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      Crossbreed Series: Book 12

      

      Betrayal. Vengeance. Loyalty. Dark forces are at work in the epic conclusion of the USA Today bestselling Crossbreed series.

      

      Raven has come a long way since joining Keystone. She embraced her Vampire side, learned to work with others, and even fell in love. But how far is she willing to go for the greater good?

      When Viktor receives an anonymous tip regarding the whereabouts of the most notorious oligarchs in the Breed world, Keystone’s courage is put to the test. The stakes are high—one wrong move could have catastrophic consequences. In a shocking turn of events, Christian’s recent disappearance reveals secrets that could ruin him. The past is finally catching up, and Raven is faced with her greatest decision yet—one that could seal her fate forever.

      Will Keystone deliver the justice these men deserve, or will the cost be greater than the reward? Find out in this powerful conclusion to the Crossbreed series.

      

      The hardest demons to conquer are often our own.

      
        
        SIGN UP to receive exclusive updates on upcoming releases!
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      As Seneca once said (also in a song by Semisonic), every new beginning comes from some other beginning’s end. When I began writing Crossbreed, I was wrapping up my beloved Seven series. Just as readers do, writers grieve the ending of a journey. So I treat the ending of every series with love and respect.

      Raven and Christian have left a mark on my heart as they are so real to me that they transcend the page. Viktor’s leadership and vulnerability inspire me. I’ll miss the banter between Shepherd and Wyatt and the unique friendship that Gem and Niko share. Claude is a sweet but sexy soul, and I was glad to be able to explore some of his past, as I did with each and every character. Blue’s story in particular was heartbreaking, but her resilience and fortitude will only strengthen the team as the years go by. I’ll always have a soft spot for Crush and his new pal Harley. Writing his scenes with Raven and Christian was unimaginably fun. And then there’s Hunter, a strong little man with selective mutism. His journey was never about someone fixing him, because he’s perfect just as he is. Hunter needed a home, stability, acceptance, reassurance, and people who loved him.

      They all did.

      I hope that this book will answer many of the lingering questions you’ve had through the series. My endings are always written in a way that readers can ponder the characters and what they might be doing. That’s when you know you’ve created something real.

      Thank you for taking this journey with me and holding these characters close to your heart. I hope you will follow my next adventure to see where it leads, because all roads are never the same. Each series feels unlike the last, and I always want to offer something different within the Mageriverse. So sit back and enjoy the final full-length novel in the Crossbreed series.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        The woods are lovely, dark and deep,

        But I have promises to keep,

        And miles to go before I sleep,

        And miles to go before I sleep.

      

        

      
        – Robert Frost
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      I never thought the dead would drive me out of my own home. After everyone piled into the vehicles, I turned out of the driveway in my blue pickup truck, reminded that home was a fluid concept that never remained permanent. My childhood home burned to the ground, and that defining moment paved the life that followed. Flames were always licking at my heels, reminding me that happiness wouldn’t last.

      I slowed down when the black van in front of us reached the gates.

      Viktor stuck his fingers inside the bench seat, feeling around.

      “If you’re looking for the lap belt, it’s long gone,” I said. “Don’t worry; I’ll try not to kill us.”

      Gem unbuckled her seat belt. “Trade places with me.”

      “Nyet. I will entrust my life with Raven,” our fearless leader replied, folding his arms. Viktor gave me a charming smile, one that must have attracted many women over the years, silver fox that he was.

      I turned right after passing the front gate. “No pressure.”

      “Don’t you love my new boots?” Gem had been admiring her white ankle boots all morning. They were chunky, and the heel gave her about three or four inches of height. I glanced at her ensemble—a white fur jacket and a splash of color from the pale-pink leggings. Only Gem could pull off an outfit like that. She was the definition of pizzazz.

      “These boots are my New Year’s gift to myself,” she boasted. “Some cultures believe you should always wear new clothes to start a fresh new year.” She sighed grimly and pressed her face to the window as we passed wolf statues placed all along the property wall. “Viktor, they’re beautiful. And there are so many.”

      Viktor had ordered them weeks ago after the battle on our property. The workers had spent the previous day placing them on concrete mounts, each bearing a small plaque with a name.

      “I ordered one for every Shifter lost,” he said, his words sobering. “That includes the two lions from Samba’s pride. I placed the lions on each corner.”

      “I bet the packs respect what you did for them,” she said.

      “I did not do it for them. They are not aware of my actions. These are for us—so Keystone will never forget their sacrifice. You will always remember that day, and should anyone new enter our group, they will know the story.”

      Gem clutched his shoulder. “Oh, Viktor. It’s tragic they can’t live their lives. Those poor souls were so brave and selfless. It doesn’t seem fair. We couldn’t die because of Sparrow’s curse, but they gave up everything.”

      It had only been a few weeks since the battle against Sparrow and his Vampire minions. We’d meticulously collected and removed the Vampire remains from the property. After that, we stayed busy scrubbing away blood, repairing damaged walls and windows, and restoring the Keystone estate to its original glory.

      “When do you think we can go back?” I asked, feeling uneasy about a stranger alone in our home.

      “That will depend on how successful she is. I was told we should be home by this evening.” Viktor tilted the vent downward.

      It was almost eleven in the morning, and we had roughly eight hours to kill.

      I turned on the blinker. “I don’t understand why Wyatt can’t exorcise all the ghosts himself. He’s a Gravewalker. Isn’t that what they do? Deal with the dead?”

      Gem giggled. “Wyatt’s always had an aversion to ghosts. He said that one of them walked in while he was taking a bubble bath and got in the tub with him. Then the ghost started talking about all the ways he was going to have him murdered.”

      I hit a pothole before turning onto the main road. “Well, I hope this crackpot doesn’t rob us blind. We’re leaving her alone with no supervision. Maybe you should have one of us stay there, Viktor. Even if it’s just Kira.”

      “I trust this Gravewalker. She comes with many… recommends.”

      “I think you mean references,” Gem said. “Is it really necessary that we all leave?”

      Viktor stretched out his legs. “She cannot banish the dead as long as we are there to hold their attention.”

      Gem bounced forward and met eyes with me. “It creeps me out to think how many of them inhabited our home. Now that I know what it’s like to see ghosties, I haven’t had a peaceful shower in weeks. I keep thinking one of them is in there with me, watching.” She shuddered and sat back.

      “Doesn’t bother me,” I admitted. “As long as I can’t see or hear them, they don’t exist.” I looked out my window at the snow and muttered, “The only ghosts I care about are the ones that are still alive.”

      My thoughts drifted to events in my past, and I quickly shut them away. Sometimes that box opened just a crack, and if I didn’t put the lid back on, the nightmares slipped out.

      

      After we parked the vehicles outside a Mexican restaurant, Blue trudged across the empty parking lot toward my truck. Snow clung to her black boots, which were tall and kept her pants dry. A gust of wind blew back the hood on her brown leather jacket, revealing her piercing blue eyes and a tangle of long hair. “Viktor, are you sure they’re open? There’s no one here, and they don’t have the neon lights turned on.”

      Viktor secured his scarf and held it as we marched toward the door. When the frigid wind blustered through the parking lot, Gem squealed and ran ahead of us. After three knocks, a Hispanic man unlocked the door.

      “Hola, Viktor! ¿Cómo estás? It’s so good to see you, my friend.” He patted Viktor’s arm and pulled him through the doorway. “Come inside where it’s warm. Welcome. Welcome,” he said to each of us.

      Once we were all inside, the short man with a friendly smile locked the door and then circled back in front of us. “Welcome to Tia’s Taqueria. Tia is mi esposa. I am Tomás, your host. You may sit anywhere you like, but we reserved the private room just for you,” he said, gesturing to an adjoining room on the right. “Mi casa es su casa.” He nodded at Viktor. “My people will take care of all your needs. The taco bar is open, margaritas are on the way, and we have warm sopapillas and honey coming right out.” He approached Hunter and anchored his fists on his hips. “And what’s your name?”

      Hunter ducked behind Shepherd.

      Tomás gave a raucous laugh and handed the boy a round lollipop. “You need some ice cream. Then you will be bouncing off the walls and talking our ears off.” He turned away and spoke to the workers behind the counter in Spanish.

      Gem clasped her hands together. “I adore Spanish! It’s so rhythmic, and I can understand every word. It’s one of the languages I inherited in my Relic genes. It’s so much easier to understand than the ones I’ve had to teach myself.”

      Wyatt took off his jacket, proudly displaying a T-shirt that said: Taco Tango with a picture of two tacos dancing. “Are you telling me you rented this place out for the whole day? Beautiful women? Bottomless tacos?” Wyatt’s eyes lit up, and he pitched his beanie onto a nearby table.

      The warm restaurant was a welcome respite on a bleak winter day. Not many people went out on New Year’s Day in our city, and the heavy snow kept most indoors. Straight ahead was a wraparound counter where customers could sit and eat. The main room had a massive mural on the back wall. I’d never seen so much color—yellows, deep reds, and blood orange with a dark-blue ceiling. Archways separated the seating areas, and in the center was a large taco buffet. Wyatt had already grabbed a plate and was filling it up.

      Blue chuckled. “I guess tacos are just the appetizer?”

      The ceiling had twinkle lights strung across it, and the cozy feel made me want to take my jacket off and stay for a few hours.

      Blue, Claude, and I followed Viktor into the private room on the right. Tomás and his staff had beautifully set a long wooden table. It was the only table that didn’t have colorful Mexican tiles on it.

      Viktor sat at the head and faced the entrance. “Please indulge yourselves. I paid extra for them to open. We can stay all day, eat and drink as much as we like—they are fully staffed. If you grow restless and want to leave, you can come back anytime before seven. They have cooks at our disposal.”

      Claude sat across from me. “That’s generous. I prefer this to sitting around a hotel lobby.”

      Two waiters ushered in the drinks, placing iced water and tea in front of all the seats before leaving.

      Viktor studied his menu. “The hotels were all booked up. I asked Wyatt what his thoughts were, and he suggested a restaurant. I have the money, but it is not always easy to find someone willing to work on their day off. Tomás is a good friend—a trusted human who donates much to his community. I know him through charity work.”

      Blue snorted. “Spooky thinks with his stomach. At least they have a TV,” she said, glancing at the upper corner behind Viktor’s chair. “We can keep an eye on the weather and see if more snow is coming.”

      “Five inches is all I can take,” I said, leaning back in my chair.

      Wyatt sat to my left with a plate of tacos. “Somehow I doubt that.”

      After setting two plates on our side of the table, Shepherd smacked Wyatt on the back of the head. “Keep it up, Spooks, and I’ll make you into a piñata.”

      Wyatt spooned salsa onto his tacos. “I just wish we’d come here on Tuesday.”

      Blue reached for one of the giant bowls of fresh tortilla chips they’d put out and sat next to Claude. “Why?”

      He flipped out a cloth napkin and laid it across his lap. “Because it’s Taco Tuesday. That’s the official taco day. All the humans talk about it.”

      I used my straw to dunk ice cubes in my glass. “Do they taste better on Tuesday?”

      Everyone laughed.

      I glanced into the main room and observed Gem guiding Niko around the establishment so he could learn the layout. We’d also invited Kira and Switch, which wasn’t something we usually did, especially Kira. Since everyone had to vacate the premises, we thought it best to all stay together. Kira sat at the far end of the table, her gaze shifting from one colorful piece of décor to another.

      Switch swaggered up in his bad-boy leather jacket and sat across from Shepherd. His tangled hair fell past his shoulders, and his circle beard had grown out, filling in the sides of his face. His wolfish eyebrows slanted down as he looked at his two plates. Switch had an intense gaze and a rough appearance, but he couldn’t be more serious when it came to education.

      I chuckled. “Are you sure two plates are enough? We haven’t even ordered yet.”

      He unzipped his jacket and grinned at his messy tacos. “Honey, I’m just getting warmed up.”

      “Amen,” Shepherd replied before shoving a taco into his mouth.

      When everyone was finally seated, the waiters appeared. Gem conversed with them entirely in Spanish, and though I didn’t speak it, I understood one part of it when she gestured to her glass.

      Wyatt finished his first taco, listening with rapt attention to their conversation. He plucked a tiny Mexican flag from a toothpick holder and waved it. “Any Everclear you got back there, just put it all in my glass, por favor.”

      Blue stood. “I can already tell this is going to be a long day. Let me see if they have a remote for the TV.”

      After I finished ordering a beef enchilada plate with Spanish rice and refried beans, I got up to have a look around. We had a windowless room, so I felt closed in with all the talking. I sat at the counter and watched a guy making fresh tortillas. Though my father would enjoy this, the last thing I needed was him driving in treacherous weather.

      Switch sat on the barstool next to me, a beer in hand. “How many languages does that girl speak?”

      “Who? Gem?” I admired the speed with which the man in the kitchen made the tortillas. “Seventeen? Twenty? Something like that. She pays attention when we go out. Always listening, always learning.”

      “Sounds like something a Relic would do.” He sipped his beer.

      I couldn’t recall if Gem had ever mentioned to him that she was born a Relic, so I left the topic alone. “I know she speaks Mandarin, Russian, Spanish, and I think Arabic.”

      “She’s a sweet girl. It’s interesting.”

      “What’s interesting?”

      He slowly took off his leather jacket, revealing a skintight T-shirt beneath. “She comes across as a little ditzy. Purple hair, tall shoes, funky clothes, always floating in the pool or skating around the mansion. You’d never know she was a bookworm. I catch her reading in the libraries a lot. I don’t know why she projects a different image.”

      I stared at the owl tattoo on his muscular bicep. “I’m sure you wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”

      He glanced down at his attire. “I see your point. I just think she could attract better men if she let everyone know she has a brain.”

      I stole his beer and sipped it. “If you think the women of Keystone are pinning their hopes on finding a husband, think again. We’re here because that’s not what we want in life.”

      He gave me a one-sided grin before tucking his hair behind his ear. “That’s not what I hear. Word on the street is you’re engaged.”

      I swiveled toward him.

      He reached out and pressed his finger to my lips. “Don’t embarrass yourself. Everyone saw the banner trailing from the plane. Maybe nobody else knew what it meant, but I’ve heard Christian call you Precious more than once.”

      “The banner was just a diversion.”

      “Is that right?” He eased back on his elbow as if he might call my bluff. “I guess Crush wouldn’t mind if I let him in on the joke.”

      “If you tell him, I’ll cut your throat in your sleep.”

      “Ahh!” He caught my arm when I tried to get up. “You don’t get off that easy. We’re stuck in here all day, and if you think I’m letting this go, you’re mistaken.”

      I sighed and reluctantly sat back in my seat. “Don’t say anything. Not yet.”

      Switch scratched the back of his neck. “Do you think Christian’s a mate who will stick around? Vampires are loners, Raven.”

      In the other room, the television was competing with the music on the speakers. “Do you forget who you’re talking to?”

      “You’re only half,” he pointed out. “But he’s whole. It’s against his nature.”

      “Don’t buy into the urban legend. Most of them stayed single out of necessity. We all need someone. Vampires are loners for a reason, and it has to do with their history and lifestyle.”

      Before he could reply, an attractive waitress sauntered up and asked if we needed anything. Switch was not only a flirt but undeniably handsome. His features were sculpted, his brows pensive, and he always had a look on his face like he might lean in and kiss you with those soft lips. The woman blushed when he complimented her necklace. He was very respectful when it came to flirting with women—never touching them, never leering. And that was hard considering Switch was a Shifter who had different dating rituals among his own kind. With humans, he merely smiled, winked, and that was enough.

      He admired her as she walked around the counter to the kitchen.

      “You’re the one who needs to get mated,” I suggested.

      He waggled his eyebrows. “Maybe in twelve more years.”

      I frowned, uncertain where he came up with that number.

      “That’s when Hunter turns eighteen,” he reminded me. “Then I’m free to go.”

      “And where will you go, Switcharoo?”

      “I don’t know yet. Maybe I’ll join a pack or start up a university for Breed. We don’t have our own schools. Most of the kids either get shoved into human schools or we’re taught at home. Good teachers with a broad knowledge base aren’t easy to find. If you limit what a kid learns, you limit what they’ll become. I’ve seen it too often with packs. The kids learn a trade from someone in the family, and that’s what they grow up to do. Some of those kids are damn smart and could have easily been a doctor or scientist. Who says Relics have to be the only counselors and medical specialists out there?”

      “I can see you doing something like that.”

      One arm resting on the counter, he turned on his stool to face me. “Where’s Christian?”

      “For a minute there, I thought we might have a real conversation.”

      He shrugged. “Usually I cut through the bullshit, but I didn’t want to upset you right off the bat. We just got here, and I like hanging out with you. We haven’t had a chance to sit down and shoot the breeze since before the battle. Everyone’s been busy.”

      Facing forward, I looked across my shoulder at him. “The second you think there’s trouble in paradise, you swoop in.”

      “It’s not like that. I just wondered why the love of your life flew the coop.”

      “He’s only been gone for two days. I like my alone time too. I know it’s hard to believe, but I don’t have to know where he is at all times. I trust him.”

      Switch lifted his bottle. “You don’t even know where he is? Don’t you think it’s a little suspicious he wouldn’t tell you that much?”

      “I’ve taken off to see Crush without telling anyone.”

      “For two days?” Switch glanced around the empty room. “If you were gone for two days without telling him, he’d lose his fucking mind thinking something had happened to you.”

      “And how do you know?”

      “Because that’s what you do when you love someone. Maybe I’m a little curious as to why you haven’t lost your shit.”

      I wasn’t certain how to answer. I loved Christian with every fiber of my being. We had a mutual understanding that we were each entitled to our private time. Christian would never cheat on me—of that I was certain. And he knew how to take care of himself, so I never worried that his absence meant he was in danger. I often went to hang out with my dad without telling him. He never asked because our trust went both ways. Why were people suddenly placing rules all over our relationship that fit within their norms but not ours?

      “Switch, next time just ask me if I’ve seen Christian. And only ask if you genuinely want to know, not because you’re trying to stir up trouble and pry into my personal life.”

      He held up his hands. “I’m not prying. I just want to be sure you’re okay.”

      I reached for a bowl of peppermints on the bar and ate one. “I’m not gonna defend the way I choose to love and be loved. I know you’re looking out for me because we go way back, but you’re walking on thin ice when you start judging me.”

      “I wasn’t judging you.”

      I slid off my stool. “It felt like judgment. Look, I don’t hold grudges or anything. I know you’re coming from a good place, but my life isn’t an open book.”

      “Fine. I’ll just close the pages and read something else.” He rested his elbows on the counter behind him. “Why did Viktor pick a taqueria instead of a bar? We could have at least had a few dart boards or pool tables.”

      I played with my heart pendant. “This was Wyatt’s pick. You’re lucky we didn’t end up in an arcade or strip club. I bet most of the Breed bars are busy today, snow or not. A bar’s no place for Hunter.”

      “True.”

      We walked toward the private room and then lingered by the archway at the entrance, both of us looking at the television.

      A reporter in a pink hat stood outside a building, snow pelting her in the face. “Police have no information regarding the whereabouts of the body. Troy, back to you.”

      “Sounds fishy.” Switch reached through the opening in the archway and laid down his leather jacket across a bench seat against the corner wall.

      “What’s that all about? I don’t watch much TV.”

      “Second body in two days. When a body goes missing from a morgue, you know what that means.”

      “Breed,” I said, remembering my first days as an immortal. “Do you think it was a newly made Vampire?”

      He gave me a peculiar look. “What makes you say that?”

      “Sometimes Vampires fake a death so the youngling can be declared dead in the human world. That way no one is out looking for them since they’re not considered a missing person.”

      He folded his arms, and I could tell he was wondering all sorts of things about me. “I don’t think it’s that. They said no signs of a struggle, which rules out Vampires since they make a mess with all the blood. Sounds more like someone got killed by a juicer.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “Anytime there’s a crime, insiders check if it’s Breed. They get rid of the bodies if it is.”

      “I know about them. They work in every field. Cops, hospital workers, probably lawyers.”

      We both had a chuckle.

      Switch leaned against the brick archway by the window. “They found a body last week. It was an unusual death according to the coroner’s report, and they deemed it a homicide.”

      “Coroner’s report. If they weren’t removed from the morgue, that means they were human.”

      He aimed his fingers at me like a gun and clicked his tongue. “You got it.”

      I steered my gaze to the windows behind him. “So you think they juiced a human, and now they’ve upgraded to Breed?”

      “Sometimes those light addicts start with humans because they’re frail and can’t fight back. Humans die easily, and I don’t think their light’s all that strong. Sounds like the sloppy work of a rogue. Could also be a feeder,” he suggested, referring to Vampires with blood addictions. “They didn’t mention cause of death. If it was a Vampire, they probably wouldn’t want to say anything since they’d be drained. People would freak out. Conspiracy theorists would have a field day. Most folks would probably pin it on a cult though.”

      “If it is a blood addict, it seems like picking off humans would be the easier choice. They don’t taste any different than Breed. Why start targeting Breed, who would be more difficult to kill?”

      He curled his lip, clearly disgusted with facts. “The more humans you kill, the more cops on the streets. Most feeders have hunting grounds, and a lot of bodies turning up would shut it down real quick. It’s easier with Breed. We collect bodies from the morgue and erase evidence and memories. The trouble is, when the news starts reporting the stories, you can’t steal the bodies without it getting noticed.”

      “Sounds like someone needs to hire a tracker and find the killer.”

      “The higher authority won’t do anything about juicers and feeders, so usually it falls on sentries—those guys who patrol the streets. Whoever’s behind it is probably more concerned about keeping cops away from his hunting ground than anything. That’s why they switched over to Breed.”

      “Maybe you should have been a detective.”

      “I’ve been watching this stuff play out for years. If you pay attention to the news, you’ll see it too. You can bet the cops are working to bury the story even though they’ll probably be dealing with more murders. Missing bodies make them look incompetent. Just another day in Cognito.” Switch rubbed his hands together as a parade of servers carried in the food. “I should have worn bigger pants.”

      While he followed behind the food procession, I glanced out the window at the snowy parking lot. A white owl was sitting atop my truck, and I almost didn’t notice him until he twisted his head around. We stared at each other for a long time. Why was Houdini here? The last I’d seen of him, he had decided to remain half-dead in the shadow realm. Since we’d never recovered any additional jewelry taken from Lenore’s party, I wasn’t certain of his fate.

      Perhaps he’d shown up to fill me in, but I wasn’t about to let Houdini rain on my fiesta.
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      As much as I loved tequila, I stuck with the tea during lunch. The food was tremendous, and the staff went out of their way to make it a memorable visit. All of us planned to pitch in for a generous tip. Despite the festive atmosphere, I couldn’t get over seeing Houdini in the parking lot.

      After rising from my chair, I slipped on my leather jacket. “I’m heading out for a while,” I announced, pulling a black beanie from my coat pocket and putting it on. “I feel like being alone for a while.”

      I could have said I was going to check out the roads or see what was open, but that might invite others to join. No one paid attention as I grabbed my keys and headed outside.

      My breath fogged the wintry air as my black boots crunched across the fresh snow. I scanned the empty parking lot—no sign of Houdini. Once inside the truck, I slammed the door and fired up the engine. It purred like a hungry lion, and the wipers came on, flicking snow left and right.

      Houdini’s owl suddenly landed on my hood. I kept waiting for him to shift, wondering if he’d still be dressed in the gothic red-and-black attire from the winter ball last month. Houdini would never shift around my team—he didn’t want people I knew to see him, let alone know his secrets.

      When he flapped his large wings and flew off, I watched him glide over to a stop sign and wait patiently until I pulled out of the parking lot. The road was easy to navigate since the tire tracks kept me from striking the curb. After a few more turns, I realized we weren’t heading toward the Breed district or anything familiar. His owl stayed ahead of me, and anytime it got too far away, it would land on something and wait. Eventually I wound up on a road that led out of the city.

      “This is ridiculous,” I grumbled. “If you want to talk, just pick a diner. It’s too cold to stand in the fucking woods.”

      Curiosity led me on. When the turns grew familiar and he flew up a private country road, I realized exactly where we were going.

      Christian’s house—or Château Cinderblock, as I liked to call it—was nestled deep in the woods. He’d bought the land as a place to get away. No electricity, no people. My heart sped up at the thought that something might be wrong. The private road turned into a dirt pathway, so I had to follow Houdini to avoid getting stuck since there were no tracks to follow. Trees stood against the white backdrop like burnt matchsticks, their branches bejeweled with pendants of ice that hung like glistening diamonds. Houdini’s owl landed in a pine tree and waited when my wheels spun in the mud. Not wanting to get stuck, I backed up and then drove forward again, regaining traction. His owl soared ahead and landed on the windowless structure. Christian’s bike was out front, the seat covered in a layer of snow.

      When I shut off the engine, I recalled a conversation I’d had with Houdini where he suggested Christian might have a bloodslave. With that in mind, I got out of the truck, sickened that Houdini might have been right all along. This wasn’t how I wanted to find out.

      When I glanced up, Houdini’s owl ascended to the skies and flew away. He didn’t want to get involved. He wanted to show me.

      Show me what?

      Christian should have heard me coming, so why hadn’t he come out?

      The trees chattered as icy limbs swayed into each other.

      I noticed there weren’t any footprints around the door, so I took a deep breath before opening it. Light poured into the dark, empty room. He normally kept an old mattress on the floor, but it was leaning up against the right wall behind the small table and chair. Aside from the strip of light coming in, the room was painted in shadows. As I turned away, something caught my eye that I’d never seen before—chains mounted on a wall. I drew closer, staring at the length. Just enough to allow a person to sit. Then I saw the broken shackles.

      Anger flooded my veins like hot magma.

      “Raven…”

      I spun on my heel. Christian stood in the open doorway, white light silhouetting him. Snow covered his worn lace-up boots, and his pants below the knee were wet with a glaze of frost covering the fabric. I noticed small twigs and pine needles on his tight black shirt. But what really stood out was the look on his face, like someone had caught him with his hand in the cookie jar.

      I adjusted my knit hat, feeling like a volcano about to erupt. “I didn’t want to believe it was true. I kept telling myself you weren’t the type of man who would deceive me.” I stalked forward and slapped him. “How could you lie to me?”

      Being a Vampire, he wasn’t fazed by the slap. He just stood there with a blank expression.

      “This is worse than you having an affair.”

      He dipped his chin, his voice lower than usual. “Raven, what do you think is happening here?”

      “Where did you bury the body? Am I going to find a graveyard out back filled with your victims?”

      “This is not what you think.”

      “I think we’re past lying.”

      “Aye, that we are. But this isn’t what it seems. It’s much worse.”

      “Worse than keeping a bloodslave? Do tell.”

      “A bloodslave? Is that what you think of me?” He gestured to the chair. “Sit down, and I’ll tell you everything.”

      “I’d rather stand.”

      “If you wish.” Christian strode into the room toward the chains and stared quietly at them. He turned his head sharply toward the door and then closed it. I listened to his footfalls move around the room until he struck a match and lit several candles on the table. “Are you warm enough?” He collected his trench coat from the table and handed it to me.

      I put my hands in my coat pockets, my back to the door. “Not one more lie better come out of your mouth.”

      He draped the coat over the back of the chair and mirrored my stance. “Do you remember when Houdini kidnapped you?”

      “Yes.”

      “And after that, how he sold you on the black market?”

      “I don’t need a recap.”

      Christian chewed on his lip for a minute. “When we found you with your Creator, he got away.”

      “I’m aware.”

      “Raven, he never got away.”

      Dizzy, I stumbled over to the chair and sat.

      Christian knelt in front of me. “I tracked him down and kept him here. I’ve had Fletcher Black in my possession this entire time.”

      My heart raced at a frantic beat, and I wrung my hands. How had he been able to keep this from me? I tried to piece it together. “Is this where you come when you disappear at night? Or when you take off at random times?”

      “Aye.”

      I thought about all those nights. I’d always assumed he was going to a bar or enjoying a long drive on his bike. I remembered Lenore’s party when we needed a place to lie low and how Christian was quick to reject this place as a temporary refuge.

      No wonder. We would have walked in and found my Creator chained to the wall.

      My eyes settled on a trunk a few feet in front of me, and I realized this was where Christian had come to change clothes back when we were staying at the Flamingo Hotel.

      So many secrets.

      I flicked my eyes back to his. “Were you feeding off him?”

      “I don’t deny that I once had a blood addiction, but that was Lenore’s blood. I didn’t drink from every bloodbag on the streets. I won’t deny that I indulged in the occasional drink, but that can be said for all Vampires. That wasn’t why I brought him here.”

      I wiped my hand over my face, still in disbelief. “Fletcher was here? This whole time? You had him?”

      He stood with his head down. “Aye.”

      Incensed, I shot up and cut around him. All the trauma resurfacing was pulling me under like quicksand. Tears welled in my eyes when I looked at the chains and remembered all the horrible things I endured—the humiliation Fletcher inflicted on me and reveled in. “Why didn’t you tell me!”

      “Because you weren’t ready. You were having nightmares. I wanted to give him to you, but not before he paid for all the pain and suffering he put you through. And then you were getting better, and I was afraid that giving him to you would make you suffer all over again. So I kept him here.”

      I wiped my eyes with the heels of my hands. “Where is he?”

      “I don’t know.”

      I spun around and erased the distance between us. “What do you mean you don’t know?”

      “Has it crossed your mind why I might have been missing for two days? I’d never go that long without telling you first. When I came here, the chains were broken, and he was nowhere to be found. I’ve been searching day and night, thinking he might be hiding somewhere in the woods.” Christian pinched his chin and averted his eyes. “I can’t see how he would have gotten far. He was emaciated and weak. I suspect he escaped before the snow since there weren’t any tracks to follow. I’ve been walking these woods for days. When I heard your truck coming, I knew I’d have explaining to do.”

      I was only half listening since my brain was spinning. “You’ve had him for over a year?” I pounded my fists against his chest. “A year?”

      “And I would have kept him for longer.” Christian snared my wrists in his hands and lowered my arms. “Do you remember the vow I made? I’ve kept him here, delivering the same neglect, the same torture and humiliation that he put upon you.”

      “No. Not the same.” I jerked my arms free. “You lied to me.”

      “I never lied. I just never told you.”

      “You had no right… I—” My speech faltered as I tried to take it all in. Fletcher haunted my dreams, and I wasn’t certain I’d ever be over what he’d done to me. I couldn’t fathom what might have happened had I walked in and found him here. Would I have cowered? Would I have tortured or killed him? Even I didn’t know.

      In the dim candlelight, Christian took a deep breath and looked upward, his body rigid. “I never wanted it to happen this way. I never meant to hurt you.” He stalked to the table and rested his palms on it. “If you don’t understand what I’ve done, that’s something I can live with. The horrors he put you through will never leave my mind any more than they’ll leave yours. If violence is the only means to ease your suffering, then I would gladly have tortured him for another century.” Christian slammed his fist on the table, cracking it down the center. “I’ll not apologize!”

      “I never asked for an apology. I only wanted to trust you.”

      He rushed toward me and gripped my shoulders. “Don’t you understand? You can. Everything I did was to protect you. If I turned him in, they would have learned about your creation. Do you know what they do to rogues like you? Viktor might have pleaded on your behalf, but the higher authority would have handed you over to the Mageri. And if they looked at your history of murder, they could have deemed you unfit for immortality. I’ve seen it happen, Raven. They execute those they perceive as a threat. You work for Keystone, but doing what? Murder, that’s what. They won’t look kindly on your situation.” Christian caressed my arms as he lowered his hands. “I almost killed him. Then… something dark possessed me. I wanted him to suffer.”

      Dizzy, I made my way back to the chair. My energy was starting to spiral, and I had to level it down before I passed out. “I need to sit.”

      When I did, Christian got on both knees and rested his arms on my lap. His bottomless eyes stared up at mine, summoning goose bumps on my arms. “I would tear down the world for you.”

      I wiped my face dry, feeling a sense of calm coming over me. “I’m tired of this bullshit. You’ve been keeping secrets, and I’ve been keeping secrets. We promised we wouldn’t do that. I don’t care about the little things, but this has to stop now. We both need to come clean. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Because if I go down for this, I go alone. This was my vengeance, not yours. What do you think would happen if someone found out you were involved in his death? He’s your Creator.”

      “It should be my vengeance.”

      “I vowed I would slay anyone who harmed you, and I meant it. Fletcher is an abomination. He doesn’t deserve to breathe, so I made him breathe every day to remember the suffering he put you through. I unleashed my fury upon him every chance I had. Lashings, beatings, and when it went too far, I’d give him just enough blood to survive. I’ve starved him, kept him in the cold and heat. I’m in too deep, Raven. If the Vampire elders or higher authority find out what I’ve done, that’ll be the end of me. The Mageri could take his criminal history into account, but they’ve always protected their own. They’ll see to my death.”

      The candles behind me illuminated his face, exposing his darkness with their golden light.

      “And what secrets have you kept from me?” he asked.

      I knew telling him could change things, especially after seeing his wrath on Fletcher. But I didn’t want these secrets to destroy us. “Remember when I was working undercover at the sex club and someone spiked my drink? Houdini did it. He didn’t know that guy would lock me up in the room or else I’m certain he would have stopped it. Houdini does random things to see what’ll happen. He was teaching me a lesson since I was drinking too much on the job.”

      “It sounds like he’ll be the one learning the lesson.”

      “Don’t do it, Christian. I didn’t tell you to bait you into killing my maker. This has to stop somewhere.”

      “Then why did you never tell me?”

      I chuckled. “I guess for the same reason you kept Lenore being the one who buried me a secret. You were trying to protect me, and I was trying to protect you from doing something stupid. Houdini led me here. I followed his owl.”

      Christian shot to his feet. “Feck me. We can’t trust he won’t tell someone. Was he the one who broke the chains?”

      “I don’t think so. He didn’t seem to know what was going on in here. He just assumed. You’re not very good at being discreet. Even Switch noticed you taking off a lot, but he thought you were having an affair.”

      Christian paced toward the chains and stared at them. “You can’t trust your maker. You don’t know what he’s thinking. Perhaps he freed him to sabotage our relationship.”

      I stood and joined his side. “I don’t think it was Houdini. He wanted me to find out what was going on in here. Maybe he saw Fletcher escape and that’s why he came for me today of all days. Or maybe he saw you searching the woods. My gut tells me that he didn’t free Fletcher because… because I think he feels guilty.”

      Christian peered over his shoulder at me. “For what?”

      “For selling me to Fletcher in the first place. He didn’t know, and when I told him, he seemed insulted. I don’t think Houdini feels any emotion toward me, but I do think he feels ownership. He doesn’t like anyone tampering with his things.”

      “He sold you. What did he think would happen?”

      “That I would escape. I don’t know. I can’t rationalize his madness. All I know is that this doesn’t feel like Houdini’s work. If you kill my maker and my Creator, how the hell am I ever going to trust leaving you alone with my dad?”

      The humor broke the tension.

      Christian turned and swept my hair behind my shoulder. “After what your maker put you through, you don’t want him dead?”

      “I won’t see you rotting in jail over something this frivolous.”

      “I’ll have you know that him selling you wasn’t frivolous.”

      “I know, but it’s past. It’s done. Houdini’s not out to kill me. He just likes fucking with my head.” I turned to Christian and fell into his embrace, nestling my face in his chest. Hearing his strong heartbeat made me feel safe and protected. He didn’t return the hug.

      “You’re not vexed? Or… is this goodbye?”

      “I’m still mad, but I know why you did it,” I said, staring at the chain.

      And I truly did. I had to look past my emotions and think back to when my Creator had fled. Had we found Fletcher, would Viktor have turned him in? Probably. Viktor always did the right thing. Would anyone care what a Creator did to their Learner? Would justice have been served? If Fletcher had never spent a night in jail, that would have been so much worse. Until now, I hadn’t considered the other consequences—of the Mageri finding out about my creation and history of murder. Had he walked away scot-free, I would have become obsessed with killing him, and murdering one’s Creator is illegal and punishable by death. Viktor wouldn’t want anyone unstable working for him.

      I shut my eyes. “Now he’s out there.”

      Christian leaned back and cupped my head in his hands, his gaze so intense I felt my energy buzz. “On my word, I’ll find him.”

      “If he hadn’t escaped, how long would you have kept him?”

      “Decades.”

      I tilted my head back and gave him a chaste kiss.

      He rested his forehead against mine. “Your lips erase any regrets I might have had.”

      “Any more secrets?” I asked.

      “Aye. Just one.” He brushed a lock of hair away from my face. “I might have seen a phoenix.”

      I laughed. “I’m being serious.”

      “So am I! Flew right over those Vampires and burned them all up. On my word.”

      “Okay, Poe. That was your last chance. If you drop any more bombs, that’ll be it. I just want anything of importance out on the table. If you’re sneaking off to help the homeless or eat donuts, I don’t care. We both know the secrets that matter. I don’t want anything else coming between us. No matter the risk.”

      “No secrets. Well, there’s one more. But I can’t tell you.”

      I stared daggers at him.

      “Trust me, it’s something good. I just can’t spoil the fun.”

      I took a deep breath and sighed. “What now?”

      “We track him.”

      I shook my head. “If it’s been two days and you haven’t found anything, he’s long gone by now. He might have left the city.”

      “I wouldn’t be so certain of that. I had a wee bit of fun torturing the bastard. If there’s any spite left in him, he’ll be coming for me.”

      “We need to get back to the taco place.”

      His lips twitched. “Did I miss something?”

      “Viktor hired a Gravewalker to come in and kick all the ghosts out so Wyatt doesn’t go insane. He’s been looking pretty bad lately.”

      “Aye. Caught him running down the hallway a week ago in nothing but his underpants.”

      While Christian snuffed out the candles and grabbed his coat, I stepped outside and searched the trees for Houdini. There was no trace of him, and I knew he wouldn’t have stuck around for long. Was he hoping whatever was behind this door would split Christian and me apart? Or did he want to see if I would partake? I’d spent the past year believing that Fletcher was out there somewhere, maybe waiting for another opportunity to strike. All this time, Christian had kept me safe.

      This was a convoluted mess, and I had a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach. Fletcher might run, yet he might be so incensed by his treatment that he would come after us. And what if he went after my father?

      I picked up the phone and dialed his cell.

      “What’s up?” Crush answered.

      I blew out a breath. “Just checking in.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “You’re not at work are you? The roads are a mess.”

      “I got tire chains.”

      “I can’t do this with you right now. I might swing by your house later. You better be there.”

      “Are you shittin’ me?”

      I ended the call.

      Once inside the truck, I reclined my head to process everything. I couldn’t keep yanking my father out of his life to protect him from my enemies. Fletcher wouldn’t be the last, so where did it end?

      Christian lifted his Ducati over his head as if it weighed nothing and set it in the back of my truck. When he got inside, he held my hand, and we stared at the concrete structure for a long time. This moment changed everything. I could no longer go about my life as before. Fletcher would come, sooner rather than later. He wasn’t a man who took shame very well. And I knew firsthand how rage could fester until it became all-consuming.

      “Your da can live with us,” Christian finally said.

      “No, he can’t. Viktor doesn’t run a boarding house. Crush isn’t gonna like getting dragged out of his house every time I think he’s in danger.” I hit the steering wheel. “Fuck!”

      “That fleabag he calls a pet will keep him safe.” Christian rested his elbow on the door and covered his face. “Feck me. I can’t ask that man if I can marry you now. Instead of seeing me to the door, he’ll see me right to the grave.”

      “I have no choice but to tell him what’s going on. He has to know. Fletcher doesn’t have the balls to come after our team, so there’s no need to tell Viktor. If he ever finds out what you did⁠—”

      “He’ll toss me out on my arse. I knew the risk, but let’s just say that I was thinking less clearly back then than I am now.” He laced his fingers across his stomach. “I regret nothing. Hearing that man scream was a symphony to my ears.”

      “Are you sure no one followed you here?”

      “I would have heard them.”

      “On that loud bike?” I started the truck. “Whoever stumbled upon your little house of horrors probably struck a deal with him.”

      “Aye. Maybe he’s someone else’s problem now.”

      I dug my thumbnails into the bottom part of the steering wheel. “Did he say anything about me?”

      “I forbade him from speaking your name. He did it once. After the first night, he never did again.”
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      When Christian and I walked into the Mexican restaurant, we stood frozen in the entryway, taking in the chaos. Wyatt danced on a table, a sombrero on his head, shaking two maracas while a mariachi band played behind him. A crowd of customers looked over their shoulders at him and laughed before sipping their margaritas. Wyatt turned around and slapped the maracas against his ass in perfect rhythm.

      Christian grabbed a peppermint from a bowl near the door. “Is this the private gathering you were referring to?”

      I made a beeline into our room on the right. Switch was snoozing on one of the benches against the archways, his leather coat draped over his head.

      I ducked when Hunter swung a long stick as he attacked the piñata hanging from the ceiling. Someone had let him up on the table, and he was having the time of his life.

      Shepherd puffed on his cigarette from his chair by the wall. “Hit him in the legs. That’s right.”

      I made my way to the far end of the table where Blue had a piñata of her own made from chocolate. Claude watched from the other side while she cracked open the chocolate with a tap of her knife, releasing a ton of fruit.

      “Wonders never cease,” he said, breaking the larger pieces with another knife.

      Blue divvied up the berries and fruit onto multiple plates. After Claude added a little chocolate to each one, they passed them around. Viktor hadn’t moved from his chair at the end, his cheeks flushed and beer glass empty. He looked ready for a nap. Kira sat behind him against the wall, two chairs facing each other so she could put her feet up.

      “Well, this is casual,” I said, taking a seat next to Blue. “I thought we rented the whole place to ourselves?”

      Blue scooted her chair in. “People saw our cars in the parking lot and kept coming up to the door. Viktor paid for privacy, but he talked with the manager and said it was fine to let the hungry people in. I think the employees were getting bored sitting around. I have no idea where the band came from. Wyatt’s in there making an ass out of himself and probably getting uploaded to the internet.”

      Christian took the chair across from me. “And the eejit doesn’t care that his picture will be all over social media?”

      Blue finished devouring a strawberry. “Does he look like he cares? He promised Viktor he’d track down and erase anything that leaked out. I don’t know how he’ll do that, but if he doesn’t get them all, serves him right.”

      “Delivery girl!” Gem breezed in with a tray in her hands. “They let me watch them and everything!” She set down a platter, and I drooled. An army of churros surrounded a giant cheesecake with strawberries in the middle. And they had drizzled chocolate syrup over everything like a dirty fantasy.

      I chuckled at all the desserts. “Uh, Viktor? How much food do they expect us to eat?”

      Claude served himself a slice of cheesecake with churros. “They can serve all the pastries they want. My stomach is here for it.”

      I looked around, doing a head count. “Where’s Niko?”

      “Outside,” Blue answered. “He got sensory overload. All the energy was giving him a headache, so he’s taking a walk.”

      “In the snow?”

      “He’s a Thermal.” She ate a slice of melon. “How much do you wanna bet he’s just circling the building? He wouldn’t venture off, especially if it meant getting his shoes and pants wet.”

      “Perhaps it’s time to stop the party,” I suggested.

      Blue chuckled and tucked her long brown hair behind her ears. “By all means. If you want to deal with drunk Wyatt, be my guest. He’s past caring about threats. I don’t know if he’s more drunk on the alcohol or the carbs.” She nibbled on a piece of chocolate while staring at Christian. “Where did you come from?”

      “He can’t ride his bike in this snow,” I quickly answered. “So I gave him a lift.”

      Christian folded his arms on the table and watched Hunter beating the hell out of a blue pony. “I’m so glad I came for this. It’s the next best thing to the sanitarium.”

      “Don’t be a grump.” Gem ducked when Hunter took another backward swing. “This is the most fun I’ve had in ages. Do you want a margarita?”

      “I’ll have a pint of the black stuff.”

      Gem pulled out the chair to my right and sat down. “That sounds wonderful! You can get it yourself.”

      Blue spit out her drink.

      Gem sat cross-legged in the chair before grabbing the tongs and filling her plate with fried churros. “I brought the desserts since I watched them make it, but I’m not your waitress. They’ll take your order at the front.”

      Christian snapped his fingers at the waitress and frowned when she didn’t notice him.

      I gobbled up a hunk of chocolate. “Welcome to the new era, Poe. Where women aren’t here to serve you.”

      He scooted back his chair. “You have a tongue that could clip a hedge.” Then he wagged his finger at Gem. “And you’re getting too sassy for your britches.”

      “Your comebacks are deadly,” she said in a mock Irish accent.

      Amusement danced in his eyes as he swaggered out of the room.

      Blue and Claude feasted on their desserts while Viktor rested his eyes. I kept staring at my plate, strangely detached. Things would have gone differently had I walked in and found Fletcher myself—seen him in the flesh. All this time, Christian had been torturing my Creator. Could I trust him after this? Had I made a mistake accepting his proposal? We still hadn’t told anyone about it since weddings weren’t big among most Breeds. What would I have done had he told me about Fletcher from the beginning, back when my nightmares were at their worst? I rested my elbow on the arm of my chair and took off my hat.

      Gem touched my arm. “Are you feeling okay? I brought stomach medicine just in case.”

      “No, I’m fine.”

      “You just seem a little retro.”

      I furrowed my brow as Hunter took another whack at the piñatas. “What do you mean by that?”

      “Retro Raven—like how you were when we first met. Quiet. Brooding eyes. Antisocial. Pensive. Kind of like Christian.”

      Claude lifted his head, and his nose twitched. When he swung his eyes up to mine, I scooted my chair back and stood.

      “Viktor, I need to head out for a while,” I announced, deciding I couldn’t be around these people right now. “My phone’s charged if you need to get ahold of me. I think I’m with Niko on the sensory overload thing. Too much noise. Is that cool?”

      Viktor waved, not even cracking his eyelids open.

      I breezed past Hunter just when he smashed a hole in the blue pony. Candy trickled out onto the table and floor, and Shepherd clapped, a cigarette wedged between his lips. This was the worst place to be in my current state. If Claude didn’t smell my distress, Shepherd would feel it soon enough.

      Christian met me at the brick archway with a glass of beer in hand. “Where are you off to?”

      “I need to talk to my dad. You can stay here.”

      “No. I need to be there for that.” He slowly gulped down his ale to the last drop and then set the empty glass on the table. “I might need another.”

      When I entered the main room, I noticed Wyatt had lost the maracas along with his shoes. He sat barefoot, his shirt tied in a knot, strumming a guitar for a lovely señorita who was shaking her head at him.

      Christian frowned. “That man is a walking advertisement for contraception.”

      Wyatt had indulged in so many tacos and beers that he looked like an expectant mother. With the sombrero still on his head and a twinkle in his eye, he changed his tune and slowed the music down.

      When he opened his mouth and sang the first few lines of “Open Arms,” I flung open the door and got the hell out of there as fast as my feet would carry me.
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      I sat in my parked truck, staring at my father’s trailer. Unless he’d gone out or was at work, his red truck must have been in the garage. There weren’t any tracks in the yard or driveway, and all the curtains were drawn. Not that he ever kept them open.

      “Maybe he’s not home,” I said, feeling a shot of anxiety.

      “Aye, your da’s in there, clipping the claws on his feet. Snip. Snip.”

      “I’m not just telling him about Fletcher—he needs to know about us.”

      “Does it have to be today? Can’t I have a few weeks to butter up that turkey?”

      I took off my fingerless gloves and set them on the dash. “I want everything out on the table. The sooner he knows, the sooner you can start winning him over. Assuming he lets you live.”

      Christian opened the passenger door and jumped out. Before I had the chance to unbuckle my seat belt, he was already hiking up the snow-covered steps.

      When Crush opened the door, I heard Harley barking ferociously. Christian one-handedly sailed over the porch railing, landing on his feet. He sprinted back to the truck and jumped inside.

      After navigating the slippery steps, the bullmastiff charged toward us and jumped against Christian’s door.

      “I’ll not have that dog shred holes in my trousers while you’re telling your da I’m the one.”

      I got out of the truck and spotted my dad belly-laughing at the top of the steps.

      Christian wasn’t afraid of dogs even though Harley could have ripped a few fingers off. He was avoiding a confrontation so he wouldn’t accidentally hurt my father’s best friend.

      “Call off the dog,” I said, climbing the steps. “What’s the matter with you?”

      When Crush put two fingers in his mouth and whistled, Harley delivered an assertive bark before trotting back inside the trailer.

      My father gave him a rewarding pat on the side, still laughing. “That never gets old.”

      Christian stepped out of the truck and dusted off his trench coat. To my surprise, he didn’t make any sharp comebacks.

      Once inside, we stomped our snowy shoes on a pink towel spread out in front of us, making sure not to track water on the linoleum floor. I unzipped my leather jacket and hung it on the back of a vinyl kitchen chair. Crush’s single-wide trailer was my childhood home, and very little about it had changed. When you walked inside, the kitchen table was to the immediate left, and the kitchen across from it. There was only one bedroom in the back left hall. I glanced in the living room to my right and watched Harley jump onto the brown sofa facing the door. As he stretched his big body out, I couldn’t help but think how small this place was getting, especially now that my father had a dog.

      While Crush fiddled with the microwave, I sat down next to Christian, who was facing the kitchen so he could watch my father. Crush didn’t have any shoes on, just a pair of plaid pajama bottoms and a sweatshirt.

      “I wasn’t sure if you’d be here since you’re a workaholic,” I said, rolling my heart pendant between my fingers.

      “I was just messing with you earlier. Nobody’s taking their car to the shop on a day like this. That comes later when these dumbasses get out on the road. I just have a few vehicles on-site. Some are waiting on parts, and two others I’m doing modifications on. Besides, it’s New Year’s Day. My boys need a day off.”

      I rested my arms on the table and played with the toothpick holder. “You should take the rest of the week off.”

      “Don’t push it.”

      “I don’t want you spinning out on the road.”

      Crush set a mug of hot cocoa in front of me and sat down with his own cup. Three tiny marshmallows floated on top, just the way I liked. He flicked a glance at Christian. “I’d get you a drink, but I’m all out of blood.”

      Christian kept his hands in his lap and his lips pressed tight. I could see him working things out, wondering if he should declare his intentions first or wait until I dropped the other bomb.

      Crush sipped his cocoa, his blue eyes darting between us. “You two are up to something.”

      I warmed my hands on the mug, wondering how easily this table would break if the two most important men in my life went after each other.

      “What’s your given name?” Christian asked.

      Crush set down his mug. “Why the hell would you ask a question like that?”

      I waited for Christian to snap back. Instead, he gave me butterflies when he crossed his arms on the table and leaned in real close.

      “Because if I’m gonna ask to marry your daughter, I want to know the name of the man I’m asking.”

      Thunderstruck, my father slowly set down his cup and gave Christian a baleful look. When he slid that gaze over to me, he realized it wasn’t a joke.

      “Tell him your name, Daddy.”

      Crush sat back and folded his tattooed arms. “Eugene Graves.”

      The two men stared each other down, the tension in the air palpable.

      Christian abruptly stood and clasped his hands behind his back. “The first time I met Raven, I thought she was beneath me.”

      My dad’s chair scooted back.

      Oh yeah. This is going well.

      “Then I realized it was the other way around,” Christian continued. “Aye, she’s rough around the edges and has a mouth like a sailor, or in this case, her father, but we have a bond that can’t be severed. I’m not a perfect man—I’ve made mistakes. I haven’t prepared a speech because I’ve never done anything like this before, and I don’t know how it goes. But here’s what I do know: I love Raven something fierce. There’s no one I wouldn’t kill for her. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for her. Unless I’m burned at the stake or beheaded, I’ll be walking this earth for longer than I’d care to. And Raven’s in the same position. Someday she might decide she deserves better, and I’ll do whatever makes her happy. Make no mistake—I love her to the depths of my soul. That’ll never change. I don’t know what kind of relationship that’ll make between us, but it’s important we acknowledge it. Even if it’s just private vows between the two of us. You’re her da, and you mean the world to her.” Christian put a fist over his heart. “I, Christian Poe, ask Eugene Graves if he’ll grant permission to marry his daughter.”

      I could have swooned.

      Christian had delivered the most impassioned speech, wearing his heart on his sleeve for the first time in front of others. My father didn’t see it the same way. He stood up, got in Christian’s face, and unleashed years of pent-up speeches that he’d never gotten to deliver to any of my past boyfriends. The language he used was beyond the pale. Crush was testing him, and I wondered if Christian recognized that. He was seeing if Christian had a breaking point where he might either walk out or attack him. I wondered myself with some of the accusations my father was throwing around about him being a cocky fanghole that treated women just as shitty as the bike he drove.

      Christian lowered his head, and Harley pranced in, barking as loudly as my father.

      “Crush, sit down before the dog attacks someone,” I said, worried about his blood pressure when I saw the vein pulsing in his forehead. “We’re not getting married. Not yet.”

      Crush snapped his attention to me. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means I gave him a condition. He’s not asking you to be formal. I told him I won’t marry him unless you give your approval.”

      Crush rolled his shoulders back and gave Christian a thorough appraisal. A smile touched his lips. With a clap of his hands, he ordered the dog out of the room before easing back down in his chair. After putting his feet up in the adjacent chair, he gestured for Christian to sit. I could tell by the smug look on his face that he wished he had a cigar to smoke. “Well, that changes everything.”

      Christian returned to his chair, glaring at my dad’s big feet, which were too close to him. He remained uncharacteristically quiet.

      “You mentioned something about making mistakes,” Crush began, lacing his fingers across his stomach. “Let’s talk about that.”

      “Actually, that’s why we’re here.” I sipped my cocoa, waiting for the tension to come down to an acceptable level.

      Crush scratched the side of his nose before putting his feet down so he could face me. He reached across the table and gripped my arm. “Out with it. If anyone hurt my baby girl, I’ll kill him. I don’t care how much you love him.”

      I sat back and put my hands in my lap. I could already feel myself getting out of breath. I’d told him about Fletcher but had never elaborated on every detail of the abuse. I couldn’t. I still couldn’t. “It’s about Fletcher.”

      Crush’s hand balled up into a fist. “Tell me you found the bastard.”

      “He escaped over a year ago. Or so I thought. Today I found out Christian had him the whole time.”

      Crush slammed his fist on the table and stood. “Where is he? I wanna see him!”

      “He’s gone,” I said, staring at the marshmallows. “He got away.”

      Crush turned a sharp eye to Christian. “You had him this whole time, and you let that motherfucker slip through your fingers? I’ll kill you!”

      Before I knew what was happening, Crush rounded the table and grabbed Christian by the collar. He hoisted him right out of the seat and pinned him against the wall, snarling colorful profanities I’d never heard.

      I shot up and pulled my father’s arm, trying to pry him off. “It’s not his fault!” When he didn’t budge, I wedged myself between them with Christian behind me. “Please stop this. I can’t… I can’t take this.”

      Crush pointed a finger in Christian’s face. “You’re walking on thin ice. You got that?” He turned away and stormed into the kitchen. “I would have killed that sonofabitch.”

      “And what kind of punishment is that?” Christian fired back. “I made him suffer. I made him scream. And I would have done it for years longer before I gave him the sweet relief of death.” Christian wrapped his arms around me from behind. “I won’t let him come after her again.”

      Crush turned and leaned against the sink. “Your promise isn’t good enough. Why didn’t you tell her?”

      “Because I wanted him to myself. And Raven wasn’t ready to face him. Deep down, I think she knows it. She’s the strongest woman I’ve ever met. The toughest. The bravest. But the wound was too fresh. I didn’t want him dead. Not yet. Not without suffering. I planned to offer him to her if and when she was ready. And if you think I don’t know about suffering, I do. The demons we carry are all different, but they haunt us just the same. I wanted nothing more than to murder my demon straight away. Doing so would have wrecked me. I’ve spent years becoming a stronger man, and when I finally face that person, it’ll be with a smile and not with a tear.”

      Crush lowered his head and heaved a sigh. “Why are you telling me this?”

      I stepped out of Christian’s embrace and crossed the room. “Because Fletcher will be out for revenge. He’ll want Christian dead, and he might come for you.” Hot tears filled my eyes, and I quickly wiped them away. “I don’t know what the hell to do. I can’t always be here to protect you, but I don’t want you to die because of me. I can’t live with that.”

      Crush pulled me into a tight bear hug and kissed the top of my head. “Don’t cry, baby girl. You can’t put a bubble around me. I take risks—always have. Your enemies are my enemies, and if one of them comes for me, I can’t think of a better way to die than in battle. My worst nightmare is kicking the bucket on the toilet and having one of my buddies find me slumped over with my pants down.”

      I chortled into his chest. “Stop making me laugh. This isn’t funny.” I stepped back and wiped my face. “I can’t protect you, but at least I can warn you. So if the dog starts barking, don’t dismiss it. Fletcher’s a Mage, and I want you to have stunners.”

      “Got ’em.”

      “How many? Because if you need more⁠—”

      “I got connections,” he assured me with a wink. “I can get whatever I need.”

      I wanted to invite him to stay with us, but I knew it would be answered with a resounding no. Besides that, we would have to explain to Viktor what had happened, and that was out of the question. Christian had committed an offense that went against everything Keystone stood for. The Mageri wouldn’t care what Fletcher had done to me. He was my Creator and held rights. Besides that, he knew I’d never turn him in if it meant the Mageri investigating my mental health and background. They would put me down like a rabid dog despite all the good I’d done for Keystone. Viktor’s integrity would be questioned, and I didn’t want to drag him down with me. I intended to protect everything and everyone I loved.

      “What if I moved in here for a while?” I suggested.

      Christian joined us. “Then you would draw him here for sure.”

      “Maybe that ain’t a bad idea.” Crush pinched his goatee. “We could bait him.”

      “Hell no,” I snapped. “I’m not taking chances with your life. That’s a bad idea.” I combed my fingers through my hair until they caught in a tangle. “Do you think any of your buddies would be willing to guard your house?”

      He scoffed. “Ren just buried his dead. I’m not about to ask him to babysit my ass and get more of his people killed. Don’t worry about me. Whatever’s meant to be is meant to be.”

      “Are you giving me your approval to wed?” Christian asked, not wasting any time in catching Crush in a better mood.

      “You don’t get off that easy.” Crush ambled back to his chair, sat down, and put his right foot up in the next chair. “I can’t reach my feet like I used to, and I still have to clip the nails on my right foot. Could use a little help finishing the job.”

      Christian gave him a thorny look. “Perhaps you need a chainsaw. I’m not clipping your nails. That’s extortion.”

      “I don’t give two shits what you call it, peckerhead. If you want my answer, you’re gonna have to grease the wheels. Just be glad I’m not asking you to snip the dog’s nails. Now get the clippers off the end table and start trimming. Raven, sit down and finish your cocoa. If you want more, my houseboy will get you a refill.”

      While Christian went digging around in the living room, I pulled my chair close to my dad. He put his arm around me and told me everything was gonna be all right.

      But deep down, I knew it wouldn’t.
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