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      The fate of millions rests on Keystone when they embark on their most important assignment of all…

      

      After what was supposed to be a simple job, Raven and Christian uncover a sinister plot against the higher authority, and the stakes are as high as the body count. The assassins are merciless, with anyone who stands in their way becoming collateral damage. Meanwhile, Raven is still struggling to make sense of her feelings for Christian following a memory wipe.

      During a blackout, the city erupts into chaos. With Breed on the brink of war, Keystone has only twenty-four hours to complete a secret mission. Raven seeks help from the most unlikely of places, but at what cost?

      

      It’s a race against time to save lives in this explosive installment of the Crossbreed series.
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      I dug my knee into the Sensor’s neck, pinning his unshaven face even harder against the concrete. “I thought February was supposed to be the coldest month.”

      From his seat on the man’s back, Christian twisted the wrapper off a peppermint. “I can’t say I’ve noticed a difference.”

      “Well, I’m getting hot.”

      “Take off your fecking coat.”

      “Get off me,” the man growled.

      I had his arms pinned, and every so often, he’d test me.

      “People pee in alleyways,” I pointed out. “There’s no way I’m setting my leather jacket on the ground.”

      Christian crunched on his candy. “Then perhaps next time you should capture your victim in front of a café where there are chairs to drape your garments over.”

      “You’re the one who dragged him into the alley.”

      “It’s a dead end.”

      “Like all your past relationships?”

      “Nobody died at the end of mine. Can’t say the same about the men in your past.”

      I glanced up at an Italian-looking man on a balcony three stories up. After lighting up his slim cigar, he flicked the extinguished match into the dumpster below. The longer we sat there, the more onlookers we were going to attract.

      Christian eyed the man with measured interest before tucking his wrapper into his coat pocket.

      I shook my hair out of my eyes, my back muscles beginning to ache as I kept the man’s wrists pinned to the concrete. The hole in my jeans ripped wider, exposing my knee. What I really wanted was to stand up and stretch, but we had to restrain this idiot until the Regulators arrived. I’d already blasted him once, but I didn’t want to use up all my energy. “Got another one of those mints?”

      “Sorry, lass. My last one.”

      “Liar.”

      The radiant sunshine took the chill out of the air. No wind, no snow, and to top it off, the temperature was hovering somewhere in the fifties. You could never predict what the weather might do in Cognito.

      “How long does it take for Regulators to actually show up?” I complained, my face flushed and sweat tickling the back of my neck.

      Christian glanced at his imaginary watch. “Dead or alive is a flexible option. Care to switch plans and call the cleaners instead?”

      “That works for me.”

      Our prisoner grunted defiantly, so I put more pressure on his wrists. While Christian was only jesting, sinking my teeth into this animal and sucking the life out of him tempted me in ways I couldn’t articulate. We’d spent the past week tracking this scumbag after receiving an anonymous tip that he was selling sensory child porn on the streets. Traders lifting experiences from certified pedophiles and offering them for sale was the lowest form of sensory exchange.

      Some shady sellers argued that buying an experience wasn’t the same as committing a crime. They called it Sensorship—a play on words using the Sensor name to describe prohibiting the sale of emotional experiences derived from criminal acts. It was a bullshit excuse. Deviants fed on those insidious desires, and eventually a sensory exchange wouldn’t be enough. Had I caught this asshole before Keystone came along, I would have tortured him for a long time before killing him. He wasn’t a big guy, but you had to be careful when fighting a Sensor. They used their gifts as a weapon, filling their attacker with paralyzing feelings of pain, sometimes even death.

      “I hope they cut off your hands,” I muttered.

      Christian scratched his beard. “That’s not all I hope they cut off.” He turned a sharp eye toward the man. “I think we should switch places. I feel a little gassy this morning. Let’s turn him faceup so I can rest my arse on his⁠—”

      “Good afternoon,” a voice boomed from behind me.

      Chills ran down my spine. They always did when either Regulators of the Security Force or Mageri Enforcers were around. That rogue side of me wanted to bolt. They rarely introduced themselves or cared about anything other than conducting interviews and serving warrants.

      “I’m Merry, and this is Weather.”

      I furrowed my brow and peered over my shoulder. Two blond Chitahs approached, katanas fastened to their hips. The one in the red coat had wispy hair down to his shoulders. His mean-looking friend had a wide Mohawk trimmed short, which would have been the most distinguishable feature about him had it not been for his unibrow. Unlike his partner, he wore the standard Regulator attire of all black, his long coat open so he had access to his sword.

      “Have a gander at the two pussies,” Christian murmured. “Aren’t they a fetching pair?”

      Christian didn’t hold Chitahs in high regard. Hell, he didn’t hold anyone in high regard.

      Merry, the long-haired one, looked unfazed by Christian’s irreverent remarks. With one hand on the pommel of his sword, he tilted his head and regarded the Sensor beneath us. “I prefer to get the jokes out of the way so we can get down to business.”

      Christian turned the ring on his finger. “Have it your way. You can tell me all about how your garden grows later, Mary.”

      “It’s Merry with an m-e. Is this him?”

      I quickly replaced my knee with my foot and stood up. “Yep.”

      Merry strode around to the other side and squatted in front of our prisoner. He removed a folded-up document from his inside coat pocket and held it in front of the man’s face. “Jefferson Randall, by order of the higher authority, the Regulators of the Security Force hereby place you under arrest. You’re a declared outlaw, and as such, we have a signed warrant for your arrest. You will be placed in the Breed jail and remain there until the hearing when the court determines your fate.”

      “For what?” the man growled.

      “On the charge of illegal sensory exchange.”

      Merry leaned in tight, and his upper and lower fangs slid into view. “For crimes against children.”

      “I’m not doing anything every other Sensor isn’t.”

      “You can plead your case to the court, but we’ve already detained five of your customers, and each has confirmed that the sensory exchanges are illegal in nature and, if I might add, dastardly. If you choose to run, I’ll slice off your testicles. The warrant requires that we hand you over alive, but it doesn’t specify in one piece.”

      “I would have pegged your buddy as the menacing one,” I said to Merry.

      Most people were easy to read, so it made me wonder how a seemingly affable guy like Merry could be so blasé about mutilating his prisoners.

      Merry’s golden eyes swung up to mine, and he rose to his feet. “A kind face reveals nothing about the man beneath. We all wear masks.”

      I bit my lip and stared down at Jefferson. “Mind if I test that theory? He’s not technically in your custody just yet, is he?”

      Merry stepped back and inclined his head. A gust of wind blew a broad swath of hair across his face, but the shine in his eyes pierced through and kept watch on my every move.

      Christian grinned wolfishly. “If you’re planning to blast him with energy, might I suggest you go for the manly bits?”

      “It hurts worse in the head,” I informed him, my foot still on Jefferson’s neck.

      With lightning speed, Christian flipped the Sensor onto his back. “Do you have any personal experience to back that up?”

      Jefferson tried to spit on me, but it landed back in his face.

      I scrunched my nose at Christian’s suggestion. “Maybe you should check him for genital lice before I put my hands down there.”

      “Fecking not.”

      I snorted and took my foot off the man’s neck. The moment I let my guard down, assuming he’d behave around Regulators, he seized my ankle, fingers searching for bare skin.

      Before so much as a flutter of sensory magic entered my body, Merry’s sword sliced through Jefferson’s wrist. Blood sprayed against the concrete as the fat-nosed deviant clutched the bleeding stump and bellowed in agony.

      Merry positioned his blade against the man’s throat. “Do that again, Sensor.”

      The dare went unchallenged.

      Regulators carried out beheadings, and while not all of them participated in the executions, the job required a merciless outlook to hold that position. A man who didn’t bargain. A man whose every action was supported by the law.

      I clutched Jefferson by the balls. “Lights out.”

      The Sensor convulsed, eyes bulging and mouth open in a silent scream. He was still reeling from the loss of his hand, so I gave him extra—enough to knock him unconscious but not kill the bastard. Two Regulators with sharp swords were standing too close for me to do anything brazen.

      “Your name?” Merry asked.

      I stood up to address the svelte man with the small mouth and narrow nose. “Raven.”

      “Fitting.”

      Christian stepped into view. “We’re done here. Say your goodbyes to the dry shite, and let’s go.”

      As he stalked off, Weather rubbed his nose.

      I rocked on my heels and gave Merry a detailed appraisal, from his shiny black boots to his black gloves. “What’s up with the red coat? I usually see you guys in black.”

      “I recently transferred from Alberta, Canada. Up there, our coats are red. My new boss hasn’t pressed the issue on my attire.”

      “Maybe he’d rather pocket that money since you already have a uniform.”

      Weather folded his thick arms and huffed like a bull about to charge a matador. “Are you accusing our superior of stealing?”

      Slander laws, Raven. Shut up and get your ass out of here.

      “Just kidding,” I sang, remembering they could smell fear. Ignoring Weather’s question, I kept my attention on Merry. “Don’t file that little fireworks show I did in your report. Not unless you also include the part where you let it happen.”

      “Let me allay your fears by giving you my word as a Chitah.” Merry bowed, his eyes never shifting away from mine.

      Unnerved by the intensity of his gaze, I clumsily turned away. Once I caught up with my partner, I glanced over my shoulder to spy Merry kicking Jefferson in the ribs.

      “That was unrewarding,” I said. “It’s like those fishermen who do a catch and release. I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to this.”

      Christian squinted, his sunglasses still in my truck. “What are you prattling on about? He’s going to jail and missing his good hand, if you get my meaning.”

      “What if he has friends in high places who owe him a favor?” I kicked a pebble, and it skidded into the street. “Sometimes it feels like we’re wasting our time if they’re just going to be free to walk the streets again.”

      “Do you want their head mounted on your wall? Or perhaps you just want to eat them.” Christian gave an older lady passing us a toothy smile. “This is what we do with our prey. If you kill every one of them, you’ll steal all the joy away from those Regulator shitebags who dress up and play God.”

      I unzipped my leather coat. “Jefferson’s a declared outlaw. That means dead or alive.”

      “Viktor’s orders. Unless we have to defend ourselves, he wants the plonker alive. That way they can squeeze him for information on all the men who sold him those vile memories.”

      “You and all your squeezing.”

      Christian rocked with laughter. “You can’t just kill a man in the light of day while people are shopping for bagels and walking their poodles. Besides, Viktor takes a cut out of our checks each time he has to call in the cleaners.”

      My brows popped up in surprise. “I didn’t know that.”

      “Jaysus. Do you think people clean up bodies and blood out of the goodness of their heart?”

      “No. I just thought the higher authority paid for it.”

      He chortled. “They won’t even buy Mary Contrary a black coat.”

      A teenager squabbling on her phone passed by us, taking up most of the sidewalk and forcing me closer to Christian.

      “Why didn’t you give Weather the same shit you were dishing to Merry?”

      He gave me a pointed look. “Never trust the quiet ones.”

      We reached my blue truck, the doors still ajar from us having jumped out to chase our target on foot. Luckily, most criminals didn’t see anything worth stealing in an old pickup. The radio was the original, and I didn’t keep any fancy electronics in there. The only loot a thief would find was two dollars in change from the coins in the ashtray.

      Now that I had my own vehicle, spontaneity was my new best friend. My truck symbolized freedom, and besides, driving it made me feel closer to my father. It didn’t erase the emptiness of life without him, but having it in my possession made it easier to let go.

      “I need a big assignment,” I said decidedly, resting my arm on the hood. “I mean… I’m glad we busted that guy, but last week Viktor had us scouring pawnshops for illegal weapons. Meanwhile, Shepherd was given a case tracking down a Mage killer.”

      “Aye, using one of the weapons that we found.”

      I circled to the driver’s side. “It should have been our case.”

      We both got in and slammed the doors.

      Christian dusted off his dirty pants. “You don’t see Blue and Niko whining about searching for a lost dog.”

      I took my keys out of my coat pocket. “That was a bullshit assignment. Viktor should never have accepted it. He probably owed someone a favor. Why else would he have Blue and Niko tracking down a fucking wolf? If some high-and-mighty Shifter official decides to run away and live his life in the woods, that’s his business. What’s the point of rounding him up and bringing him home if he hasn’t broken any laws? We’re not animal control.”

      Christian belted out a laugh, and it was as dark as a sinner’s heart.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Nothing, Precious. Just drive.”

      Small victories were best celebrated with an Angus burger, and I knew just the place.
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      “Nice wheels,” Betty gushed, gesturing out the window at my truck. “I saw you drive up in it, honey. I’m so glad things are looking up for you.”

      Betty always had a way of making me feel good about myself, even when things were bleak. It was nice to be able to share glimpses of my life with her that weren’t a train wreck.

      I smiled up at her. “I haven’t seen you in a while. Where have you been?”

      “I’m not dead yet.” She put one hand on her plump hip. “I went on a cruise!”

      That explained her light tan and redder-than-normal dyed hair. For a woman of almost eighty, she was as vivacious as anyone my age. But I’d never seen her in anything but a dress and apron, so I had a difficult time imagining her on a lounge chair with a fruity umbrella drink in her hand.

      “My kids all chipped in for my ticket,” she bragged. “Everyone came along. The grandkids were a handful, but we had a marvelous time.”

      “Which islands did you see?”

      “The boat docked in a few places, but I didn’t get off. I once read a story about a woman who missed her boat in Mexico, and they found her five years later, living as someone’s love slave.”

      Christian choked on his ice water.

      “Don’t believe everything you read in those tabloids,” I cautioned her, holding in my laugh.

      “You’re probably right, honey. Just last week they had an article about a vampire baby.”

      “Now that’s fecking impossible,” Christian retorted.

      I kicked him beneath the table.

      Betty didn’t bother taking out her pen and pad. “Same as usual?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “One Angus burger with extra cheese and a side of onion rings coming right up.” She turned on her heel and headed to the kitchen.

      Christian stretched his arms across the back of his booth. “That’s a wee bit presumptuous of her. What if I was hungry?”

      “You haven’t been hungry since 1948.”

      He turned his head to look outside. “Perhaps you should wash your hands before you wrap those dirty little fingers around your hamburger. You’ve been scuttling around in the alley.”

      I glanced at my palms and shuddered when I thought about all the things they’d touched in the past half hour. That launched me out of my seat and into the restroom. As I lathered my hands with pink soap, I stared at my reflection in the mirror. I’d never age another day. No wrinkles, no grey hairs, no sagging skin or age spots. The only hint of my age would be a glimmer of light in my eyes, something that inevitably happened with the ancients as their Mage power increased. As I looked into my own mismatched eyes, I almost didn’t recognize the person staring back. Pieces of my past were missing, and without those memories, the fabric of my identity would always be frayed.

      Know thyself.

      Christian’s words resonated with me. Funny how right he was.

      I washed a smudge of dirt off my chin and, for just a split second, thought of Fletcher. He crossed my mind at random moments when I was least expecting it, and I didn’t like the invasive nature of those thoughts. Forgetting him wasn’t as easy as it used to be. He didn’t creep into my nightmares anymore, but I’d spent far too many waking hours pondering his whereabouts. We hadn’t uncovered any clues since his escape, and Viktor said that would take time and I needed to be patient. If patience was a virtue, I planned to be the most virtuous woman in Cognito.

      Once I collected my thoughts and dried my hands on a paper towel, I emerged from the bathroom and noticed the additional head count at our table. “Where did you two come from?”

      Gem peered over her shoulder at me, the sun glinting off the rhinestones framing her sunglasses. “The dungeon of gloom.”

      Claude scooted against the window to let me sit across from Gem. “What’s shakin’?”

      “What brings you guys into the city?”

      “I can’t stay at home with all this sunshine,” Gem explained. “Claude let me tag along so I could do some shopping.”

      Claude rested his elbows on the table and flashed a smile. “Gem’s like a rechargeable battery, and she’s running out of juice. I told her I’d drop her off in the city on my way to work. We were stopped at the intersection when I spotted your truck.”

      “We’re celebrating,” I informed him. “Another case closed.”

      “Congrats.”

      A woman outside passed by our window and stared at Claude. When he held her gaze, a rosy blush tinted her cheeks, and she beamed. He had that effect on women and made no apologies. Men with golden locks and sensual lips like his rarely did.

      Gem glanced down at her laminated menu. “Darn. I should have ordered the strawberry shake instead. It says here it’s made from fresh fruit.”

      “Then change your order.” When I raised my hand to flag a waitress, Gem seized my wrist.

      “No! I don’t want to be a bother.”

      I put down my arm. “They don’t care.”

      She sighed and pushed the menu toward the edge of the table. “But I do.”

      Claude suddenly reached across the table and gripped her hand. “What’s wrong, female? I can scent you’re upset about something more than a milkshake.”

      She put her hands in her lap and frowned. “I electrocuted Hooper.”

      Hooper was the Sensor that Gem was seeing.

      I blinked in surprise. “As in… dead?”

      “No! He’s not dead.”

      Christian concealed a smile by turning his head toward the window.

      “It’s the downside of being a Mage,” she said, alluding to the obvious.

      Sexual energy in a Mage needs a place to go, but when you’re not dating another Mage or a Vampire who can handle it, that meant an energy blast.

      Christian put his arm around her. “Boy meets girl. Boy seduces girl, and girl electrocutes boy while giving him a hand job. It’s a tale as old as time.”

      She elbowed him in the ribs. “We didn’t go that far. If I can’t control myself with a little heavy petting, what happens if we make fireworks?”

      I snorted. “That’s one way to put it.”

      Betty returned with my food and set a vanilla milkshake in front of Gem. “Sure you don’t want anything?” she asked Claude.

      He smiled handsomely at her, enough to substitute for a tip. Betty hurried off with a jaunty smile on her face.

      “So what do you plan on doing today?” I asked Gem.

      She straightened a lock of her lavender hair in front of her face, and it sprang back in a natural wave when she let it go. “Walk around, shop, and maybe go relic hunting. Sometimes I find rare books in the pawnshops.”

      “That’s our book nerd,” Claude said affectionately.

      She pushed her shades up her nose with one finger. “I prefer the term bibliophile.”

      I gobbled up two onion rings, suddenly reminded of how Christian and I had met. He eyed them briefly, and I wondered if he was thinking the same thing.

      Emotions in check, Raven. Claude the Sniffer is sitting beside you.

      Gem sipped her milkshake and moaned with delight. We’d all been suffering through sugar deprivation, thanks to Kira’s organic approach to cooking. Ever since Viktor had taken her in as our domestic help, our diets had dramatically changed due to her lack of knowledge when it came to processed food and sugar. Gem slid the tall glass over to Claude, who removed the straw and drank straight from the glass.

      I watched him set the glass down. “Are you originally from around here?” I asked, suddenly realizing the question might be too invasive. Because we all presumably had a dark past, we never asked each other probing questions. Not unless someone volunteered that information. But idle chitchat in a diner was hard to avoid, so I let the question linger to see if he would answer.

      He licked the ice cream mustache from his upper lip. “No. Pennsylvania originally.”

      “Did you fight in the Battle of Gettysburg?” I quipped, remembering how he once mentioned he was centuries old.

      “That would have meant joining the army and my name going into the record books. Most of us protect our names from legal documents.” He slid the glass back to Gem. “It was difficult to leave the state or country in those days when the draft was going on. The world was smaller back then, and everyone knew everyone. During the war, we either paid substitutes to take our place or faked health problems.”

      Christian tilted his head to the side. “I once met a man who cut off his own foot to dodge a draft.”

      Claude’s leather jacket creaked as he sat back. “Sounds delightful.”

      I took a huge bite of my burger, listening to the conversation as they reminisced over evading the military in times of war.

      Christian’s phone vibrated. “Jaysus wept. All this fecking technology. Can’t even have two seconds to enjoy a meal.”

      “What meal?” Gem asked, gesturing at the empty table in front of him. “I don’t see how you can just sit there and smell all this divine food.” She pulled the straw out of her glass and licked the bottom. “I could just eat all day long.”

      Christian put his phone away after quickly checking it. “Aye, and you can start with Raven’s bovine sandwich.”

      A pickle slapped onto my plate, and I looked up. “What do you mean?”

      “Now that we’re available, Viktor has another assignment that begins now.”

      “Can’t it wait?”

      Christian laced his fingers together. “By all means, take your time. We’re on our way to look at a corpse, so be sure to finish every last juicy bite.”

      I set down my burger after Christian managed to kill my appetite. “Just when I thought I was going to end my day on a normal note.”

      Claude chuckled. “What gave you the idea that our lives were normal?”

      “Want to hitch a ride with us?” I asked Gem while grabbing my jacket.

      Her sparkly shades slid down to the tip of her nose. “Alas, my schedule today is full, and I don’t have room anywhere to squeeze in dead bodies.”

      Just as well. Gem didn’t like seeing that stuff anyhow.

      After I got up and waited for Christian to scoot out of his seat, I stared at all the uneaten food on my plate.

      “Do me a favor and don’t let my lunch go to waste,” I said to Claude. “Betty doesn’t like it when people leave a full plate behind.”

      His handsome features twisted with horror. “But I just ate three helpings of meatballs before we left.”

      Poor guy. I almost felt sorry for him, knowing he would do it.

      I patted his shoulder. “Take one for the team.”
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      I swallowed hard, standing at the feet of a dead man. “That’s really disgusting.”

      Christian knelt in front of the headless body. “I couldn’t agree more. Corduroy trousers are the uniform they issue in hell.”

      He poked at the pool of blood on the linoleum floor but didn’t taste it. It looked fresh, and there were spatters of it on the walls and countertops where it must have sprayed.

      I swung open the fridge. “What do you think happened to it?”

      “Perhaps it grew legs and walked away.” Christian rose to his feet and jerked open the oven door. “I can’t say I’ve ever seen anything like this before.”

      “Talk about losing your head.”

      He wiped his bloody finger on a clean rag. “Perhaps someone wanted a trophy above the fireplace.”

      “Viktor said it just happened within the hour. Why didn’t the higher authority send in the Regulators or cleaners?” I nudged the body with my foot. “What’s so special about this guy?”

      The doorbell rang.

      “That’s him,” Christian said, bustling to the door.

      I waited in the kitchen of the upscale apartment and looked at the stainless-steel appliances, which were spattered with blood. A pool had soaked right through the accent rug and spread across the black tile. This guy was loaded, but an accent rug? I opened the fridge and looked inside. Yogurt, chocolate-covered strawberries, a vegetable platter, wine—there was no way this portly man lived here alone. Maybe his wife got tired of his complaining.

      Wyatt appeared in the doorway, and when he got a gander at the body on the floor, he pulled his knit hat over his face. “Son of a ghost! I’m not doing this.” When he tried to turn around, Christian blocked the doorway, gripping the doorjamb on either side. Wyatt shoved at him to no avail, the hat still covering his face. “Viktor said you needed me to help with something on your assignment. I thought he meant hacking into a computer or cracking an electronic safe. Nobody mentioned the Headless Horseman.”

      “It just happened,” I pointed out. “Maybe you should have a look around before he floats away into the oblivion.”

      Christian snatched Wyatt’s hat. “See anything, Spooky? Because we can’t make a positive identification until we’ve located his head.”

      Wyatt scowled. “Do you know how creepy a floating head is? That’s what happens when it separates from their body. And you can’t have a conversation with it. They don’t have any lungs.”

      “They’re dead. They don’t have any lungs to begin with.”

      “Don’t be such a fanghole. You’re not the one who has to see it. Besides, you don’t understand how it works.” Wyatt stepped over the corpse to stand beside me. “It only matters what they think. If they can’t see their body, they don’t think they can speak. No lungs, no throat—it’s all psychological.” He unzipped his army-green jacket and tucked his thumbs behind his skull belt buckle. “What happened?”

      Christian gripped the doorframe above his head and leaned forward. “The higher authority believes this might be one of their own, but they want a positive ID.”

      “Did you search his wallet for his assigned alias? It’s all in the system.”

      Christian gave him a lethal stare. “You wouldn’t be here if we had a wallet, now would you? And even if we had one, we don’t have a face to match his license.”

      “Why is this our concern?”

      Christian let go of the frame. “Because it’s what we get paid for, you dolt.”

      I rubbed the goose bumps on my bare arms.

      Wyatt noticed my black tank top and jeans. “Where’s your jacket?”

      “In the truck.”

      “Where’s your bra?”

      “Are you going to help us or not?” When I took a step forward to walk around the body, my heel slipped in blood, and I hit the tile.

      Wyatt howled with laughter as I lay there in a puddle of blood, which had splashed everywhere.

      “This wasn’t in the brochure,” I muttered, cringing at the severed neck.

      Christian grabbed my hand and hauled me up. “Best we leave Spooky alone to summon the spirits while we check out the place for clues.”

      I shook blood off my arm and used a dishrag to wipe off my hands. “This apartment belongs to a woman. They might live together, but if so, she wears the pants in this relationship.”

      “And how did you come to that conclusion?”

      I pitched the bloody rag into the sink. “Because men don’t buy flowery accent rugs. There’s no beer, no leftover pizza, and no manly furniture. Besides, I looked at the contents of the fridge, and there’s no way I’m gonna believe that he’s a salad-eating man.”

      We roamed into the living room and looked around. The closed drapes blocked out most of the light, but one of them was fluttering.

      I pulled it back and revealed an open window. “What do you make of this?”

      “We’re not here to investigate a murder, only to identify a corpse.”

      “Indulge me.”

      “Route of escape?” he offered, approaching the glass.

      We eyed the three-story drop. It wasn’t that far, and a Mage could have healed. A Chitah might have scaled the walls, or maybe a Shifter flew out the window.

      But something about it didn’t sit well with me. “This just happened. Seems like crawling out a window in broad daylight would attract attention.”

      “Aye,” he agreed, circling the grey sofa. “Perhaps it was a jilted lover.”

      I scanned the room. Not a petal fallen from the fresh flowers on the glass coffee table. No overturned chairs, no blood, no ripped cushions, and not a single fringe on the area rug was out of line. “Who reported this? It doesn’t look like the guy had time to scream, let alone dial for help.”

      Christian sent a message to Viktor and waited before reading the reply. “Window washers. The window was open, and one of them sensed a murder had happened. According to Viktor, they didn’t enter the apartment.”

      “So the window was already open,” I said, stating the obvious as I rounded a swivel chair. “Maybe the killer changed his escape plan when he saw the workers outside on the scaffold.”

      “Then they would have seen the killer poking his head out, and we’d have witnesses. He never intended to bail through the window. It was already open.”

      I rubbed my nose, the air heavy with the scent of red roses. They were the kind of flowers you gave to a lover on a special occasion. I walked around in search of photographs, but it was futile considering Breed weren’t supposed to keep pictures of themselves outside of their fake licenses, which were all issued with alias information. Not everyone followed the rules, perhaps out of vanity or a secret desire to remember their lives, so I kept looking.

      Wyatt circled around me in a flash and searched the bedrooms down the hall. I rummaged through the drawers of a console table but only found pens, notepads, candles, and several lighters.

      “Whose name is on the lease?” I asked.

      Christian peered behind paintings on the wall. “Viktor didn’t say, and we’re not to ask. He doesn’t want us questioning anyone in the building. No neighbors, no witnesses, no leasing office.”

      “I found the freshy,” Wyatt said grimly. He strode into the living room, shoulders stiff and lips pressed tight. “Well, half of him.”

      “Ask him who the murderer is,” I said, hoping we could wrap this up so I could go back to my Angus burger.

      Wyatt snatched his beanie from Christian’s hand and tugged it onto his head. “That’s not the half I found. Now he’s stuck to me. Thanks a lot.”

      Christian wasn’t about to tolerate any complaints. “Then ask the body to write down what he knows.”

      “It doesn’t work that way unless he took a pen and paper with him in the afterlife.”

      “For feck’s sake.”

      “Does he know where his severed head is?” I anchored my hands on my hips, watching Wyatt stare at a void space beside him. “Maybe he can point the way.”

      “Well?” Wyatt asked. “Where’s your head?” After a moment, Wyatt turned as if watching someone walk into the kitchen.

      We all followed, and Wyatt stopped short of the body. “It’s in the freezer.”

      When he made no move to go after it, Christian stepped around him and opened the freezer door. He pulled out a severed head, holding it by the frosty hair. “Now that’s a morbid sight if I ever did see one.”

      Wyatt spun on his heel. “I’m gonna have nightmares.”

      I jerked my head back. “Why? You’ve seen dead bodies before. Besides, the eyes are closed. It’s not like he’s looking at you.”

      “Yeah, but his ghost head’s not in here, and I’ve searched the place. That means his head moved on to the next life but his body didn’t.” Wyatt reached for his collar and pulled it away from his neck as if he might vomit.

      “Go search the house again—you probably missed it. Try looking out the open window in the living room. Maybe he wanted some fresh air and couldn’t get back inside.”

      Wyatt gave me an indignant look and stormed out of the room.

      I leaned against the counter, the body to my left. “Why do you think they put it in the freezer?”

      Christian stepped over the corpse and lowered his arm. “It was facing out, so he wanted the authorities to admire his work.”

      “How do you know?”

      He stepped close, his gaze hot. “Don’t ask a killer that question.”

      My pulse ticked faster.

      “Has anyone ever told you how fetching you are?”

      I glanced down. “I’m covered in blood.”

      Christian looked at me the same way I’d looked at those chocolate-covered strawberries. “And do you think that turns me off?”

      “I bet you’re easy to please on a date. Not that I would know.”

      He gave me a hot look that could have incinerated my panties. “Don’t make plans on Valentine’s.”

      “Are you asking me out on a date with a head in your hand?”

      His fangs slid out, and he leaned in tight. “I’m not asking, Precious.”

      Moments after he stepped back, Wyatt appeared in the open doorway.

      “The spirit head’s gone. My work is done.”

      As he spun on his heel, I chased after him. “Wait a second! You can’t just leave.”

      After he flung the door open, he stopped in his tracks and turned. “Hold your ponies. I can’t have a conversation with a headless body, but you want me to stick around here long enough for it to bond with me? You guys are a couple of fruit loops. See ya.”

      Christian stood a few paces behind me, the head still in his hand. “What’s gotten into him?”

      “Your cologne?”

      “Whoever did this had a sharp blade,” he remarked, showing me the severed neck.

      I averted my eyes. “The victim also trusted him enough to let him inside and offer him a drink.”

      “A drink? And how did you come to that conclusion?”

      “You should know better than anyone, my Irish friend. When someone invites you into their house, why else would they go to the kitchen?”

      “Maybe it was the maintenance man coming to repair a drippy faucet.”

      “Does the maintenance man wear a sword?”

      Christian’s face went stony, and he tipped his head to the side. Then he looked around and noticed what I’d already observed: there was no sign of a struggle. It wasn’t uncommon for Breed to carry weapons. After all, I wore daggers in plain sight. But a maintenance worker or deliveryman wouldn’t arm themselves. That meant the victim either knew the murderer or had reason to trust an armed man.

      The unmistakable click of sharp heels on a hard surface made me turn. A brunette with bright-red lips, black gloves, and a pearl necklace froze in the open doorway. I was sure she also had on clothes, but she flashed out of sight before I could look at the rest of her.

      “Oh, no, you don’t,” I growled, racing out the door after her. She had already reached the end of the hall and was pushing through a door.

      I skidded into a stairwell, but she was already on the next landing down. I had on my red sneakers, and that meant no woman in high heels was going to win this chase. Halfway down, I jumped over the rail to the landing below. Before she could descend the next flight of stairs, I snatched the back of her black dress, and she whirled around, throwing a blast of energy into me.

      I smiled. “Thanks for the energy drink.”

      She wrenched away and managed three more steps before I jumped on her back and we went sailing to the landing below. We hit the concrete with a thud, and the bone that snapped wasn’t mine.

      I sat up and rotated my shoulders, making sure I hadn’t dislocated anything.

      “I’ll kill you!” she screeched unconvincingly, her jaw clenched as she rolled over and hugged her arm against her body.

      Winded and sore, I scooted back against the wall to catch my breath. “Not if I kill you first.”
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        * * *

      

      Christian and I watched the haughty woman rip back her silk drapes to heal her broken arm in the sunshine. Christian had already set the bone so it would fuse together seamlessly. There was a moment when I almost pitied her, but that thought perished when she took an imperious tone with me and demanded I get my cheap shoes off her precious oriental rug.

      “Don’t you think breaking her arm was a bit extreme?” he asked me quietly. “She doesn’t look like a killer to me.”

      “Guilty people don’t run.”

      “Aye, but you’re also drenched in blood. Perhaps you gave her a wee bit of a fright.”

      He had a point. “What did you do with the head?”

      “I put him back in the freezer to chill out for a while.” Christian waltzed over to the woman and gestured for her to take a seat.

      She gave me a venomous look before kicking off her broken heel and sitting down on the couch. “Those Manolo Blahnik heels were one of a kind, made especially for me.”

      I jutted my hip and folded my arms. “You shouldn’t have run.”

      “Excuse me if I had a knee-jerk reaction to a vagrant, covered in blood, standing inside my apartment while her Vampire companion is flourishing my lover’s head in his hand.”

      I met Christian’s gaze. Lover. This was getting interesting.

      Christian circled behind the sofa and leaned over the back, his fingers laced. “You say this is your home?”

      She touched her flushed cheeks, her gaze settling on the red roses on the table. “Yes, I rent this property. How do I know the higher authority hired you?”

      I strutted toward the swivel chair and plopped down. “Because you’d be dead otherwise, don’t you think?”

      “Was that your friend I saw loping down the hall?” Her lip quivered when she looked at the flowers again. “What happened?”

      “That’s what we’re here to find out,” Christian said coolly. “Who’s the numpty we found in the kitchen?”

      When she removed one of her black gloves, she smacked him in the face with it. With a cross look, Christian straightened up and circled to the front of the couch. He shoved the flowers aside and took a seat on the glass coffee table. I waited anxiously to see if it would hold his weight or crack.

      After popping a peppermint into his mouth, he continued. “Can you tell me the name of the dearly departed?”

      “Walter. Do I have to give his last name?”

      “If we’re to identify him for a proper burial. Let’s start with your name.”

      She reclined her head, eyes closing. “Elaine Sanders.”

      Christian crunched on his candy. “Why do I know that name?”

      Her brown eyes popped open, and she gave him a peevish glance. “I’m an official representative of the higher authority. The man you found is Walter Hughes.”

      “Does he live here?” I asked, wondering if maybe she was his sugar mama.

      “No.”

      “But he has a key.”

      She shifted, looking away and fidgeting with a gold bracelet on her wrist. “Look, if you must know, I’m bonded with another Mage.”

      Bonded being the Mage equivalent of marriage.

      I leaned back and crossed my legs. This lady’s story wasn’t anything I hadn’t heard before. “So… you own this little apartment and share it as a rendezvous point with your lover? That explains why it doesn’t look that lived-in. Why did you kill him?”

      “Do you really think I’d murder my lover in my own apartment and come back?”

      “Maybe you got spooked and ran. But you had a little time to think about it and decided to come back and clean up your mess. You’re not off my suspect list until you can provide an alibi.”

      She gave a dramatic sigh while tucking her skirt beneath her legs. “I just came from work. There are at least ten people who can testify to my whereabouts all day.”

      “Does your husband know about this little arrangement?” Christian asked.

      Her expression remained as rigid as her posture. “He doesn’t know about this place, and I’d like to keep it that way.”

      Elaine was avoiding eye contact with Christian the way most people did around Vampires. She didn’t know we were only here to identify the body, but anything additional we learned would go straight to Viktor.

      Christian kept his voice steady. “Do you think your husband might have found out?”

      Her eyes rounded, and she shot to her feet. “Absolutely not! Henry would never do anything so obscene. You better think twice about implicating an official of the court. I’ve taken every measure to keep this affair private.”

      “Can he provide an alibi?” Christian asked.

      She shook her head. “Your clumsy efforts to solve a crime will tarnish his reputation unnecessarily. The scandal could jeopardize our positions. Merely questioning him without sufficient evidence is slanderous, and I won’t stand for it.” Elaine wrinkled her nose at me. “I’m going to have to replace that chair.”

      I glanced at the bloodstains on the upholstery where my arms had rubbed against it. “You’re going to have to replace a lot more than that, starting with your refrigerator.”

      Her dark eyebrows pressed together. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      Christian cleared his throat in what was an obvious attempt to shut me up. “Is there anyone else who knows about this place?”

      Elaine shook her head.

      “Are you sure?” he pressed. “A best friend, a delivery service…”

      “No one.” Her lip quivered, and she steered her gaze away. “This was the only place we could have uninterrupted privacy. Walter didn’t have a mate, so he didn’t have to make any sacrifices. But he felt it was imperative to protect my reputation, and going to hotels or on trips would create too many opportunities for mistakes. My face is recognizable among the elite, so having a place of our own was his idea. My husband and I don’t work the same hours, and he’s not the doting kind who calls when I’m away. Walter and I planned for this weekend. I came up with a ruse by convincing my husband that I had a meeting with a designer. Walter was so excited.”

      That explained the roses. He must have shown up early with flowers and the chocolate-covered strawberries I’d seen in the fridge.

      Christian leaned forward. “You said Walter didn’t have a mate. That’s not a Mage term.”

      She rubbed her forehead. “Walter was a Chitah.”

      Ahhh. His dark hair had thrown me off, and since his eyelids were frozen shut, I hadn’t seen his eye color. That explained why she didn’t want anyone finding out about the affair. Her husband would probably see it as a slap in the face that she’d chosen to have an affair with a Chitah—and a defect at that.

      “Would you have knocked or just walked in?” I asked.

      She jerked her head back. “Why should that matter?”

      “Because he let someone inside the apartment. You have a peephole, and I’m guessing if this place is a secret, he would have looked out first. But if you had a habit of knocking, he wouldn’t have thought twice about opening the door.”

      “I have a key,” she said. “We both do. I’ve never knocked.”

      Christian rose to his feet and put his hands in his coat pockets. “Would he have ordered delivery?”

      She huffed out a laugh. “We never order that garbage.”

      I wiped my arm on the sofa as I sat forward. People like her probably thought they were too cultured to eat a little chow mein or pepperoni pizza. “Well, you two obviously can’t go out to eat at a restaurant.”

      “We’ve also never had an entire weekend together,” she said with derision. “Walter stocks the kitchen in case I get hungry, but I don’t come here to eat.”

      Christian jerked his head toward the kitchen, calling me away. I followed him through the archway.

      “What do you make of it?” I asked.

      “I think her husband found out and took matters into his own hands. That would explain the head in the freezer—something for her to find.”

      “Yep. That seems like the obvious choice. But if their relationship was a secret, then why did Viktor’s contact send us in first? How would they know who was staying here and what was going on?”

      Christian scratched his beard. “I wouldn’t be surprised if they kept files on all their people. It wouldn’t be hard to make the connection if she signed the lease in her name. Now that we’ve identified the body as her lover, it’s business as usual. They send in a qualified Regulator, and after the inquisition, the cleaners take care of the mess. I’m assuming if Elaine had been the victim, there would be special protocol to follow. They’re trying to be discreet, especially if they think she’s dead at the hands of her lover. The higher authority doesn’t like scandal. Can’t let that information get around before they tell her husband, the poor bastard.”

      I leaned my back against the doorjamb. “We better give Viktor the scoop.”

      “Aye. We’ve got everything we need.”

      “What about her husband? I think we need to call him over.”

      Christian chortled. “Only if you want to see a real bloodbath. Viktor gave us orders not to question anyone, and we’ve already broken his rule. I think he’ll give us a pass on this one, but don’t push your luck.”

      I opened the fridge and grabbed one of the chocolate-covered strawberries. “Want one?”

      “Over my rotting corpse.”

      “Or his,” I said, stepping over the body. After finishing the last bite, I tossed the stem in the sink. “What’s the male equivalent of a mistress? A mister?”

      Christian sighed, his gaze distant. “Second fiddle.”
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      Before we left Elaine’s den of iniquity, we reported to Viktor to make sure he didn’t need us to pursue the investigation any further. Satisfied with our findings, he let us off the hook, and we instructed Elaine to sit tight until the Regulators arrived. Heading back to Ruby’s Diner while covered in blood was out of the question, so Christian and I went home.

      After a quick shower, I headed down to the dining room, drying off the ends of my damp hair with a towel. When I walked in, I took a moment to admire the unpolished beauty. Candlelight from the chandelier suffused the room, soaking into the rustic wood table and illuminating the stone floors. Aside from a few upgraded rooms, our modest furnishings removed us from modern civilization. I would never have thought I could get used to the quiet, but Keystone wasn’t without its charms.

      Christian and Viktor were having a quiet conversation in one of the booths against the wall that separated the dining and gathering rooms. They were cozy, like what you might see in a restaurant or bar—vinyl benches and wood tables that comfortably seated four per table. Each of the booths was placed next to one of the open archways that overlooked the gathering room. No one was in there, but the firelight in the hearth burned bright.

      I fell back a step when Viktor looked up. “Blue said you wanted to see me, but I didn’t know you were in the middle of something. Do you guys need another minute?”

      Christian scooted against the wall, inviting me to sit beside him.

      When I sat down, the fat candle against the wall flickered and almost went out. I draped my towel over the back of my seat and shivered.

      Viktor’s grey eyes glittered from too many spirits. “Can I pour you a glass?”

      Before I could answer, he filled an empty goblet he’d set aside and slid it in front of me. After he topped everyone off, Viktor swirled his glass and held it beneath his nose. “This was a very good year. My village in Russia had a record heat wave. Nothing makes you feel more alive than the sun beating down on your shoulders. Our winters were bleak and long, and summers were like your spring. So to have that year of blessed heat—I can still remember running through the high grass and how cold the water felt when jumping in. That was the year I became a man.”

      Viktor didn’t have to elaborate on what he meant by that.

      After savoring another mouthful of wine, he swirled his glass, lost in the memories. “To you… this just smells like another red wine. But someday when you’re older, you’ll recognize the scent of yesterday. It’s jasmine on the breeze, old leather, a fragrant wine… or maybe for you it will just be hamburgers grilling in a diner.”

      Alcohol acts as a time machine. I knew all about how it lifted a person out of the present and into the past. And right now, Viktor was on a one-way trip to another century.

      “Do you miss your home?” I asked.

      “You never miss a where. You only miss a when. If I returned, it would not be the same. Home is not a place—it’s the people you love and the time that you inhabit.”

      My glass clinked against his. “I’ll drink to that.”

      Viktor became nostalgic when he drank aged wine. Mostly, we were subjected to humorous stories of his past—many of which might have been tall tales—but after a few more glasses, his mood would shift to a sullen one. Usually by then, he’d revert to his native tongue, and the rest of us would retire to our rooms.

      Christian ran his finger around the rim of his glass. “Is there a reason you summoned us here?”

      Viktor swept back his silver hair and grumbled. “I received a call shortly after dinner, and I spoke with my contact for a long time to assure him that you were not involved.”

      “In what?” I asked. “The murder? What the hell gave them that crazy idea? They’re the ones who called us to check out the body.”

      “Not that one. The woman.”

      My breath caught.

      Christian leaned forward. “You mean to say that Elaine Sanders is dead?”

      “I didn’t do it,” I cut in, fearing our tumble down the stairs might implicate me. Not to mention the blood on her clothes from when I’d wrestled her to the ground. “Her arm broke during a fall, but that was the only damage done. We told you everything, Viktor. I swear it.”

      “I believe you. But you must appreciate how it appears. The Regulators arrived to find her deceased, and you were the last people who saw her alive.”

      “Suicide?” Christian offered. “Her murdered lover had banjaxed her career. The poor woman was an incapacitated, blubbering mess.”

      “Let’s not exaggerate,” I said. “But Christian has a point. Her marriage was probably over—maybe her career. I can see how sending in Regulators would spark rumors. You can’t trust those guys with secrets. Maybe we shouldn’t have left her alone.”

      Viktor held his glass. “Unless she cut off her own head, suicide is unlikely.”

      I stared at my sweatpants, wondering where it all went wrong. “We told her to lock the door. How long did it take the Regulators to get there after we left?”

      Viktor swayed his head from side to side, and his mouth turned down as he struggled to remember. “I’d say… maybe twenty minutes?”

      “For feck’s sake.” Christian rubbed his face. “The killer was watching us the whole time.”

      I put my elbows on the table and cupped one hand over the other. “So Elaine was their target to begin with. They probably saw her go up and realized she had company.”

      “Why would you assume they weren’t both targets?” Viktor asked.

      “Because Walter was a nobody. Elaine’s an official for the higher authority and had her reputation to protect. Walter probably got there early, put the strawberries and wine in the fridge, set the flowers on the table, and then answered a knock at the door.”

      “And the window?” Christian asked.

      “Maybe he opened it when setting out the flowers. Chitahs have a strong sense of smell, so he probably aired out the apartment because of the roses. Claude’s always mentioning how odors bother him after a long period of time.”

      “Aye. That might explain why poor Walter didn’t flee or fight. Either his sense of smell was also defective, or the roses masked the intentions of his murderer.”

      “Do you think the killer was hiding in the apartment while we were there?”

      “No. I would have heard him.” Christian drank his wine and then set his empty glass on the end of the table. “Does her husband have an alibi?”

      Viktor rubbed his cheek. “Da. My contact discreetly confirmed that he’s been at work all day, oblivious to the fate of his woman.”

      “The more I think about it, the more I’m convinced it wasn’t the husband,” I said. “Would Walter have really opened the door for her husband? Someone would have thrown a punch and knocked shit over.”

      Christian steered his gaze over to me in a deliberate way. “Maybe Walter wanted to play hero and tell Mr. Sanders once and for all how it’s going to be. Do you realize that the majority of victims know their killers? You have to rule out family and friends before you can conduct an investigation.”

      “Even if Walter had opened the door by mistake, there would have been a struggle the moment he caught sight of the sword. Chitahs have the advantage over a Mage, remember? Walter could have taken him out with a single bite.”

      “Perhaps he was afraid of nibbling on a member of the higher authority.”

      “He could have claimed self-defense.”

      Candlelight sparkled in Christian’s eyes, and he gave me a fiendish grin. Sometimes he gave me that look when we had quarrels.

      Viktor cleared his throat. “My contact documents the private residences of his colleagues. The victim did nothing to conceal her name on the lease, and property purchased by officials is reported to specific channels. This is not common knowledge, but it helps their investigator track criminal activities. They assumed she was the one reported deceased, so we were called to confirm her identity and search for clues.”

      “I still don’t understand why it’s not a job for the Regulators or even Mageri Enforcers. Why have a third party involved before anyone else conducts their investigation? We basically contaminated the crime scene.”

      Viktor lowered his voice. “They believe someone is targeting the higher authority, but they are keeping it quiet. She is the fifth victim on the panel.”

      My pulse jumped. “How many members are there?”

      “I do not know the exact number as there are more members than the seats filled at their trials. They rotate.”

      “Why not warn them?”

      “It would instigate panic. Not just among officials but also everyone in the city. Just imagine.”

      “Jaysus,” Christian breathed.

      Though I knew the seriousness of the crime, I wasn’t certain I comprehended the full impact. “But the Regulators can protect them. They’d be on high alert.”

      “It’s bigger than that,” Christian said. “Some of the panel members might flee, and factions living within the city would see that as a sign the law is crumbling. The higher authority is the only thing keeping order in the major cities. The murders expose their vulnerabilities and could incite an uprising. Sometimes, all people need is a push.”

      I gulped down my wine. “I think my head is about to explode.”

      Viktor tugged at the collar of his pullover. “Because this is not our case, we must keep quiet about the assassinations.”

      I shook my head. “It won’t stay a secret for long. Elaine was bonded to another official.”

      “The Regulators will talk,” Christian added.

      Viktor filled his glass. “Not if they’re using the same men to investigate each crime.”

      Christian leaned back. “I wager they have a trusted team for just such occasions. How considerate.”

      “The higher authority plans for every occasion, including their own demise.” Viktor’s expression grew dim, and he drank more wine. After a few moments, he began singing a Russian song—something old and melancholy.

      Kira appeared in the doorway, as quiet as a ghost. Her long nightgown swished above her bare feet as she crossed the room and helped Viktor to stand. I didn’t interact with Kira beyond passing her in the hall and nodding. She made no effort to communicate with us and preferred keeping her distance. But despite her quiet demeanor and invisibility, she looked after Viktor whenever he got this way. Blue had always been the one to take the drink from Viktor’s hand when he’d fallen asleep in his chair, but she’d usually cover him with a blanket and let him sleep. Kira would walk him to bed—perhaps something she’d done a million times with her own father.

      Once they left, I emptied the bottle into my glass and enjoyed the full-bodied flavor dancing on my taste buds.

      Christian brushed his hand against mine. “Have I ever mentioned that I love it when you’re feisty?”

      “So that’s what that look was about. Sometimes I can’t tell if you want to kiss me or kill me.”

      “Me neither.”

      I leaned back. “Why would the killer go to Elaine’s secret-rendezvous apartment instead of her house? Her husband’s also a target, so he could have killed two birds with one stone.”

      “Officials have personal bodyguards, men who protect them night and day. You can bet your sweet arse she left behind her guard when she met up with Walter. I don’t know the facts of the other cases, but I’d wager they were all slain when unguarded. The apartment made her vulnerable.”

      “We should have stayed.”

      “If there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that you can’t turn back time.”

      I reached up and touched my chest where my ruby necklace used to be. No, we couldn’t turn back time. But what if we knew what was coming? My mind drifted to something else that had been plaguing my thoughts for the past few weeks. “I can’t stop thinking about Crush. Fletcher’s out there somewhere, and it won’t take long before he goes after him. If he can’t get to me, he’ll go for the one thing I care about.”

      “Your da can take care of himself.”

      “Yeah, if he knows what’s coming. Maybe I can’t protect him, but the least I can do is warn him.”

      “That a Mage is after him? That his daughter is still alive? Which part would you start with first?”

      I gazed at the white candle, the wax melting down the sides and piling onto the silver holder. Not much time had passed since Fletcher’s escape. He was probably settling in to a new place and getting his bearings before plotting revenge. Fletcher knew who I worked for, and if that intimidated him, he might go after my father instead. I knew how his mind worked, and that knowledge kept me awake at night.

      Christian put his arm around me. He had an uncanny knack for calming my nerves in the most unexpected ways. Sometimes it was a brush of his hand against mine, and other times it was a tender look. But he hadn’t made any moves since our assignment in Canada. My intimate memories of Christian before my abduction were gone, but not the ones that followed. I thought about that night often. Not just his passionate kisses and sexual moves that left me boneless, but other memories resided in my thoughts. Like the tender way he held me in his arms as we watched the fire, how he tucked my hair behind my ear when he thought I’d fallen asleep. As much as he professed to being incapable of love, I’d discovered his secret.

      Christian had a tender heart.

      But something held me back, kept me from reciprocating the desire to build a foundation together. My stolen memories left a lasting impact on my ability to develop our relationship any further. I didn’t deny him affection, but how was I supposed to get serious with a man after one night of passion? There were too many past conversations, too many shared moments that were now absent, thanks to my maker. What if I had asked Houdini to take away my feelings for Christian? Would I be going against my own wishes by pursuing this?

      Without answers, I was left in the dark.

      Regardless, I felt good in his arms. Safe. Listening to the steady beat of his heart. His body heat warming me. His strong arms holding me as gently as a dandelion in the wind.

      Until he pushed me away.

      Shepherd swaggered into the room and gave us a cursory glance before lighting up a cigarette. The black T-shirt and jeans weren’t his usual attire for working out, so I gathered he was seeking companionship. Shepherd and Christian clicked, and it wasn’t unusual to find them having a drink.

      Sensing I was about to become a third wheel in the bromance, I stood up and grabbed my towel. “Well, time for me to wander the halls for a few hours and discover a new room. Sleep tight. Don’t let the Vampires bite.”

      As I passed by Shepherd, I looked over my shoulder at Christian. Yeah, this situation created all kinds of complications. He couldn’t even respond since Shepherd might pick up on a rogue emotion. Instead of giving me a smile or a wink, Christian patted the table, inviting his friend to sit and talk.
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        * * *

      

      Shepherd waited patiently for Raven to leave before strolling over to Viktor’s alcohol cabinet. “How does whiskey sound?”

      “Don’t mind if I do,” Christian said.

      Shepherd held the cigarette between his lips as he returned to the table with glasses in one hand and the bottle in the other. After filling each one halfway, he took a seat. His eyes skated over to the dining table and the candles burning in the chandelier. Kira usually put them out in case wax dripped onto the table, but sometimes, she forgot.

      “Something on your mind?” Christian asked.

      Shepherd reached for the square ashtray by the wall and flicked his ashes. “I’m thinking about leaving Keystone.”

      “We’ve all had those days, you morose bastard.” Christian sipped his whiskey. He always told it like it was. “But we don’t exactly have anything waiting for us on the outside.”

      “I’m dead serious.”

      Shepherd thought back to a few weeks before when he’d gone out walking in the snow. Blue found him sitting on top of a frozen pond, in a stupor. She brought him back inside by the fire and said, “Don’t let your love for her be the thing that destroys you.”

      Maggie had once been the center of his universe. He still remembered her infectious laugh and the way she’d make fish lips in a futile attempt to kiss her own pregnant belly. Blue didn’t know that as torturous as it was to lose Maggie, Shepherd had put away that pain the day he buried her killer. It was his baby who haunted his dreams and consumed his thoughts. With each passing day, his boy would grow, and Shepherd would never get to see it. The idea of kidnapping him was starting to nestle in his thoughts like a thorn. It would be the worst possible scenario. They would live as rogues, and Shepherd would have no source of income. Both his scars and the boy’s would make it easy for bounty hunters to track them down. It wouldn’t be long before the boy grew to resent him. The fact that Shepherd would never have shared memories with his own son stole what little contentment he’d found with Keystone.

      “Don’t be daft,” Christian said, drink in hand. “Viktor threw us each a lifeline, and that’s what’s keeping us from turning into one of the shitebags we’re hunting. Get langered and get it out of your system, but keep away those thoughts before they fester.”

      “If it’s all the same to you, I’ll make my own decisions.” Shepherd knocked back his drink and set the empty glass on the table.

      “And have you informed your partner?”

      Shepherd ran a hand over his buzz cut and felt a spot on his nape that needed trimming. “All Wyatt needs is that damn vending machine and a computer.”

      “I beg to differ. Who’s the one who saved his life that time when those street thugs came at us with guns? And what about the time someone followed Wyatt home from one of his surveillance jobs? The rest of us told him to drive in circles and lose the guy, but you’re the one who ran out of the pub after him.”

      Shepherd remembered that night. Wyatt had been in panic mode, so Shepherd jogged what must have been twelve blocks before they met up at an intersection. He jumped in the driver’s seat, took over that little car, and drove like Jason Bourne to lose the fucker who’d been tailing Wyatt after he’d been caught setting up hidden cameras outside a gangster’s meeting spot. Shepherd remembered how shaken Wyatt was by the whole thing, being unarmed, as usual. It wasn’t the first time Shepherd had saved his ass. That was one reason Viktor had paired them up. Wyatt was the brains and Shepherd the brawn.

      Shepherd took a long drag from his cigarette. “Viktor can find a replacement. A guy like me ain’t hard to replace.”

      Christian stroked his beard, his black eyes trying hard to read Shepherd. “If it were that easy to find replacements, don’t you think we’d have a bigger team? It takes the man a long time to find whatever it is he’s looking for—a person he can trust who’ll be loyal to the organization. You should thank the heavenly angels he took you in.”

      “You’ve never thought of leaving? I mean for real.”

      “Aye, but I came to my senses.” Christian swirled his drink. “We’ve all got a million reasons to leave, but maybe all we really need is one to stay.”

      Shepherd was a man of routine and order, and lately, those two things had parted ways. The stable ground he’d once walked on was shaking again, and if he wasn’t careful, he might slip through one of the cracks.

      “If you leave, there won’t be any coming back,” Christian reminded him. “Take a vacation for a fortnight. Viktor has no qualms with any of us taking a break to get our head together. But if you commit to leaving Keystone, you won’t get a second chance.”

      Shepherd refilled their glasses. The slow burn of whiskey steadied his nerves.

      “Maybe you should talk to someone about what troubles you,” Christian suggested. “Get it off your chest. If you don’t think Wyatt’ll take you seriously, I’m always here. Just don’t think you can cry on my shoulder and hug it out. I’ll not be your gal. It’s probably not as big of a deal as you’re making it out to be.”

      Shepherd cut him a sharp glare. “It’s a big fucking deal. I just don’t know if talking about it will dig my own grave.”

      Christian’s eyes slanted away as if he understood. He lifted his glass in a toast. “Sláinte.”

      “Cheers.”

      They each took a drink. Alcohol gave Shepherd permission to forget his problems. It blurred his thoughts between past and present. It made sleeping at night a hell of a lot easier.

      “I can’t make your decisions for you,” Christian finally said, resting his arms on the table. “But ask yourself if leaving will fix your problem. Will it truly? Because if the answer is no, you’ll be in the exact same position with nothing to give you purpose in life. What’ll stop you from crossing the line? Each one of us is a weapon of some sort, and Viktor knows how dangerous we are in the wrong hands.”
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