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      Valentina Farro is used to being the hunter, not the hunted. That all changes when a vampire seeking vengeance marks her and the rest of her team for death. Now, one of the fiercest members of the Guardians is fighting not just for her life, but the lives of her friends.

      It should have just been another assignment, but nothing goes according to plan when the vampire Aedan Doyle is hunting leads him into Valentina’s life. Determined to keep the gorgeous warrior safe, Aedan appoints himself as Val’s personal bodyguard. Then he makes sure he’s guarding her beautiful body up close and personal, every chance he gets.

      As the body count rises, Valentina and Aedan’s new bond is tested to the breaking point. Trusting each other with their lives is one thing, but finding the courage to trust each other with their hearts…that takes a different type of bravery.

      

      **Publisher’s Note – This book was previously released as Guarding Valentina
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      Something had Christoph in a seriously foul mood. Aedan couldn’t make out every word of the conversation he was listening in on, but he knew enough French to be certain that the vampire was cursing up a storm. Over the years that the Brotherhood of Guardians had been tracking Christoph, his temper had become legendary, but this was something else again. The hunter grinned to himself as the end of the phone conversation was punctuated by the crash of something being thrown against a wall with considerable force.

      “You certainly haven’t mellowed with age, have you?” Aedan muttered as he uploaded the audio file to an encrypted server and e-mailed an urgent request to have it translated. He shrugged to ease the tension that had crept into his shoulders as he’d hunched over his laptop. Spotting his movement, a smiling young woman crossed to his side.

      “More coffee, monsieur?”

      “Oui, merci,” he thanked her, grateful that here at least, the residents spoke English. He’d been to France often enough he could manage to order a meal, but that was about it. Learning languages wasn’t really in his skill set. Maybe if he stayed in a country for more than a few days at a time he’d get the hang of it, but that wasn’t likely to happen. He was a hunter, and his life was spent chasing monsters.

      His gaze landed on the notes he’d just made, and he ran a distracted hand through his hair, brushing the curls back as he grumbled to himself yet again about getting a haircut. With the schedule the Brotherhood had him on these days, he was lucky to manage to sit still long enough to enjoy a cup of coffee.

      He’d only just finished a hunt in Berlin when he’d received orders to head to Spain to help in a hunt there. Being one of the Brotherhood’s few dhampir meant that Aedan and the others like him were often sent to hunt the vampires too dangerous for their human counterparts. It also meant they were rarely able to sit back and relax. “I really need to take a vacation soon,” he muttered into his coffee, “or my jetlag is going to become a permanent condition.”

      After Spain, he’d had plans to take a few days off and head to the south coast, but another e-mail had sent him to France instead. Christoph had surfaced, and Aedan was the only veteran hunter in the area. It was rare for the older vampires to let themselves be tracked down so easily, and it had the ancient organization Aedan worked for more than a little uneasy. A vampire didn’t live very long if he wasn’t careful, and Christoph had been avoiding death at the Brotherhood’s hands for more than two centuries. He wasn’t just careful, he was obsessively so, and yet this time Aedan had gotten close enough to track down his cell number and have his phone tapped. Something had this paranoid vampire off his game.

      “So what’s got your knickers in a twist, then?” Aedan asked the question aloud and leaned in to start typing away at the laptop. There were only two things Christoph was obsessed with, his personal safety and the small nests of fledglings he nurtured from time to time. It was a reoccurring pattern with him. He would vanish for decades only to reappear in the company of a group of new vampires. His children, he called them. Most vampires were antisocial creatures, rarely tolerating more than the occasional companion or two, but Christoph was an exception. He raised each nest like a family, keeping them close and mentoring them. Hunting normal fledglings was relatively simple because they were cocky and not yet in control of their new abilities. Hunting Christoph’s spawn was almost as difficult as hunting their damned sire.

      Aedan had a gut feeling that if Christoph was this upset, then it had to concern a new group of fledglings. The vampire just didn’t care enough about anything or anyone else enough to go off the rails this way. And then there was the fact that until he’d reappeared last week, no one had known where Christoph had gone. He’d vanished over a year ago and there hadn’t been so much as a whisper as to where he’d gone to ground this time. With nothing to go on, the Brotherhood had simply done what they do best. They had continued to hunt the ones they could find and waited for the others to emerge from hiding. They always did, eventually.

      “So where have you been, Christoph?” Aedan called up one of the few images they had of the vampire he was currently tracking. It was a hand-drawn sketch and more than a few decades old, but that didn’t matter. Vampires were undead, and that meant that their hair never grew and their features stayed just as they had been in life. Sketches and paintings weren’t perfect records, but they were the only way to capture a vampire’s likeness. For reasons no one had been able to scientifically explain, vampires cast no reflection and couldn’t be photographed.

      An alert flashed on the laptop as Christoph made another call. Aedan only caught a few words, but it was enough to get him moving. Christoph had mentioned several words in English, “Seattle”, “White Knight,” and “Guardians.” Aedan didn’t know who the White Knights or the Guardians were, but if they were on the vampire’s radar, they were going to need his help. The last time Christoph had been this angry, an entire village had been wiped from the face of the earth.
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      “Shit!” Val stared down at the remains of her cinnamon latte, now reduced to a sad puddle of caffeinated foam pooling around her shoes. “This day just keeps getting better.” She leaned down and scooped the now-empty cup to toss it into the nearest trash bin. She didn’t have time to go back and order another one. Nick was waiting for his turn to stretch his legs, and she’d been gone too long already.

      Val headed back to the car, her thoughts as dark and stormy as the sky overhead. What had started out as a promising day had turned into twelve hours of bad luck and misery with no end in sight. She’d had a romantic brunch date planned, only to get stood up. When she’d called to ask where he was, she’d gotten shunted straight to voicemail, and ten minutes later the coward had broken up with her by text message. After that, the day had gone to hell in a rocket-powered handcart.

      The wind that ruffled her hair was heavy with the threat of rain, and she knew if she didn’t hurry, she’d be soaked by the coming squall. Spring in Seattle may be green and full of flowers, but it also came with more than a few heavy rainfall warnings.

      Surveillance was not Val’s favorite way to spend an evening, but at least she’d been assigned to a vehicle detail. She’d be snug and dry tonight. At least she would be if she got back before the weather broke. She started walking faster.

      Tonight’s assignment was a straightforward protection detail, but a bout of flu had kept several members of White Knight home in bed, so she and Nick had found themselves seconded from their Guardian duties to help out. After months of dealing with werewolves, ghosts, and other strange cases, safeguarding a rich socialite from her rabid fans felt more like babysitting than actual work.

      As Val came around the corner, her instincts screamed a warning, and she froze. Something wasn’t right. The car was where she’d left it, carefully backed into an alleyway so that only the front end was visible, but it was empty. Where the hell is Nick?

      She kept her back to the building as she moved down the empty street, scanning every inch of space for her missing partner. He had to be close by because there was no way Nick would have left the area without radioing her first. He was all about protocol, to the point of making Val crazy half the time. She reached under her jacket and popped the release on her shoulder-holster. Drawing a gun in downtown Seattle really wasn’t on her to-do list, but if she didn’t find Nick soon, she’d consider it. Something just didn’t feel right.

      Just then her radio squawked, and Val snagged it from her belt as a strange voice came on. “Hello, Valentina.”

      Her blood froze in her veins. Someone had one of their secure radios, and whoever it was, they knew her name. Fuck. She drew in a quick breath and keyed the talk button. “Whoever this is, you seem to have me at a disadvantage. Who are you?”

      “You’re so polite. I wonder if you asked their names before you killed my children. I imagine not. Still, I will give you my name, a gift between us. My name is Christoph.”

      “I have never killed a child, Christoph, yours or anyone else’s. You’re mistaken.” Val’s heart was hammering in her chest, but her hands were steady as she drew her gun and flicked the safety off.

      “I did my research.” Even distorted by the radio, Christoph’s voice made her skin crawl. There was something wrong about it. “You led the team who killed my children and destroyed my family as they slept. Now I am going to do the same to you. In the end, when you are all alone and surrounded by death, then I will come for you.”

      Ice-cold fury added an edge to her next words. “Where’s my partner?”

      “Look up.”

      Val heard a terrified scream far above her and looked up, her gun tracking with her eyes. She managed to throw herself out of the way just as Nick’s body hurtled to the sidewalk where she’d been standing a half second before. The sickening sound of impact filled her ears, and she knew it would haunt her dreams for the rest of her life.

      “You bastard!” she screamed to the rooftops as the storm broke and the rain washed over her, hiding Christoph from view.

      “One down, Valentina.” His voice came over the radio again, taunting her.

      “I will find you, and when I do, I am going to kill you,” she snarled back at him.

      “You’re beautiful when you’re angry.”

      Val startled as she realized that this time his voice hadn’t come from the radio, but from right behind her. She spun around, but there was no one there. She was alone on the street, standing beside the body of her partner. As she lifted the radio to call for help, a shadow moved, and all the breath was knocked from her body as arms like steel cables wrapped around her and squeezed until she couldn’t breathe.

      “Just a taste.” Something cold slithered over her throat, and she screamed, emptying her lungs as she fought to get free. Her gun was pried from her hand with brutal force, and then there was nothing but pain. It lanced through her, radiating from her neck and spreading outward until her entire body was a collection of agonies. Spots swam before her eyes from the lack of oxygen, and her limbs grew heavy. Just as the world went gray, her attacker released her and she tumbled to the wet pavement, too weak to stay upright.

      “Until next time,” Christoph said, bidding her farewell. As her vision cleared, she could just make out a slender, pale-haired figure fading into the rain. A moment later she was alone.

      She crawled over to Nick and laid her hand on his neck, looking for the pulse she already knew she wouldn’t find. He was dead. Grief welled up inside her, and she gently closed his eyes, struggling to speak past the lump in her throat. “I’m so sorry, Nick. I shouldn’t have left you alone.”

      She retrieved her gun from the gutter and her radio from the sidewalk, then settled herself beside Nick’s broken body as she radioed in for help. She reported their location and the situation in a few terse sentences and sat back and waited for the others to arrive. Only then did she reach up to press her fingers to her injured neck. When her hand came away covered in blood, she swore and started checking her pockets for something to use as a bandage.

      “You’re going to need to put some pressure on that.” Another voice came out of the darkness, and Val acted out of instinct, her gun trained on the new arrival before she remembered she was in the middle of Seattle and not some godforsaken warzone.

      “How the hell is everyone managing to sneak up on me tonight?” she muttered in frustration as she got to her feet, still feeling slightly unsteady but determined not to show it.

      “You can put the gun down, luv. I’m one of the good guys.” The stranger’s voice was gentle, and there was an almost musical lilt to his words as he held his hands up, showing he was unarmed.

      “Forgive me if I don’t take your word on that.”

      He reached up slowly and swept a sodden tumble of auburn curls out of his eyes so she could see his face. “Those holes in your neck are going to keep bleeding unless I treat them. It’s a charming little trick they have, something in the saliva that stops the blood from clotting properly.” He took a step forward. “My name is Aedan, and I’m sorry I didn’t get here in time to save your friend. You must be a member of the Guardians.”

      Val lowered the gun, though she didn’t take her finger off the trigger. “Did Remington take out a front page ad or something? How is it everyone I’ve met tonight knows who I am and who I work for?” She raised her free hand and clamped it down on the wound on her neck, hissing slightly in pain as she pressed hard to slow the bleeding.

      “Your organization seems to have run afoul of a very nasty vampire, luv.”

      “Stop calling me that,” Val snapped.

      Aedan grinned and took another step toward her. “I’d use your name, but first you need to tell me what it is.”

      “It’s Val,” she offered and lowered her gun the rest of the way. “And I’ve decided I’m going to trust you, for now.” As he moved close enough that she could see him properly, Val realized he was probably used to being trusted on sight. Or being flirted with on sight, she mentally added as she took in his appearance. His eyes were hazel, and even in the dim light of the street she could make out the smattering of freckles that dusted his chiseled features. Even soaking wet and half in shadow, the man was definitely easy on the eyes.

      “I’m pleased to meet you, Val. Though I will admit I wish it were under more cheerful circumstances.” Aedan reached into his pocket, and Val lifted the gun slightly in warning. “Easy now, I’ve got something that’ll help with the bleeding. No need to shoot the man offering to help.” He dug deeper and withdrew what looked like a small, plastic squeeze bottle full of water.

      “What is it?” She eyed the bottle with distrust. The wound on her neck hurt like hell, and the bleeding hadn’t stopped yet, but she’d rather deal with the discomfort than let a stranger dose her with god knew what. “And for that matter, how do you know about the Guardians? Or vampires?”

      Aedan chuckled. “Is this what you call trusting someone? I’d hate to see how you react to someone you don’t trust if this is the warm and fuzzy version.” He tipped the bottle over and squeezed a bit of the liquid onto his hand, where it blended with the rain. “It’s holy water, that’s all. It’ll help. And as for how I know about Christoph and his kind, I’m a hunter.”

      “Oh, that clears it up nicely,” Val shot back and arched a brow at him in irritation. “What the hell do you hunt? Deer? Criminals? Unicorns?”

      “Vampires, actually,” Aedan answered in a matter-of-fact tone as he nodded toward her injury. “Will you permit me to fix that for you, or are you going to just keep bleeding until your friends arrive?”

      It was at times like these Val envied her teammate Tara’s empathic abilities. It would have made it so much easier to know if she could trust this charming man, or if she was about to fall victim to her infamously bad sense of character judgment yet again.

      “Go ahead.” She lifted her fingers away and frowned when she saw that she was still bleeding heavily. “And uh, thanks.”

      “This might sting a bit,” he warned her.

      “It’s only water. How much could it—yeow!” She yelped in surprise at the burning sensation that flared up and then faded as quickly as it had come. “I thought you said that was just water?”

      “Holy water. Father Patrick’s special blend, in point of fact. It has the power to purify that which has been tainted by the undead.”

      “So that hurt because your friend Christoph left me with a neck full of vamp venom?”

      “Something like that, yes. But let’s be clear here, Christoph is no friend of mine. He’s more like my current assignment. Forgive me for saying so, but you don’t seem too well informed for a group that managed to kill off an entire nest of Christoph’s fledglings. I’m going to guess you’re new to this sort of thing.”

      Before she could answer him, several sets of headlights appeared on the road, heading toward them at high speed.

      “It would appear your friends have arrived.”

      Before she could say a word, he brushed a quick kiss to her lips, and then his voice whispered in her ear, “I’ll see you again soon, luv.” Then he was gone. Between one heartbeat and the next, he vanished. Her lips still tingled from the kiss he’d given her before he had disappeared, the only proof he’d ever been there at all.

      “This is going down in the books as my worst day, ever,” she groused as the headlights closed in, and she had to squint against the glare to see anything at all. She could make out the shapes of people piling out of the vehicles and running toward her as she slumped back against the wall and finally holstered her weapon.

      “Val! What the hell happened?” She could hear her team leader’s voice over all the others as they swarmed around her.

      “I only left him for ten minutes. I swear.” She glanced over to where others were carefully marking off the area around their fallen comrade. “I think we’ve got a big problem, Sin. It was a vampire, a really nasty one.” She lifted her gaze to meet Sinjin’s worried gaze. “And he isn’t finished with us yet.”
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      He shouldn’t have kissed her. Aedan watched from the shadows as Val’s teammates helped her into one of their oversized SUVs to wait for law enforcement to arrive. Hell, I shouldn’t have been that close to her, period. Christoph was one of the least psychically gifted vampires on record, but even he might have been able to detect Aedan’s presence at that paltry distance. Aedan had certainly been able to sense him. All dhampir could detect and track vampires. It was one of the preternatural abilities they were born with, along with increased speed, strength, and varying degrees of psychic ability.

      It was that last one that usually got him into trouble. He had just enough talent to catch glimpses of someone’s thoughts, nothing more. It was easy to tell when someone was bluffing at poker, or if the pretty girl at the end of the bar was looking for a night of uncomplicated fun. The trouble was, he wasn’t gifted enough to determine when the pretty girl in question had a jealous boyfriend in tow. That was usually when Aedan fell back on his other abilities, the ones that let him fight his way out and then run before he was caught by the inevitable police presence.

      He’d been following Christoph from a careful distance, trying to figure out what the vampire was up to. Revenge was clearly on the agenda, but the when and the how were far from clear until Aedan had watched through his binoculars as the vampire had gone after the solitary security operative. It had been over before he could intervene.

      What the dead man’s teammates didn’t know yet was that Nick had been bled almost to death before he’d been dropped. He’d been bled, and then some of that blood had been returned to him in an obscene ritual that had twisted Aedan’s stomach into knots of nausea. He’d never been present for the creation of a vampire before, and he hoped like hell he never had to see it again.

      Watching someone die was hard enough. Watching someone lose their soul in the seconds before their death was a horror that he’d never forget. He’d have to see to it that Nick’s body was dealt with before sunset tomorrow night, or there’d be another vampire walking the streets of Seattle. Worse, the fledgling would rise still retaining all the knowledge and skills of a White Knight employee. It would appear that Christoph’s revenge plan was finally underway.

      He’d observed as Val had arrived at the scene, and he’d admired the way she’d switched from casual passerby to focused professional in the blink of an eye. He’d covered half the distance between them by the time her companion’s body had hit the pavement, but he hadn’t been fast enough to reach her before Christoph had.

      Aedan shifted his position slightly so he could get a better look at Val through his binoculars. Someone had given her a towel, and she’d dried her dark hair enough that it was now falling in damp waves that came just to her jawline. Her body was concealed beneath a metallic silver blanket, but he had seen the way the wet material of her shirt had clung to her curves. She was a woman-warrior, cut from the same cloth as the Morríghan, the Irish goddess of battle, beautiful and dangerous.

      “You’d be smart to stay away from that one,” he told himself, already aware he intended to do the exact opposite. It wasn’t her beauty that had inspired him to kiss her before he left. It was the brief moment he’d seen into her mind as she had apologized to her dead companion. Despite her sharp words and the dark world she walked in, she still had a tender and compassionate heart. He’d felt her grief and her guilt at the other man’s death, and it had been that glimpse of her soul that had captured his interest. She was a kindred spirit, a fellow soldier in a dark and never-ending war. A war he was fast growing tired of fighting.

      His gaze strayed to the bandage that now covered the bite on her neck, and he felt a stir of concern. It bothered him that Christoph had tasted her and then left her alive. That wasn’t normal vampire hunting behavior. The bastard was playing a game, Aedan just knew it. But to find out what the stakes were, he was going to need to talk to Val and her superiors. And before he could do that, he was going to need permission to disclose the Brotherhood’s existence.

      He stayed and watched as the police laid out their tape, took their photographs, and got Val’s statement. He had no idea what her story would be, but he was pretty certain that she wouldn’t be mentioning the fact that her attacker had been a vampire.

      He stayed until the streets were empty and the pale light of a false dawn crept over the sky. Only once he was certain it was too close to sunrise for Christoph to return did he head back to his hotel. He was going to need a hot shower and a few hours of sleep. He knew that while he slept other members of his organization would quietly see to it that Nick’s body never rose again. Once he got permission to give White Knight’s people the truth, he would have to pay them a visit and explain to them just how much trouble they’d gotten themselves into when they’d raided that vampire nest in Oregon. He sighed and scrubbed a hand over his unshaven jaw. It was going to be a very long day.
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      Val had been ordered to take the day off and rest. Yeah, right. Like that is going to happen. She’d lost a teammate and been turned into a vampire hors-d'oeuvre. She didn’t need rest. What she needed was payback. That didn’t mean she was going to advertise her disobedience, though, so she kept a low profile as she slipped into the Guardian’s operations room and snagged a chair in the back corner. Her strategy worked for all of ten seconds.

      “Val?” Jase lifted his head and sniffed the air before turning in her direction. “I thought you were supposed to be off duty?”

      “That new nose of yours is a serious pain in the ass, you know that, Jase?” Val had forgotten about her team leader’s new abilities. As a recently turned werewolf, he had developed an interesting array of talents, including an enhanced sense of smell. He’d only been back at work for a week after taking a long tropical vacation, and she hadn’t had time yet to adjust to his new abilities, or the fact he had gone from unrepentant playboy to eagerly expectant father in only a few months.

      “Just wait until it gets closer to the full moon. I’ll be able to tell you what brand of shampoo you’re using from across the room.”

      “Charming,” Val retorted and went to get a cup of coffee. Now she’d been spotted, there was no sense in trying to hide any longer.

      “You had a rough night.” Jase joined her to top up his own mug. “You really sure you want to be back here already?”

      “I don’t want to be anywhere else.” It was the truth. White Knight was her real home, and these people were her family. As much as she loved her parents and her noisy rabble of siblings, none of them understood her the way her teammates did. This was the one place she felt she truly belonged.

      “You know Sin’s going to blow a gasket when he sees you’re back at work. Why don’t you hang out with Jake for a bit? You can see if you can help him track down your mystery man. He’s using traffic-cam footage to try to pull an image of whomever it was that dropped in to help you last night.” Jase chuckled. “Poor kid was already looking for images of Christoph when I got here this morning. No one told him vampires don’t show up on film.”

      “And since Jake’s desk is over in the corner, there’s less chance Sin will spot me right away.” Val bumped her fist to Jase’s bicep. “Good thinking. Jazz must be rubbing off on you. I’m sure you didn’t used to be this smart.”

      “Wise ass. Go help Jake before I remember I’m supposed to be the responsible leader-type and report you to the doc.”

      “Yes, sir!” She tossed Jase a flippant salute and made her way over to where Jake was working behind a collection of oversized computer monitors.

      “How the hell do you keep track of all this?” she asked as she dropped into a chair just behind the Guardian’s resident computer wizard. He’d started out working for the regular part of White Knight Security, but eventually Sinjin had requested the kid be transferred to the Guardians Division, the team of operatives that specialized in dealing with the supernatural.

      “Years of practice and a steady diet of Red Bull.” Jake turned around to greet Val, his blue eyes dancing behind his overgrown bangs. “I’ve been trying to find a camera that was trained on the area where Nick…fell.”

      “Hey, it’s okay. You can say it. It’s where he died. I know, Jake. I was there.”

      “I just…” Jake suddenly looked like a lost little boy instead of the brilliant and cocky twenty-six-year-old he was. “This is the first time I’ve known the person who didn’t come back. I don’t know how you guys do this.”

      “Do what?”

      “Keep going and act like nothing happened last night.”

      Val lowered her voice to a whisper. “I’ll let you in on a secret, Jake. That’s all this is, an act. You work here long enough, you’ll figure out how to do it, too. We carry on because that’s the job. And finding the bastard who did this to Nick is the best way to honour his memory.”

      Val took a deep breath and let Jake see past the wall she’d put up around her feelings. She felt the sting of tears and blinked them away before anyone else could notice. “You tell anyone you saw me cry, I’ll kick your ass up one side of this building and down the other.”

      Some of the sparkle returned to Jake’s eyes as he nodded. “I didn’t see a thing. And, Val, thanks. It’s nice to know I’m not the only one feeling badly. I was starting to wonder if I’d signed on to work with a bunch of Borg.”
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