs in the first place.”

      “Aye. He might have admirable qualities, but that doesn’t mean I want your ex living here.”

      “He’s not my ex. We never dated. We’ve never even kissed. Switch is good-looking, but I always liked those clean-cut guys.”

      “So that’s your type? The all-American quarterback?”

      I pinched Christian’s scruffy beard. “You’re my type. And I know you trust me.”

      “It’s him I don’t trust.”

      I stood up and raked my fingers through my hair. “I don’t know how to change that. Would you trust a different man, or is it just him?”

      Christian gave me a mirthless smile. “Do you not know how persistent Shifters and Chitahs are by nature? They’re not only territorial, but they love a long courtship. Rejection among their kind is incentive to improve themselves and become worthy of a woman’s affections. What if Viktor sends me to some godforsaken country for another month? Your friend’s tail will start wagging, and you’ll see what I’m going on about.”

      I sat down on the low wall and sighed. “It was just an idea.”

      “So we find someone else.”

      “He’s the only one with the right qualifications. I didn’t want this to be an impulsive decision. I gave myself weeks to mull it over and decide if Switch was the best fit. Isn’t it better to have workers with a personal connection to someone in this house? That’s the only reason Kira’s here. Besides, Switch is practically family.” I stood up and squared my shoulders. “I get that you’re jealous, but you need to think about what you’re saying. If you really trust me, then it wouldn’t matter if ten horny men who wanted me as their wife moved into this house. If you and I have an argument, I’m not the type who’ll run into the arms of another man. If you go on a long trip, I won’t become so desperately lonely that I’ll sleep around. That’s not who I am. And if that’s who you think I am, then you don’t really know me at all.”

      He crossed his legs and stared in my direction. “Perhaps Lenore has experience.”

      “Sleeping with men? That I don’t doubt.”

      “I think you know the point I’m making.”

      I did, but Switch and I had a platonic relationship, whereas Lenore and Christian’s was mired in years of manipulation and blood sharing. And none of it by force. No, Christian had delighted in drinking her ancient blood, so I had reason to be jealous of someone like her in the house. It had nothing to do with my trust for Christian and everything to do with the control she had over him. Switch had zero control or influence over me, and that should count for something.

      I stared at my elongated reflection in his glasses. “This isn’t about us. It’s about what’s best for that little boy running around on the lawn. If we don’t give him a fair shot in life, you might be the lucky Vamp who has to scrub away ten or twenty years of his life when he betrays us out of spite. I want you to sit here for a while and consider that.”

      “Why did you not just go around me and ask Viktor?”

      I strode up to Christian’s chair and planted my hands on the armrests. “Because if I pitch this idea to him, it would be nice to have your support. He’s known you a little bit longer. Maybe it’s not my place to get involved in what Shepherd wants to do with his kid, but I see an opportunity to help two people. Switch might not even agree to it, but maybe we should entertain the idea before tossing it out the window.”

      Over the top of his sunglasses, I could see the aim of his gaze was straight inside my blouse. Good thing I’d skipped the bra this morning and wore a wide collar.

      I kissed him on the lips. “What are you willing to do to please me?”

      He lifted his chin. “Another man living here would please you?”

      “Your support turns me on.” I playfully nipped his bottom lip, and he growled low and sexily. “Think about it.”

      While heading back inside, I could feel Christian’s hot gaze all over my legs and ass. Reluctance was his middle name. It was his nature not to trust anyone, least of all someone he perceived as competition. But Switch had shown loyalty to my father and to me. Anyone who would put his life on the line for my father was family in my book, and I couldn’t turn my back on the opportunity to repay him. Why hire a stranger when we could invite someone whom I trusted with my life? It might give Keystone peace of mind that Switch would never betray us.

      The real question was: Would they go for it?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

        

        
          
            [image: Chapter header image of raven flying.]
          

        

      

    

    
      After jogging upstairs to grab something from my room, I ventured down to the first floor along the east wing. When I reached the first alcove on the left, I noticed the lantern that usually hung on the wall was gone. Gem used it to light her way when she went into her private study, so when it wasn’t on the wall, I knew she was working.

      When I pushed on the stone wall, the door pivoted and created a gap on the right side. I slipped through the entrance and entered a dim room with lofty ceilings and bookshelves for walls. A lantern and several candles lit up the large wooden desk in the middle where Gem was sitting, studiously working on translating a book. Lanterns affixed to the dividers between bookshelves added extra light to the windowless room.

      I walked barefoot across the cold floor until I reached the green area rug beneath the table. “Why do you work in such a dark room? You could have chosen one of the larger rooms upstairs with oversized windows.”

      Gem set down her pen and gently turned the page of an old book. “Ultraviolet light is bad for paper. Some of the light bulbs are also harmful, but I can’t keep track of all the new technology. It’s better to store books in a cool, dry place with no ambient light.” She sat back in her chair, her eyelids still sparkling with the glitter she’d put on earlier that morning. The false eyelashes only enhanced her round eyes. “I store some of the older books in acid-free boxes. The temperature in here stays cool and dry most of the year, so it’s an ideal storage room.” She pointed to what looked like a clock on a shelf. “That’s my thermo-hygrometer. I’m the guardian of history. If you have any photographs or notes you want to preserve, let me know and I’ll give you some tips.”

      “I hadn’t thought about it.”

      Her brows arched. “You should. You’re an immortal. You’ll last longer than your keepsakes if you don’t know how to store them. Wyatt can also scan them, but like I said, technology is always changing. They might not have USB ports in the year three thousand.”

      “You work too much.”

      She gave me an elfin smile. “Tell me about it. I’ve been so buried in work these past weeks that I haven’t even gone swimming once since the last snow. Such is the life of a bibliophile.”

      “I didn’t mean to barge in, but I’ve got something for you.”

      She hopped out of her chair and clasped her hands together. “Oh, I love surprises!”

      Gem still had on her platform sneakers but had changed into a pair of pink shorts and a long-sleeved white shirt.

      “I know how you like stones, and I thought you might like this.” I retrieved the letter opener from my back pocket and presented it to her.

      Gem’s eyes widened like saucers. “It’s gorgeous!” She snatched it from my hand before the words were spoken. “The opal is divine! How much did you pay for this?”

      “Apparently less than it’s worth in a human store. I got it for a steal.”

      “I’ll say.” She turned it in her hand. “I love white opal. Black is the most prized, but I’ve never been a huge fan. Someday I’d like to get my hands on a harlequin opal. Stones are magic. They can store and emit all kinds of energy. Did you know that many ancient cultures used them for healing?” She brushed her fingers over the gem. “The energy feels so strong. This is a good one.”

      “I thought you’d like it,” I said with a nod.

      “The colors are brilliant, but what an odd choice for a letter opener.” She raised the dull blade and studied it. “The handles are usually narrower than this or flat.”

      I looked at the cross guard. “I thought the same thing, but what else could it be? The tip and edges are too dull to be a weapon.”

      “Thank you so much for this. I can use it to open my boxes and supplies.” She set it on the table. “What’s the occasion?”

      “It just looked like you. Plus you helped me paint my armoire.”

      “Black is so dreary. I just wish you would have let me paint it blue instead of red, but I guess it goes with your décor.”

      I tensed when I saw her coming in for a hug. Gem wrapped her arms around me, pinning my arms to my side. “You’re so thoughtful.”

      I lightly patted her back and stepped away. Physical affection sometimes made me uncomfortable. My father loved me, but he wasn’t a demonstrative guy. The only people I’d ever felt comfortable hugging were him and some of his buddies, whom I considered family. And now Christian. But I didn’t go around hugging him for no reason. He’d probably wonder what I was smoking if I did.

      Gem whirled around and sat back down. “When Viktor found out the contents of the books I bought today, he wanted me to translate all of them. So I’ve put my other projects to the side for now, and I suppose I’ll be living in this room until the next century.”

      I glanced at her ballpoint pen. “You don’t type it out on the computer?”

      “I tried that once, and it was an epic fail. I didn’t save the file. I thought I did, but then it restarted and got this blinking cursor. Two weeks of work… wasted. You can’t trust computers. People can steal that data, and the higher authority doesn’t like the idea of digital archives floating around. Paper you can trust. So I translate all the books to English and store them on that shelf,” she said, pointing to my right.

      I snorted. “Sounds daunting.”

      She wiggled her fingers. “My hand cramps up sometimes. At least I can’t get carpal tunnel syndrome. The perks of being a Mage,” she said with a roll of her eyes. “If I’d done this kind of work when I was a Relic, I probably would have dropped dead.” After a brief lull in the conversation, Gem tucked her chin in her palm. “Why hasn’t your father come over? Viktor invited him to dinner.”

      “Crush isn’t a dinner kind of guy. Viktor’s a little formal, and my dad doesn’t like feeling out of his element. Besides, I think he’s just keeping his distance from my job. Two different worlds. He’s pretty good about giving me my space, even if it’s to a fault.”

      “I simply adore him. I still can’t believe he’s been a trusted human all these years and you never knew. And yet… here you are, living in the Breed world.”

      I twirled my hair around my finger. “Yep. Here I am.”

      When Gem’s phone vibrated, she swiped her finger across the screen and read the message. “Viktor’s asking if you’re with me. Are you?”

      I shrugged.

      She typed in a message and waited. “He wants you and Christian to meet him in the front study. Pronto.”

      “Duty calls.” I pivoted on my heel.

      “Thanks again, Raven. I love the gift.”

      I waved my hand as I left the room. I was indebted to the team. They’d come to my aid when that loan shark and his lion pride decided to kill my father and me after making off with our money.

      Keystone truly cared, and that thought nestled in my heart.

      When I reached the study, Christian had beaten me there.

      “I have a quick task for you two,” Viktor said as he shut the door. “I am logging today’s inventory of weapons and noticed that we have too many in-house. Shepherd takes what we need, but I cannot store them all here. When we have too many in our possession, I transport them to an arms dealer. He distributes what he can to Enforcers or Regulators.”

      I hooked my thumbs in the belt loops of my jean shorts. “Why not just take the boxes directly to him each time we do a run?”

      “And risk exposing his identity? Nyet. Everything we confiscate must be logged and reported. I cannot travel to his place each and every time. We would set ourselves up for an ambush.” Viktor scratched his forehead and looked toward a lantern on the table. “Claude and Blue are usually the ones to go, but I think it’s time to test how you and Christian can handle an assignment such as this. Transporting valuable goods is something we do on many levels.”

      “You’re asking us to deliver a few boxes?” I folded my arms. “Aren’t Christian and I the killers on staff? Seems like we should be given the dangerous assignments.”

      Viktor wagged his finger at us. “No assignment is too small. Everything we do comes with risk. Many would kill to get their hands on these weapons and sell them on the black market. If that happens, every innocent life lost is blood on our hands. Christian, I want you to load the boxes into the van. Do not discuss your mission during your drive. Keep the conversation to a minimum. Talk about wine and travel.”

      I chortled and looked at Christian. “Like our memorable trip to Washington?”

      Christian winked at me but didn’t comment on the infamous spoon fiasco that left one man dead and a house torched. He turned the onyx ring on his finger. “At what hour is he expecting us?”

      Viktor tossed Christian the keys. “He does not know you’re coming. It is never good to have a routine with jobs such as these. When you are near his home, send me a message and I will alert him that you are en route. Is this a problem?”

      “No sweat,” I said, nonplussed as to why Viktor would hand us such a straightforward assignment.

      “Says the adrenaline junkie,” Christian quipped.

      “Maybe you should just stay home. Go bite a few holes in the water hose with your fangs and make a sprinkler for Hunter to play in. I got this.”

      “With your atrocious driving, I’d be surprised if you made it there in one piece. Or would you rather I drive so you can strap yourself to the roof while we hit the freeway?”

      Viktor ambled to the door and gripped the knob. Before opening it, he glanced over his shoulder at us. “Some days I cannot tell if it’s hate or love between you two.”

      Christian flashed him a wicked smile. “That’s what makes it interesting. I can’t tell either.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I watched Christian adjust the passenger seat after he climbed inside the van. “Everything loaded?”

      “Aye. All five boxes. That’s a shiteload of weapons.”

      Once we hit the main road, I accelerated past the speed limit until we entered the edge of the city. “Why is Viktor giving us such a boring assignment? Aren’t we supposed to be the hired assassins on the team?”

      “You seem vexed that you can’t always be putting a knife in someone.”

      “He’s made it clear that Wyatt and Gem are intelligence and Claude and Blue are the trackers. Shepherd and Niko are not only healers but also backup. That means you and I are the killers who do all the dangerous shit. And yet here we are, driving a delivery van.”

      “Has it ever occurred to you that this is the dangerous job?”

      “Come on. Viktor’s gotta be getting some juicy offers after what we did for the higher authority during the blackout. He’s holding out on us. We’ve had one big case since, and that one was too easy to solve. The Vamp was practically sucking on people in front of 7-Eleven. This is child’s play.”

      “I once knew a lad who washed windows for a living. Great view, fresh air, privacy—a man couldn’t ask for an easier task. Until the harness breaks and you plummet thirty stories to your death. Never underestimate the perils of a simple job.”

      “Brushing a shark’s teeth is inherently dangerous. Washing windows has enough security measures in place that the chances of falling are slim.”

      “Are you afflicted in some way?” Christian rested his arm on the door. “They don’t have men who brush sharks’ teeth. If so, I’d be the first in line to watch that.”

      We hit a bump, and Christian reflexively threw his arm in front of me.

      “You should wear a seat belt,” he grumbled, retracting his arm.

      “I thought you were just trying to feel me up.”

      “Speaking of that, it didn’t occur to you to put on a brassiere? You can’t just walk around the city, flashing your knockers to every man with a set of eyes.”

      “You mean a bra? I hate to break the news, but you’re living in the twenty-first century. It’s a woman’s prerogative to dress how she wants.”

      When I abruptly hit the brakes, his arm flew out again. I barked out a laugh at his chivalrous gesture. Not bad… for a Vamp.

      “Jaysus wept. Will you keep your foot on the gas? I don’t feel like plucking a box full of knives out of my back.”

      “Are you a red or a white wine kind of guy?” I turned a corner and smiled at him so he understood why the sudden change in topic. “You’re pretty quick on the reflexes, Poe.”

      “I get my practice around you.”

      When I reached a stoplight, I decided to buckle up. My truck didn’t have a shoulder belt, so I’d gotten used to disregarding the safety rules of the road.

      Christian tilted the visor and adjusted his sunglasses. “How’s your da?”

      “You should come with me on my visits. I don’t know why you’re so scared of him.”

      “Don’t be daft. I’m a Vampire near three times his age. The man hardly puts a fright into me.”

      I chortled. “You sure about that?”

      He glanced out the window. “I’ve not had the time, and you know it.”

      “What does Viktor have you doing that’s so secretive?”

      “I have special skills.”

      I flicked a glance down at his crotch. “I’ll say.”

      “Keep on with that, lass, and I’ll have you pull the van over so I can flatten you in the back.”

      “Why can’t you tell me what you’re working on?” I pressed, steering him away from the sex talk.

      Christian stretched out his arms. “Afraid not. We both have given Viktor our loyalty. Your magical fanny isn’t enough to tempt me out of a job.”

      I recognized the confidential nature of our relationship with Viktor, but where was Christian disappearing to for days at a time? He wasn’t just my lover—he was my partner. I wanted to be included in his work, but Viktor always had a plan for everything. Solo assignments were a necessity, so I just had to accept it.

      I tapped my fingers on the steering wheel. “Does this light seem extremely long, or is it just me?”

      He twisted in his seat and scanned the sidewalk. Car horns impatiently honked, and a few vehicles up ahead were entering the intersection despite the cross traffic moving through. The lights weren’t blinking red as they often did when there was an issue.

      “I don’t like the looks of this,” Christian said under his breath.

      “I know what you mean.” I studied the side mirror, the traffic backed up behind us.

      Christian leaned toward me and pointed up ahead. “What’s that shitebag doing?”

      “Who?”

      “The one standing with his hand on the light pole. If he wanted to cross, he could have done it already. But he’s just standing there. Can you feel anything?”

      “I’m not sure.” I rolled down my window and leaned my head out. The hair on my arm tickled, but it was hard to tell if it was from the wind or a current of energy. “There are too many people around us—too much energy bouncing around from all the road rage.”

      “Jump the curb,” he commanded. “Do it.”

      I hit the gas, turned the wheel, and sent a metal trash can flying into the street. The wide sidewalk made it easy to maneuver around the newspaper stand and pedestrians. I slowed before reaching the corner. The cars turning right were at a standstill, unwilling to turn since traffic was no better in that direction either. We had a gap in front of us with a clear view of the buildings ahead.

      “Floor it,” he said.

      “What about all that?” I gestured to the café up ahead. Empty chairs surrounded small round tables just outside the door.

      He rolled down his window. “Hurry up!”

      Sensing something was about to go down, I switched from “good citizen” mode to “crazy mercenary behind the wheel of a death machine” and ripped through the café. Tables went flying, and one chair caught beneath the van and dragged until the undercarriage spit it out. Cars were honking, but I didn’t give a damn.

      Pedestrians scattered like mice in a field, diving inside banks and jewelry stores. I spotted a break in traffic at the intersection ahead and held down the horn. Two wrecked cars had freed up the street heading east, so I jerked the wheel right and sailed onto the street.

      When I checked my side mirror, I noticed a flashy red car tailing us. Christian must have heard or seen something to make him panic.

      “What now?”

      The wind from the open window blew back his hair. “Keep driving.”

      “I can’t outrun a Corvette,” I informed him.

      “Cut through the park!”

      “Shit. We’re gonna get arrested.” The van flew over the sidewalk with a bang and landed on the grass. “Just so you know, the local news just loves car chases. They even have police helicopters with that infrared technology.”

      All the weapons in the back were rattling around as we sped through the park. I glanced at Christian, who was on his phone.

      “Wyatt, I need you to ring your contact with the police. The emergency department. Tell him to ignore any calls involving a red car and a black van on a citywide chase. … One more word and I’ll drain you. Just do it.”

      I nearly struck a man reading a newspaper on a park bench before jerking the wheel to the right. We went careening toward a pond, ducks flapping out of the way in a frenzied panic. I quickly turned before we ended up submerged in water.

      Christian glanced in the back of the van. The boxes were making a racket, but nothing had spilled open. “Take a right,” he said tersely, referring to the road up ahead.

      “No.”

      “Shut your gob and do as I say.”

      “That goes right to the Bricks. Do you want to add a new level of fuckery to this situation?”

      “Well, you can’t go left. The coppers are down that way.”

      I couldn’t go straight either. That was nothing but a long row of buildings.

      Or could I?

      “Let’s have some fun,” I said in a singsong voice.

      I scanned the street left and right before plowing straight ahead and snapping the wooden gate of an indoor parking garage. The tires squealed on the smooth surface as I sped up a ramp and turned left, following the arrows painted on the ground.

      Level one.

      Level two.

      Level three.

      The Corvette stayed on our ass as we ascended the garage.

      Christian wiped his pants as if there were something on them, a sure sign he was irritated. “You’re gonna trap us at the top with no escape.”

      “I work best under pressure.”

      The car engine behind us throttled, and I weaved, afraid he might try to jump ahead and block me.

      I leaned into a turn. “Any other cars back there?”

      Christian gripped the door. “Just the one.”

      When I reached level eight, we sailed onto the roof.

      “What’s your plan, Miss Black?”

      I parked the van at the far side and left the keys swinging in the ignition. “In case you haven’t noticed, I have special talents when it comes to baiting men.”

      “Aye, that you do.”

      Christian and I hopped out at the same time to face the car speeding up behind us. The sticker on the windshield was a Breed mark, one I often saw on the doors and windows of Breed establishments. Rarely had I seen them on someone’s car, but the driver’s ego didn’t surprise me.

      I sauntered up, Christian by my side.

      Two men slowly got out and gave each other a furtive glance. The husky passenger had on long red shorts, and the driver looked as yuppie as they come in his polo shirt and loafers. All he needed to complete the ensemble was a pink sweater tied over his shoulders.

      He ran a hand over his gelled hair and tossed his sunglasses into the car.

      Christian and I knew better than to underestimate anyone, but this guy didn’t strike me as a hardcore thug.

      “What’s in the van?” the yuppie asked.

      Christian tucked his sunglasses in the collar of his tank top. “Your mother with her legs spread wide.”

      Red Shorts turned his baseball hat backward and put his hands on his hips. “Something’s in the back,” he said to his friend. “I’m tellin’ you.”

      I smothered a laugh. “You don’t even know what you’re chasing after?”

      Red Shorts turned to his friend and said something under his breath.

      “He thinks we have something worth a lot of money,” Christian relayed to me quietly. “He’s just got a funny feeling about it.”

      “I call bullshit. Our van isn’t marked.”

      The yuppie gave his friend a look and jerked his head toward their car. Red Shorts walked back to the window and reached inside. When he stood up again, there was impalement wood in one hand and a knife—one I could only presume was a stunner—in the other. He held them both out to his friend as if he were offering him a choice between candy bars. Yuppie contemplated for a moment before choosing the blade.

      These guys actually thought we played by the rules.

      I checked to make sure my shoelaces were tied. “This is your last warning to get lost.”

      “Afraid to fight a real man?” the yuppie said, taunting me. “I can feel your energy leaking all over the place, Mage.”

      Annoyed, I leveled down and sharpened my light.

      He laughed haughtily. “Show me some of those girlie moves.”

      I shot a look at Christian. “Let’s have some fun.”

      Instead of going after the yuppie asshole with the stunner, I flashed toward Red Shorts. His arm swung down, and the impalement stake narrowly missed me. I clutched his trachea and threw him off-balance. When we hit the ground with a thud, the air knocked out of his lungs. I scrambled to my feet before he had a chance to recover. The buildings next to us were lower, offering us plenty of privacy.

      Christian attempted to fight the other man, but the yuppie was a Mage and flashing all over the place. I heard his blade hit the concrete.

      “Get over here, you blundering eejit!”

      “Get on his car!” I shouted.

      Certain that Red Shorts wasn’t a Mage, I stepped closer to blast him with energy. His arm swung toward me, and pain lanced through my leg when the stake grazed my calf.

      I picked the wrong day to wear shorts.

      I released enough volts to singe the hair off his chest. After he quit convulsing and foaming at the mouth, he lay still—conscious but not lucid.

      Incensed by the cut on my leg, I ripped off his red shorts and underwear and flung them over the edge of the building. Then I marched over to their flashy red car. While Christian taunted the Mage by denting the roof, I searched the ground for the stunner, but it was nowhere in sight.

      So I pulled the keys out of the ignition.

      “You win! Get off my car,” the man pleaded. “I just bought it.”

      “Did you now? It’s a real dandy.” Christian put his hands on his hips and flashed him a wicked grin. “How did an insipid little man with no socks and bad hair manage to get his hands on a classic beauty such as this?”

      “My Creator bought it for me.”

      “Ah. Daddy’s little boy.”

      I tossed the keys in the air and caught them with my hand. “Why did you follow us?”

      Panicked, he looked at me and held up his hands. “My friend. It was all his fault. He had this harebrained idea that you were hiding something valuable inside. I thought it would be an easy robbery. I didn’t know you were Breed.”

      “Taking advantage of helpless humans?” Christian asked. “Tsk-tsk.” He hopped from the roof to the hood of the car, leaving a solid dent.

      The man cringed. “Come on, man. I didn’t plan to hurt anyone. I just wanted to see what was in the back.”

      “Is your friend psychic?” I tossed Christian the keys.

      Something shifted in his expression, and like a bullet, he flashed toward the front of our van. I chased after him and grabbed his shirt. It ripped at the collar, and a struggle ensued as he tried to climb into the driver’s seat. Before he could do something stupid, I reached beneath the steering column and pulled the keys from the ignition.

      Afraid the man would drive away with the van, I flung the keys as hard as I could over the edge of the building. Instead of fighting me, he got inside.

      “Christian, he’s climbing into the back!”

      I couldn’t get a firm grip to pull him out, and he slipped through my fingers. I went after him. The last thing I needed was this idiot getting into a box full of weapons.

      I tackled him, and we fell over the boxes. As we scuffled, I kept waiting for the rear doors to burst open, but they never did.

      The yuppie crawled away and knocked me off with his legs, but he lost his shoe when I grabbed his foot. My fangs punched out, but the only target within reach was his ass, and that was a road I wasn’t about to go down.

      Frustrated, I punched through the box beneath me. The tape pried away from the cardboard, leaving an opening between the flaps. I slipped my hand inside and felt around for something—anything—before the Mage could escape through the rear doors. When my fingers touched what felt like a blade, I pulled it out and impaled him in the butt cheek.

      A groan rattled his lungs, and his body went limp.

      Out of breath, I took a minute to savor the victory.

      Christian slowly clapped from the front seat. “Now that was the finishing touch.”

      I sat up and realized I’d stabbed the man with a crucifix infused with magic.

      “Great,” I muttered. After scooting onto a bench, I glared at Christian in the driver’s seat. “You’re a real fanghole, you know that? Why didn’t you help?”

      He arched his eyebrow. “Since when do you need rescuing? Besides, you were handling things quite well. I enjoy a good performance, especially when I get to admire your arse in those shorts.”

      “I just assumed you were going to open the rear doors.”

      “You’ll never win a fight if you’re expecting someone to save you.”

      I stumbled over the boxes and shoved at him. “Get out.”

      “Are we going to quarrel over whether or not I should have rescued the damsel in distress?”

      I followed him out the door and then stared down at my bleeding leg. “No, but we’re a team. If I tell you he’s getting in the back, you’re supposed to head him off at the pass.”

      “I couldn’t break the doors. You tossed the keys over the side, remember? How the feck would we transport all those bloody weapons with the rear doors swinging wide open?”

      I leaned against the van and caught my breath. “Point taken. What do you think we should do with these guys?”

      Christian had a wicked sense of humor, and something was spinning like a carnival ride in that twisted head of his. “You leave that to me.”

      With my hand held out, I captured the rays of the sun on my fingertips and pulled in healing light. It entered my body like hot water, and the long gash on my calf mended together, leaving behind only a smear of blood.

      Christian hurriedly snaked his arm about my waist and whirled me around. His lips pressed a kiss to my neck. “I get hard watching you in action.”

      I nipped his earlobe. The feeling was mutual. Despite his lack of chivalry, I liked that he let me fight my own battles. Most men wouldn’t. Christian had spent years working as a bodyguard, so it couldn’t have been as easy as he made it seem to stand on the sidelines. It proved he respected me as an equal.

      I leaned back and ran my fingers across his nape. “Do what you want with these guys, but hurry. We’ve gotta go.”

      “Go where, Precious? Your keys are on the roof of another building. We’re stranded. Perhaps we should make the most of it.”

      As much as the idea of having sex on a bed of weapons titillated me, I slipped out of his grasp and peered over the ledge. The building next door was shorter, but they weren’t apartments. There was no way we’d be able to infiltrate business offices without them calling the police. They probably had security cameras inside and employee badges.

      I strode back to the van and worked a kink out of my shoulder. “I’ve got an idea.”

      He stared at me carefully. “You’re not thinking about it.”

      I gave him a cocksure grin and tapped the toe of my shoe against the asphalt. “Doing is better than thinking.”

      Before he could retort, I balled up my energy and flashed toward the low ledge. As I hurtled over the wall, I kicked off the edge to launch myself farther. Ten feet of thin air separated me from the adjacent building, and for the first time, I knew what Blue must feel when she soared across the sky.

      Free.

      Powerful.

      Alive.
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      Christian and I didn’t tarry with delivering the weapons. After stripping the clothes off the yuppie, Christian drank him almost dry so he could remove the crucifix without a fight. By the time I returned with the keys, Christian had placed the Mage spread-eagle on the hood of his car. He’d also destroyed their phones and crushed their keys to make sure they had a memorable walk home.

      Aside from the unexpected ambush, it was a simple operation. Shortly before arriving at our destination, Christian called Viktor to alert the arms dealer. Despite our success, Christian and I decided that Viktor didn’t need to know the finer points of our mission. We’d completed the task, and that was all that mattered. Besides, we enjoyed the diversion.

      Perhaps more than the mission itself.

      I snuck into Shepherd’s medical room on the first floor and used wet paper towels to wash the blood off my leg.

      How in the world did that guy know we were transporting something valuable? By the way those men were acting, the ambush hadn’t appeared to be planned. Their Corvette could barely fit two men, let alone five boxes of weapons. But the timing of the traffic lights screwing up was also kind of strange. I wadded up the paper towel and tossed it into the trash.

      “A quick trip, huh?”

      I whirled around.

      Shepherd leaned against the doorjamb and stared at the bloody paper towels in the wastebasket.

      “I started my period,” I said flatly.

      We both knew that I would never have a monthly cycle again, but it didn’t stop me from enjoying the joke.

      “I’ve never had trouble dropping off weapons. You two go out, and it’s a bloodbath.”

      “Nothing we couldn’t handle.”

      “Whatever you say, honey.” Despite his steely expression, Shepherd’s eyes danced with amusement.

      He scratched his neck, his eyes on the paper towels. “You might want to dispose of your bodily fluids in the other trash can. The one with the lid and plastic bag.”

      I lifted the small wastebasket and then stepped on the pedal to the larger can, dumping the contents inside. “Are there psychics in the Breed world?”

      He shrugged. “Haven’t you heard of Mentalists?”

      I leaned against the counter. “Yeah. But the guy who singled out our van wasn’t a Mage. I’m not sure what his Breed was,” I said, thinking about the guy in the red shorts. He couldn’t have been a Shifter, so that narrowed it down to a Relic or Sensor.

      “Anything goes in our world.” Shepherd dipped his chin. “You weren’t talking about the weapons while in the van, were you?”

      “No, Viktor told us not to. Besides, neither of these guys were Vamps. I don’t know. It just doesn’t make any sense.”

      He sighed heavily. “Shit happens. Just make sure you’ve got a big mop to clean it up.”

      I nudged him aside as I exited the room. “That’s a visual I didn’t need.”

      “On that note, dinner’s ready,” he announced, following behind me.

      Up ahead, Hunter went flying toward the dining room. All I saw were his little flailing arms and wild black hair.

      I slowed down to let Shepherd catch up. “Is he still sleeping in his room?”

      “As far as I know, he isn’t sneaking out.”

      “That’s good. Have you taken him shopping?”

      “Nah. I think he’s afraid of leaving Keystone too many times. Like maybe one day I won’t bring him back. I’m not gonna push it.” Shepherd heaved a sigh. “I don’t know if he’ll ever recover from Patrick’s brainwashing.”

      Despite having grown up in a wealthy home, Hunter had been denied love and given too many restrictions. Someone must have shown him physical affection as a baby, perhaps a nanny who cared for him in the early years. Viktor said that children completely deprived of interaction and touch often became emotionally unstable. Hunter was smart and occasionally affectionate, but he was also quiet. The poor kid had grown up without a name—without an identity. Living with Keystone was a whole new world for him, and everyone did their best to give him attention when he was around.

      We strolled down the dark hall that led to the dining room. The last remaining hours of sunlight were trickling in through the window behind Viktor’s chair. As always, Kira had lit the candles on the iron chandelier and sconces on the wall. The candles on the table brought out the golden hues in the aged wood.

      Viktor had already filled everyone’s glasses with red wine, with the exception of Gem’s. It looked like she and Hunter were sipping on apple juice. I passed Niko, then Blue, and finally Christian as I took my seat to Viktor’s left. I shook out my napkin and set it in my lap, curious to see what was on tonight’s menu.

      “May I?” Gem asked, eyeballing the large silver bowl in front of her.

      Viktor gulped his wine and nodded.

      Her eyes widened as she lifted the silver dome. Steam clouded in front of her face for a moment before her excitement deflated. “That’s a lot of white rice.”

      Wyatt tapped the dome between us with his fork. “How much you wanna bet we got more in here?”

      I lifted the lid, revealing what looked like a quinoa salad. “How much did we bet again?”

      He took off his loose beanie and hooked it over the ear of his chair. “Doesn’t count.”

      Kira appeared from the kitchen with a long platter in her hands. She always had on a plain dress, and tonight was no different. Her sleeves were rolled up, and the blue apron tied around her waist had stains. Gem and Shepherd parted like the Red Sea as she set the platter in front of them.

      Gem drew in a deep breath. “That smells divine!”

      We devoured the dish with our eyes because there was a lot of artistry in her presentation. Lemon slices were neatly arranged across herbed chicken. We weren’t exactly sure how Kira did it, but she tenderized her chicken and infused the flavors in the meat so skillfully that it was fit for royalty.

      “Dibs on the drumsticks,” Wyatt called out as Shepherd reached for a thigh and a breast.

      Kira returned with two baskets of yeast rolls, and Viktor gave her an appreciative nod before she left the room. She never interrupted us during dinner. After an hour, she would serve dessert or a cheese platter. Kira ate her own meals separate from the team, which felt a little sad but necessary since we discussed sensitive cases at the table.

      While we passed the plates around, Viktor refilled his glass. The only time he drank wine that generously was when something was troubling him.

      “Are there any small bowls?” Niko asked.

      Gem blinked and shot to her feet. “Oh, I’ll get one.”

      Niko rarely asked for special accommodations because of his blindness. He told us that in the early days, before there were forks or spoons, he would use either chopsticks or his hands. Niko had no trouble with silverware and eating most foods, but spoons were easier, and a bowl allowed him to eat rice faster.

      Gem returned and set the bowl in front of his plate. “It’s in front of you.”

      “Thank you.”

      Blue split her roll and buttered the inside. “Are you going to share what’s on your mind, Viktor?”

      He cut into his chicken. “I have accepted an important group assignment. If any of you are still working on individual jobs, please bring them to a stopping point tonight. With the exception of Gem—continue the translations I’ve given you. Wyatt, I will need to pull you aside for assistance.”

      Wyatt gave him a two-finger salute. “Aye, aye, captain.”

      Christian drank his wine and set it by his empty plate. “What’s the job?”

      Viktor finished his bite and wiped his beard with a napkin. “I cannot tell you anything until we get there.”

      I jerked my head back. “Get where?”

      “I do not mean to imply that any of you will spill our secrets, but there are too many risks, so I cannot give you information at this time. A Vampire might charm you and accidentally discover the details of our assignment. If he commits memory theft and scrubs you afterward, how would I know that our mission is compromised? A gifted Sensor might read your emotions and know you’re hiding something big. Nyet. I have given this much thought. Christian knows a small piece of the plan but not everything, including the destination. Wyatt, I will need you to secure travel arrangements. I do not want you sharing this with anyone.”

      “Can’t we all collaborate?” he asked.

      “Better the right hand does not know about the left.”

      “What the left is doing.” Gem corrected him, her eyes never leaving her plate as she gobbled up her quinoa salad.

      “Spasibo.” Viktor lifted his fork and knife. “Once we arrive at the first location, I will explain everything.”

      Niko’s spoon clinked against his plate as he set it down. “When do we leave?”

      “When I say.”

      “What shall we pack?”

      “Only what will fit in a small bag. I do not want you to weigh yourself down with nonsense you do not need.”

      That narrowed it down to comfortable shoes and a hoodie.

      “Pack tonight,” he continued. “Keep your phones turned on. I am waiting for my contact to give me the signal, and I do not want to be searching for you. Nobody leaves the house unless I say.”

      Holding a pensive look, Shepherd cracked his knuckles. “How long is this trip?”

      Viktor pushed food around on his plate with his fork but said nothing.

      Claude gulped down his water and cleared his throat. “Viktor, I have a business to run. Can I at least have an estimated time of return so my employees don’t panic? Two weeks? Two years?”

      Viktor chuckled and scooped up his rice. “Days or weeks. No more than that unless we run into trouble. Tell them you are going on vacation.”

      Shepherd removed a box of cigarettes from beneath his sleeve and wedged a brown filter between his lips. Instead of using a match, he craned forward and lit his smoke on a candle. “Is this something you need me for? I’ve got… responsibilities.”

      “We all have responsibilities,” Viktor reminded him. “We have spoken about this. You cannot turn away from your obligations due to your… responsibilities.”

      Neither of them said Hunter’s name aloud, but that was who they were talking about. The little boy ignored the adults while he tore his chicken into a million pieces on his plate.

      Viktor picked a grain of rice off his silver mustache. “Kira is here.”

      Shepherd blew out a cloud of smoke. “Kira is busy doing all kinds of shit, and you’ve got Gem and Wyatt working on stuff. That doesn’t give me any peace of mind.”

      Sensing a well-timed opportunity, I folded my arms on the edge of the table. “Gentlemen, I have a proposition.”

      Wyatt steepled his fingers and studied me closely. “This should be juicy.”

      I looked between Shepherd and Viktor. Better now than never. “I think everyone here would agree that Hunter needs a tutor. None of us have the time or skills to educate him, not unless you want to give him classes on how to break legs and hack into the FBI. Trips like these are exactly why we need a nanny. Someone whose sole job is to look after him.”

      Viktor sighed, and when he spoke, his hands were animated. “I have reservations. There are too many secrets within these walls. Too many artifacts, books, weapons, Wyatt’s computers, paperwork, and our conversations. I cannot look over my shoulder in my own home, worried that someone might be listening.”

      “Do you worry about Kira?”

      “She is family to me.”

      “Switch is like family to me.”

      Gem’s eyes widened. “You mean the long-haired Shifter we met at your father’s house? He’s kind of dreamy.”

      Christian shifted in his seat.

      I lifted my wine and swallowed a mouthful before setting the glass back down. “This is what Switch does for a living. He’s not only a nanny but also a teacher. He educates kids of all ages, and besides, he’s a wolf. That’s better protection than if you hired a Relic. Maybe he’ll act as Hunter’s watchdog. Look, I trust him with my life. He comes from a good pack.”

      Viktor struggled with his words before switching to Russian.

      Gem bit her bottom lip for a second as she mentally translated. “He says that Switch belongs to a pack. We need someone as a… live-in.”

      “Spasibo. Why is it simple words I struggle with?”

      Gem’s necklace tapped against the edge of the table when she leaned over her plate. “Nothing is simple when it comes to language.”

      Gem often conversed entirely in Russian with Viktor. Just not when others were in the room.

      I sat back and redirected the conversation. “That’s not a problem. Switch comes from a good pack, but he doesn’t belong to one. He’s independent. He hasn’t chosen a permanent family to live with yet.”

      Viktor’s grey eyes narrowed with that look he sometimes got when we were withholding information. “And why is that? If he is so talented, Packmasters would be fighting over him.”

      I tried not to make the next sentence sound as dramatic as it really was. “There’s something you should know, and I hope you’ll keep an open mind. We’re a second-chance group here, and I think it’s only fair the same should apply to anyone who works for you.”

      Shepherd flicked his cigarette ash into the candle tray. “Spill it.”

      “One of the kids he was watching was being abused by an uncle or something. Instead of reporting it to the Packmaster, Switch took matters into his own hands and killed the man. That’s why he’s not in a pack. People trust him with their kids, but the Packmasters won’t take a chance on packmates who might break the chain of command.”

      Everyone stole a glance at Hunter, who was blowing bubbles in his drink through a straw. He giggled when he noticed us watching. After a few more bites of his food, he crawled underneath the table.

      “Is that all there is to the story?” Shepherd pressed, his dark eyes searching mine.

      “You can verify it with any of the Packmasters in his territory.”

      “That’s it? The packs don’t want him because he killed a lowlife who had it coming?”

      “That is the pack way,” Viktor interjected. “The alpha has absolute power, and when Switch killed the perpetrator, he took that honor away from the Packmaster.”

      Shepherd stared at the tendril of smoke rising from his cigarette. “Do you trust him?”

      I shared a glance with everyone at the table. “He’s loyal. I don’t know if he’ll even want the job, but his prospects aren’t exactly looking up. He’s living in a shitty apartment, and I think this would be a good way for him to build up his income. We could be the substitute pack that he’s been looking for, and you can trust him with Hunter. I grew up around Switch, and he’s always been good with kids. Patient, kind, attentive—it’s like he was born to do this job.”

      Viktor quietly listened, his eyes fixed on his plate. Even if Shepherd was all in, it was still up to the boss.

      “We’re not exactly a pack,” I pointed out. “He’ll respect your rules, but if—God forbid—someone ever hurt the boy, do you really want the kind of person who would sit on their ass and do nothing?”

      Shepherd stubbed out his cigarette. “If anyone ever lays a finger on my son, I want them six feet under.”

      “Then Switch is your man. He’s not a killer; he’s a protector.”

      Viktor stared at his plate. “I do not know.”

      All hope seemed lost.

      And then Christian spoke. “Perhaps you can bring him on for a trial period. See if he’s as good a teacher as Raven suggests. We don’t exactly know if he’s teaching arithmetic or how to bake bread, so this will give you a chance to look into the matter. I don’t see any other options if you’re waiting for someone to come along who’ll be loyal to Keystone. The man doesn’t know us, but he knows Raven. And if Raven trusts him, well, that’s a good enough place to start.”
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