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      Crossbreed Series: Book 6

      

      Raven Black risks it all for loyalty and love in this stunning continuation in the USA Today bestselling Crossbreed series.

      

      Raven returns to her childhood home to rebuild her severed relationship with her father. After a long year of capturing violent criminals and thwarting assassination plots, she could use a vacation.

      But trouble is brewing on the home front. When Raven discovers her father is in financial peril, she’s determined to set things right even if it means sacrificing her heart in the process. Meanwhile, her relationship with Christian is on shaky ground when a skeleton falls out of his closet. Will they be able to leave the past behind, or is the trust between them dead and buried?

      

      When the bonds of love are put to the test, only the courageous will prevail.
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      Nobody gave hugs like Crush. The moments after returning home to my father’s trailer were filled with intense emotions. I hadn’t explained to him why I was there; I just wept in his protective embrace. I cried for all the people who’d hurt me over the years, cried for the decisions I’d made, and through it all, my father reassured me that everything was going to be okay. Sometimes that’s all a person really needs from a parent.

      Before we sat down for a seriously overdue talk, I took a long shower. Blood wasn’t the only thing that swirled down the drain. I also let go of the anguish that had wrapped its thorny fingers around my heart from the argument earlier that evening with Christian. The intense feelings I felt for him scared me, and I needed to take a step back to assess the damage.

      “Three marshmallows, just how you like it.” Crush set a cup of cocoa in front of me. The black mug had the Harley-Davidson logo on the side, which went with the bikes in his garage. “I’ll get you some clean clothes in the morning.”

      I glanced down at the long Harley shirt I’d borrowed from him. “I can just wear this. My jeans should be fine after they run through the wash.”

      Crush had a direct way of throwing looks at a person so they knew exactly what he was thinking. He arched his eyebrow and dipped his chin before reaching into the laundry basket in the hall and fishing out my bloody sweater. His fingers poked through the rips in the back. “Mind telling me why your clothes have knife holes and you showed up at my door looking like roadkill?”

      I sipped my hot drink, the steam warming my nose. “Rough day at the office.”

      He stepped on the trash can pedal and dropped the sweater inside before the lid slammed shut. “Between the broken button and a busted zipper, the jeans aren’t salvageable. I’ll get you something decent in the morning.”

      “Don’t you have to work?”

      He approached the round kitchen table and pulled out a cheap vinyl chair, the metal legs scraping against the linoleum floor. When he sat down, he folded his arms across the table. “Fuck work. You think my boys can’t run the shop for a day?”

      I sat back. “Like that time when you stayed in a trailer that Christian rented out?”

      Crush stroked his grey mustache and goatee. “He told you about that, huh?”

      “We’ll argue about it later.”

      I looked around at his humble surroundings. Home was much bigger in my memories, but I was also smaller then. Why hadn’t he upgraded to a larger home or bought new furniture? The same brown recliner sat in the living room to my right. The same shag rug, tattered couch, linoleum floor in the entryway and kitchen, and even the same magnets on the fridge. Nothing had changed.

      Except me.

      He eyed the silver rings on his fingers—one of a skull, one a set of wings, and another representing his service in the Marine Corps. “I gassed up my truck and wiped down the seat while you were in the shower.”

      “My truck,” I said, correcting him.

      He belly laughed. “Yeah, your truck. It’s clean now.”

      “Thanks.”

      Crush took off his rings one at a time. “It’s not my business why you’re here, but if you’re in trouble—if someone’s gunning for you—I need to know.”

      For some inexplicable reason, I didn’t want to tell him the whole truth just yet. Not until I’d slept on it. “I just wanted to get away. We finished a job transporting all the higher-authority officials to safety during the outage. It was a logistical nightmare, but everything worked out. Well, except for that church bombing. I guess you heard all about it.”

      He leaned back, a look of admiration in his blue eyes. “I never thought my little girl would grow up to save the world.”

      I rubbed my temple. “Doesn’t feel like it sometimes.”

      “No one ever said hero shit was easy. It’s the hardest, most thankless job you’ll ever have, next to raising a kid. Take it from a Marine.”

      I sipped my drink. “Thanks for letting me stay.”

      “Letting you?” He chuckled, laugh lines wrinkling the corners of his eyes. “This is your home. We’re a team, remember? Stay as long as you need. I only got one condition.”

      My eyes flicked up. “What’s that?”

      Crush leaned in real tight. “I think it’s time I know exactly what my daughter is. All that blood… and not one mark on you.”

      “Christian didn’t tell you? I just figured you two had cozied up to each other and talked about my personal business.”

      “Maybe I’d rather hear it from the horse’s mouth.”

      I set my drink down. “I don’t want to discuss how it happened, okay? That’s my condition. But here are the facts: I’m half Vampire and half Mage. Obviously I don’t have all the Vampire traits, but I do have these.”

      When my fangs punched out, Crush reared back in his chair. “You’re shittin’ me,” he muttered.

      I wanted to sink through the floor at his startled reaction. My fangs retracted, and I stared down at my cocoa. “I have all the traits of a Mage. My flashing ability is somewhat limited, but I’m not sure if that’s because I’m a crossbreed or just developed my skills late. I only recently learned to do it. I don’t need to sleep or eat as much as everyone else. Maybe I’ll bore you with the details later.”

      He reached across the table and placed his weathered hand on mine. Crush had thick fingers, and oil stains outlined his fingernails. But his touch gave me more comfort than his words ever could. “You’ve always been different since the day God gave you those eyes. I wouldn’t expect anything less.”

      “You’re not repulsed by it? Vamps have a bad reputation, so I just figured⁠—”

      “I’m not ashamed of what you are. You got that? The fangs caught me off guard, but you’re still the same Raven.”

      I withdrew from his touch. “Am I?”

      “Nothing can change the core of who you are. You’re not the same little girl who left home, but you’re still my Cookie.”

      I smiled wistfully. “Don’t get all mushy on me now. Where’s the bulldog I know and love?”

      He peeled up the sleeve of his T-shirt and flexed his bicep. “I still got the big guns.”

      I belted out a laugh. “You got something, all right. Secrets, for a start. How long have you known about the Breed world?”

      Crush scratched his neck and scrunched his face. “See… I never actually lied to you. If you had asked me about it, I would’ve come clean and told you the truth. But sometimes you do what’s best to protect the people you love. I wanted you to have a normal life.”

      “Too late for that.”

      He drummed his fingers on the table. “They don’t usually tell kids, Raven. My hands were tied. What if you’d gone to school and told all your friends that Shifters, Vampires, and all that fairy-tale shit was real?”

      “I went to school with a girl who was convinced she was a reincarnated poodle.”

      “That was elementary school.”

      “Actually, it was eighth grade, but I digress. Nobody would have believed me.”

      “No, but maybe they would have sent you away to one of them funny farms.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me once I was old enough?”

      He reached back and took his hair band out, shaking loose a mixture of salt-and-pepper hair. “It didn’t matter by then. You were too busy trying to do things on your own.”

      “So how did it start? When did you find out?”

      “Since way back in my military days. I did a tour with a guy who turned out to be a Shifter. We were buddies—saved each other’s asses. One day a sniper got him in the throat. Thought he was going to die in my arms until the fucker turned into a wolf.” Crush’s laugh had all kinds of nostalgia wrapped up in it. “He had a lot of explaining to do.”

      My eyebrows reached for my hairline. “Before you met Mom?”

      He rested his elbow on the table and propped his chin against his fist. “Yeah, before your mama.”

      “Did she know?”

      Crush didn’t answer.

      I gripped his arm. “Did she know?”

      He pulled back. “I don’t want you having any bad feelings about your mama. She was a good woman and the best mother. The best. She took real good care of you—better than I ever could.”

      “It wasn’t just the alcohol that drove her away, was it?”

      His eyes slanted down. Crush was a tough old biker, but talking about my mother always turned him into a pile of mush. “By the time I got out of the service, most of my buddies were Shifters. I went through a bleak period in my life, and they pulled me out. As dark as it was when I drank, that was nothing compared to the early days. I’ve been through a lot of hard shit in my life, Raven. Seen things a man shouldn’t see. Things I’ll never talk about, and that’s just a fact of life. Sometimes all a man’s got is his friends. But then your mama came along, and I had something good in my life. But I fucked it up. You know all about that.”

      I didn’t want to punish Crush for his past sins; I just wanted to understand the man I didn’t know. He’d struggled with alcoholism for a long time, and now I could imagine the ultimatum my mother might have given him. The idea of Breed would scare anyone, and I’m sure my mother—like anyone—hadn’t wanted to raise her daughter around wolves. A mother’s instinct is to protect her young no matter what sacrifices she has to make.

      “I always knew I wasn’t good for her,” he admitted. “I loved her fiercely, but she deserved a man who would choose her over everything else. I had too many demons and not enough strength to let go of the booze and my friends. She knew that life would put you in danger.”

      I wrapped my hands around my cup. “She shouldn’t have asked you to give up your friends. I get why she did it, but that’s crazy.”

      He pointed his finger at me. “Don’t go talking bad about your mama. What’s done is done.”

      Yep. What’s done is done.

      My thoughts drifted back to Christian, and I realized how we were in the same predicament as my parents all those years ago. In order to choose each other, we had to be willing to give up something that mattered to us, and that something was Keystone. After Houdini restored my memories earlier this evening, I decided the risk was worth it. But Christian was still holding back.

      Maybe I wasn’t enough.

      I tilted my head to the side. “Do you still hang out with Shifters?”

      He rubbed his mouth and jaw, his dark blue eyes slanting away.

      I went slack-jawed at the idea I might know one of them. “Who?”

      “Uh, just about all of them.”

      “What!” I blinked in surprise. “Even Ren?”

      Ren had been Crush’s close friend since forever.

      “Especially Ren. He was the other Marine I told you about.”

      I covered my face. “Oh my God. My entire life is flashing before my eyes. Ren? All your biker buddies who came over? Everyone you hung out with at the bar?”

      Crush shrugged. “Not everyone, but there are a lot of packs around here, Cookie. What do you want me to say?”

      “Even the guys working in your garage?”

      Crush chuckled. He was clearly enjoying this far more than he deserved. “The next barbecue is gonna be a real doozy.”

      “Especially since they all think I’m dead.” I tucked my chin in my hand and stared at my cocoa. “I can’t believe that all this time, I’ve been hanging around with Breed. Were they all Shifters?”

      “Mostly. I don’t associate with Vamps. No offense, but I can’t trust a man who can erase my life. Not keen on Gravewalkers either. But I have a few buddies who are Relics, and I once hired a Mage to work in the garage. Felt sorry for the guy because he was a defect, always leaking raw energy. After he blew up a few engines, I had to let him go.” Crush stood up and stretched. “I’ll tell you later about how a friend of mine did genealogy on the Graves side of the family and found a Relic.”

      “I’m part Relic?”

      “No, baby girl. That shit canceled out when they married a human. It’s not uncommon. There are probably a million humans out there with at least one Breed ancestor. Since Relic DNA is closest to a human’s, interbred kids are usually born human. That’s probably why our family left the country.”

      “What country?”

      “Some place in the UK. I don’t know. It’s all in a shoebox somewhere in my room. We have a lot of catching up to do, but not tonight. Why don’t you turn in and get some rest.”

      I stood up and headed into the living room. When I sat down on the plaid sofa, I poked my finger through a hole in one of the seat cushions. “You really need to upgrade your furniture.”

      “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.”

      “There’s a hole. It’s broke.”

      “It ain’t broke until I say it’s broke.”

      “Do you have an extra blanket?”

      He reached down and yanked me up by my hand. “Yeah, in the bedroom. You’re not sleeping on the sofa.”

      “It’s a pullout. That’s all I need.”

      “Get your ass to bed. No arguments.” Crush gave me a gentle shove out of the room.

      “Fine, fine. But only for tonight.”

      He raised an eyebrow but refused to continue the argument.

      Crush had a small trailer in comparison to some of the double-wides in the area. When you walked in, there was a kitchen table to the immediate left. Straight ahead was a boxy, practical kitchen. The window above the sink provided plenty of light when washing dishes. Crush didn’t own a dishwasher, not as long as there were capable hands around the house. The fridge was the old-fashioned kind with the freezer on top, and across from it, a basic stove. The divider wall on the right separated it from the living room, which still had all its original wood paneling. On the other side of the kitchen wall was a laundry room. Nothing fancy, just enough space for a washer and dryer. The bathroom across from it was tiny and unremarkable. I walked to the bedroom at the far end. It used to be mine.

      Not anymore.

      When I wandered in, I flipped on the light and looked around. The musty smell hadn’t changed, but it now carried traces of cigar smoke, motor oil, and aftershave. Behind the sliding wood doors to the left were his clothes, guns, and shoes—and Crush had more guns than shoes. I noticed the wolf pattern on the blanket covering the bed. How had I not pieced it together in retrospect? I shook my head while turning to the chest of drawers on the right. That’s new. Guess he didn’t want my old white dresser and mirror with the pink stool.

      I shut the door and switched on a lava lamp before turning out the light. Crush didn’t have a regular table lamp or floor lamp, just the overhead light connected to the ceiling fan. I crawled beneath the blanket and lay there for an hour, watching the blue blobs floating around in the lava lamp. It used to be mine, and I liked that he’d kept it all these years. Especially since he used to argue that it was a fire hazard.

      Had my whole life been a lie? I could barely wrap my head around it. Still, I couldn’t blame Crush for what he’d done. He was protecting his only child. I might have blabbed to people about his friends and attracted unwanted attention. It wasn’t just the danger of humans thinking I was a kid with a screw loose, but someone in the Breed world could have ordered a memory wipe on me. Maybe Crush had been afraid they would inadvertently erase what few memories I had of my mother.

      I pounded my fist against my pillow, tossing and turning as my thoughts raced. Had Viktor found the note I’d left on my bed? I wondered if Christian was still in his room, waiting for my apology. How long was I willing to stay with my father to make sure Fletcher didn’t come after him? The only thing I knew was that I needed to be here. Not just to figure stuff out but to reconnect. I’d walked out of my father’s life twice, and I had no intention of doing it ever again. The universe was giving me a second chance to set things right.

      I clutched the ruby pendant in my hand, my eyelids lowering as if anchors were weighing them down. I wondered if the only reason I wanted Keystone was because I had no other place to go. I wondered if I might have a place in my father’s world again. But most of all, I wondered what Christian was doing right now.
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      “Christian Poe. So, we meet again.”

      Once Christian recovered from the initial shock of seeing Lenore outside his bedroom door, he let go of the knob and clenched his fists. “What are you doing here?”

      She peered around him. “Dear, oh dear. Is this what’s become of my Chrissy?”

      He narrowed his eyes. “Don’t call me that.”

      A crafty smile widened her red lips. Lenore loved needling people with the little things, and when she found a person’s insecurity, she would pick and pick at it.

      She swung her strappy heels between two fingers before setting them down. “Aren’t you going to invite me in? It’s rude to make a lady stand in the hall.”

      Christian tilted his head to the side. “I’m still waiting for a lady to show up.”

      She rolled her eyes and brushed him aside as she entered his bedroom. Lenore hadn’t changed a bit since he’d last seen her. Her silky blond hair was still long and beautiful, but she had it loosely bound in the back. Wispy strands were artfully out of place, but they moved with her as if by command. The only thing missing was one of those handheld fans. She used to fan herself all the time and thwack people over the head.

      Lenore moved gracefully about the room, her slender frame hidden within a pair of wide slacks. The woman he remembered from almost a century ago had always preferred dresses.

      She caught him admiring her. “Forgive my dreadful appearance. I’ve been on a plane all evening.”

      He slammed the door behind him. “To what do I owe this pleasure? Did you crawl in through a mouse hole and lose your way?”

      She snickered softly. Lenore had an imperious manner of speaking, one that was seductive, powerful, and sophisticated. Her laughter was one of her many charms that attracted people to her like a magnet, and she could deliver an insult with such finesse that they wouldn’t even realize it.

      “It’s been a long time,” she remarked, marveling at his dungeon-like décor. “A very long time. Remind me again of the year we parted ways?”

      He strode up to a chair near his bed and sat down. “1935.”

      She batted her long eyelashes at him and folded her slender arms. “You’re not still mad about my putting you in that coffin, are you? Darling, it was all in good fun.”

      He crossed his legs dramatically, trying to quell his anger. “I spent a decade in there.”

      Her black eyes glittered with amusement, and she gave him that sultry look that had ensnared him the first time they met. “I swore I’d never come back to America, but here I am. I’ve changed, and it looks like you have too. You’re not the rogue I remember, so desperate to please. No hard feelings?” Quickly switching the topic like a pro, she lowered her arms and put her hands in her pockets. “Well, well. I heard you almost had a war. Viktor filled me in on all the details. What on earth have you gotten yourself into?”

      “How did you know I was here?”

      Christian really didn’t require an answer. Lenore was resourceful, with many connections.

      “They’ve asked me to fill a seat on the higher authority, and I’ve accepted. There are so many things I need to do, but I just had to stop here first from the airport.”

      Lenore often boasted about her many talents. Undoubtedly those “talents” were the reason she’d won a seat as an official. Lenore craved power like termites craved wood. And just like those menacing little critters, she left a path of destruction in order to get what she wanted. Among other things, she was once a ballerina. Vampires were ideal for that profession because they had a high tolerance for pain and didn’t injure easily. But Lenore was too tall for the ballet, and Christian doubted she was ever as good as she bragged. That was long before the two had met, but it was one of her most important jobs that had secured lasting connections with those in power.

      Lenore held out her hand and admired it. “I’m going to miss my tan. Living in the islands was paradise. You should try it sometime.” She approached his chair like a panther stalking its prey and gave him a ravenous look. “You’ve changed. Still the same dreadful attire, but there’s something different about you I can’t put my finger on. Not the beard, but a look in your eyes I can’t quite discern.”

      “You’re still the same vapid little gobshite.”

      A knowing smile crossed her face. “Ah, yes. There’s the Christian I remember. I can tell by your crass language that you missed me.”

      “Like a man misses syphilis.”

      Lenore’s face tightened, as he’d never spoken to her with derision. “No need to be so uncouth.” She wandered to a corner and wrapped a cobweb around her index finger before blowing it off. “I just wanted to drop in and say hello since it would be rude of me not to. You’re one of my oldest and dearest friends, Christian. We’ve had our differences in the past, but we shared good times together. It seems like you’re doing well for yourself.” She moved about the room. “Your new home is lofty and rustic. It reminds me of a time when we used quills and penned letters by candlelight. There’s a certain romantic quality about a life without electricity.” Then she laughed and fanned her face. “But I would never give up my air-conditioning for romantic notions.” She studied Christian with a thoughtful pause. “I look forward to working with Viktor. He seems like an intelligent man.”

      Christian’s head snapped up. “Best you keep your raptor claws off him.”

      “Grudges are a heavy thing to carry.” She pursed her lips, amusement dancing in her eyes. “Do you still have that abysmal little shack in the woods? I bet you do. I wonder what I might find if I rummaged through your skeleton closet.” Lenore gave him a slow and seductive wink. “See you soon, stranger. We’ll get together for drinks. Catch up on old times.”

      Christian tried not to watch as she opened the door and sauntered out, but he couldn’t help himself. He soaked her in like a mirage. Lenore had bewitched him long ago, and she hadn’t lost an ounce of that power and charm. His heart didn’t burn for her like it once had, but all those old memories steamrolled right over him as he listened to the distant tap of her heels against the floor. Suddenly it was 1935 again. Christian was holding her in his arms while the band played “Cheek to Cheek.” The way she gazed ardently into his eyes as if all was forgiven—he’d been certain in that moment that he’d won her heart.

      And then she’d put him in that fecking pine box.

      Christian shot to his feet and kicked the wall. Stone cracked, and small pebbles fell to the floor. He paced and ran his fingers through his hair.

      Jaysus wept. Could this night get any worse?

      A knock sounded, and he yanked the door open with such fury that he nearly pulled it off the hinges.

      Viktor stepped back with a startled look. “Have I come at a bad time?”

      He sighed. “No. Come in.”

      Viktor stepped inside but lingered at the door. “Miss Parrish is a delightful woman. Very accomplished and gracious. It is encouraging that you two are old acquaintances. One can never have enough connections with the higher authority. I am pleased they are filling the positions so quickly.”

      “Aye.” Christian didn’t want to sully her name, so he kept his mouth shut. Viktor saw the relationship as a good opportunity for Keystone, which it very well could be. Better to be on Lenore’s good side than bad. “I thought they were going to hire Mage replacements?”

      “The panel elects qualified candidates. I believe most of the replacements will be recommendations from the Mageri. But not everyone, as we learned tonight.”

      “Well, aren’t we the lucky ones,” he murmured.

      “Miss Parrish promised to extend an invitation to a social event once she gets established in her new home. I think it is wise to meet the new officials and mend relationships with those we had to stab and drag into our van.” Viktor chortled and rocked on his heels. “It is a shame Raven may not be available to attend.”

      Christian tipped his head to the side. “And what do you mean by that?”

      “She did not tell you?” Viktor’s brows furrowed as he retrieved an envelope tucked in the back of his trousers. “I escorted Miss Parrish up here to show her to your room. She wanted to speak privately, so I walked down the hall to see Raven. She didn’t answer, and I found a note on her bed with my name. It seems she’s leaving Keystone for a…”

      Christian’s heart quickened while Viktor tried to find the right word in English.

      “Hiatus. I think you all deserve an extended holiday after this last assignment. You worked hard and earned your rest. But it seems Raven has some personal affairs to get in order, which I understand. I’ve decided to temporarily reject any offers and allow each of you to rest. Gem is grieving, and Shepherd may want extra time to bond with his child.”

      Christian tried not to look upset or concerned, so he stuffed his hands in his pockets and feigned disinterest. “Did she say where she went?”

      “To stay with her father.”

      Christian swallowed a knot in his throat. “Her da?”

      Viktor nodded and stared at the envelope. “She says she recently discovered he’s always known about Breed. I’m afraid I cannot deny her this request if he is a trusted human. Perhaps she needs this time away. I do not think she gave herself a chance to recover after her abduction.”

      They both hung their heads in acknowledgment of the cruelty Raven had endured at the hands of her Creator.

      “This should not affect you since I won’t be taking any assignments for a few weeks,” Viktor explained. “I am sure she’ll be back by then.”

      Christian wasn’t so sure. All of them had wound up at Keystone because they had nowhere else to go. Now Raven had an alternative, and Christian didn’t know if he could compete with that life.

      “I will leave you alone.” Viktor gave the room a cursory glance. “It would not hurt you to purchase a sofa or something personal. Your bedroom looks the same as it did on the day you arrived.” He swiped something on the doorframe. “Well, except for the spiders.” Viktor said something in Russian and closed the door.

      Christian sank back on his bed and rubbed his face. He’d really screwed this up with Raven. Anytime a woman went away to think, it was a bad omen. But despite their quarrel, she hadn’t divulged any of it to Viktor. Not about how Christian had secretly taken her to see her father a few months ago and not about the receipts she’d found underneath Christian’s bed.

      She could have easily thrown Christian under the bus—especially after how they’d left things—but she hadn’t.

      And she also hadn’t said goodbye.

      Lenore’s unexpected return left him disoriented. She could have stayed on her fecking island and ruled a colony of humans for all he cared. Vampires didn’t usually inhabit sunny places because of their ocular sensitivity to sunlight, but Lenore would never let that stop her. She knew people would admire her for it. But why cross the world to live in this godforsaken city just for a seat on the panel?

      Because Lenore’s weakness was her inability to say no to any opportunity to advance in the social ranks. He could hardly fault her for that. Maybe if he possessed even an ounce of her ambition, he might have made a better life for himself. Lenore had always criticized him for not setting goals or making an effort to improve himself. Had he known she was coming, he would have put on a nice suit and done a little bragging himself. But she’d caught him off guard, probably intentionally so she could get a true picture of how his life had turned out.

      His thoughts drifted back to Raven. She’d given him the cold shoulder by leaving the note with someone else. Why hadn’t he gone after her when she left his room? Christian was so far removed from human emotions that he’d forgotten what it was like to feel loyalty and love for family. He’d left his beloved sister behind in Ireland over a century ago. But what if he’d had an opportunity to see her again and someone had kept him from it? Someone he trusted.

      Christian turned the onyx ring around his middle finger and thought about their last moments together. Though he’d never been a penitent man, he regretted their conversation as much as he did his insensitivity. He wondered if she’d ever forgive him. He wondered if he was even a man who deserved happiness. But most of all, he wondered what she was doing right now.
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      Two things lured me out of my slumber. The first was the faint smell of coffee. The second was Crush singing “Born to Be Wild.”

      I sat up and rubbed my face. Morning light trickled in through the rectangular window behind my bed, revealing all the dust particles in the air that drifted about like the scattered remains of the life I’d left behind. It was disorienting at first to be staring at the four walls of my old bedroom. For a brief moment, I was fifteen again and late for school.

      Then I remembered the fight with Christian.

      After I got up and used the bathroom, I dragged myself down the hall and went to the kitchen for coffee.

      “Someone’s in a good mood,” I said, interrupting his over-the-top performance.

      Crush finished belting out the chorus and poured a cup of coffee from the pot before setting two Pop-Tarts on a small plate. “I tuned up your truck this morning and put new floor mats in. Jesus, girl. Take care of my baby, will ya?”

      I yawned and noticed his white T-shirt had oil stains. “Why did you give your truck to me anyhow?”

      “Christian said you were looking for a car, and I wanted you to have something I could personally guarantee was in tip-top condition.”

      When I sat down at the table, my foot tapped against a giant sack on the floor. “What’s that?”

      He set down my breakfast before lifting the bag and pulling out clothes. None of them were on hangers, and he piled them on the table in a heap. “I went by the thrift store and picked you up something to wear. They might be too loose. You look like a twig since I last bought clothes for you.”

      “Are you saying I was a fat child?”

      He playfully smacked my forehead. “Still full of sass. I don’t really know about underwear and all that womanly stuff, so if it doesn’t fit, you’ll have to buy your own. I still have the receipt.”

      I took a bite of my strawberry-filled pastry. “You bought me panties at a thrift store?”

      “I’d never be able to show my face in there again if I did. I got those at Walmart. Can we stop talking about panties?”

      I crossed my legs and sipped my coffee. “Take a seat, Crush.”

      “Don’t mind if I do.” The metal legs on the vinyl chair creaked when he sat down.

      There had always been a rule about his name. Either I called him Daddy or Crush. He wouldn’t respond to anything else. Typically I’d only use his first name if I was either mad at him or wanted to have a serious chat. But right now neither applied. I just enjoyed being able to sit at a table with my father and shoot the breeze like two adults.

      I picked at the pastry. “You did all that this morning? Went shopping and had time to tune up my wheels? What time did you wake up?”

      He scratched his grey goatee and mustache. “Five. Couldn’t sleep much.”

      I peered into the living room at the pullout sofa he used to sleep on when I lived at home. The pillow and blanket were still in place as if he’d just gotten up. “Why didn’t you open it up?”

      “The bar in the middle broke.”

      “I’m not even going to ask how.” I sipped more coffee. “Dating anyone?”

      When I winked at him, Crush laughed, and he had one of those great belly laughs that said everything about what he was thinking.

      Tattoos draped across his arms, and I studied the artwork, looking for new ink. A skeleton rode a bike on his left bicep, flames shooting out the sides. Below that, a banner with the name Cookie on it waved across a dagger. On his right bicep, a fierce bulldog with Semper Fi written below it. I could only see part of the tattoo on his inside forearm, a skull with roses in the eyes.

      Then I studied the wolf on the outside of his right forearm. “I guess the mystery is finally solved on where that came from.”

      He looked at it. “Maybe I just like wolves.”

      “Whatever.”

      Crush folded his arms on the table and stared at the clothes. “I don’t know what I’m gonna tell everyone.”

      “Maybe we should make it a surprise party. I can pop out of a cake. You still have parties here, right?”

      “When they told me you were dead, I didn’t invite anyone over for a long time. My buddies got concerned I might start drinking again, but I never did. You got that? I never fell off the wagon.”

      I would have understood if he had, but I nodded and let him continue.

      “It took a couple of years for me to feel normal again. And I never did feel all the way back to my old self. You were gone, and that was a colossal fucking hole in my universe. Ten times bigger than the one your mother left behind. You’re a part of me, and it was like going through an amputation of my soul. My buddies pulled me out of that dark place by coming around and shooting the breeze even if I wanted to be left alone. They were persistent sons of bitches, but they never left my side. Eventually things went back to normal, except even now I always get the look.”

      I set down the pastry. “What look?”

      “The look someone gives you when they know you’ve lost everything and don’t know what to say.”

      The room got real quiet, the only sound from an airplane flying overhead.

      “You shouldn’t smoke cigars in your bedroom,” I said, lightening the mood. “You’ll set the house on fire.”

      A smile touched his lips. “I only light those up on rare occasions. I think I might enjoy a stogie at the next barbecue.”

      Crush didn’t smoke cigarettes, but he was known to enjoy a cigar now and again. It was one of his few vices in life.

      “What special occasion deserves a cigar in bed? Does it have something to do with how the sofa got broke?”

      He stood up, the chair legs scraping against the floor. “I used to think I missed your sass, now I’m having second thoughts.” Crush glanced at his watch. “I have to swing by the shop and make sure they’ve got everything under control.”

      “Workaholic. I thought you said your boys had it covered?” I grinned.

      Crush was a control freak when it came to his business. He was the kind of guy who would probably never retire.

      “I’m not staying all day. I just need to let them know I’m not coming in, so they can take over my duties.” He rumpled my hair before turning toward the hall. “You need anything while I’m out?”

      “Don’t worry about me. I think I might take a trip to the store and buy some shoes. My sneakers have bloodstains on them.”

      Truthfully, I planned to go grocery shopping. Crush didn’t know how to shop for himself and eat properly. Never had. I wasn’t much of a cook, but the man looked like he hadn’t seen a vegetable in seven years, so the least I could do was stock up his cabinets with nutritious foods that weren’t covered in icing.

      Crush returned from the bedroom while zipping up a light jacket. “This weather can’t seem to make up its mind.” He grabbed my head and kissed it. “Be back soon. Leave your number on the table in case I get home before you do.”

      After he shut the door, I stared at the clothes on the table. He’d clearly gone shopping for the young girl who left home, because I spied a Guns N’ Roses T-shirt in the pile. At least he got the right size jeans, and a pair of them even had holes, just the way I liked them.

      For the first time in a long time, I felt safe. And I realized what made it feel safe was that I had immersed myself back in the human world again. A normal world where people didn’t get their heads lopped off and I didn’t have to carry weapons and constantly flare my light in public. A world where my greatest concern would be what to watch on TV.

      Yep. I could get used to this.
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      After throwing on my not-so-new concert shirt and a pair of jeans, I hopped in my truck and swung by a shoe store to grab a pair of black boots. Sneakers were ideal for running, but I didn’t plan on doing any running, and every girl needs a good pair of leather shoes. Doesn’t matter if they’re heels or boots. Just something that says “I’m here to kick some ass and look sexy while doing it.”

      Crush wasn’t much of a city guy. Even his trailer was nestled on the outskirts of town. He didn’t live near the rolling hills or have the pastoral view that we had at Keystone, but there was a lot of vacant land in the area. All the amenities he needed were within a short driving distance, including a supermarket. I had my suspicions that he cooked a lot of barbecue or purchased his meals at the gas station, so I decided to spend more than I normally would.

      I bought just about everything I could fathom. Fruit, vegetables, canned foods, frozen foods, cashews, vitamins, granola bars, healthy cereal, juice, eggs—hell, I even bought his favorite cheap aftershave, which I hated.

      The shopping cart clamored against the concrete when I pushed it past the automatic doors, and a light breeze ruffled my hair. It was probably in the upper fifties, but it felt like a slice of heaven after all the snow we’d had that winter.

      A woman in fur-lined boots passed by me. “Good morning!”

      My face beamed as I looked at her over my shoulder. “Morning!”

      I faced forward and started talking to myself. “Look at me, walking around and doing normal stuff. Just going to the grocery store, buying ordinary things, no weapons strapped to my thighs, no dangerous assignments. Just pushing my cart and—Motherfucker!”

      A motorcycle swerved, narrowly missing me. I was so busy staring daggers at the man that I’d lost sight of the fact that I’d let go of the cart, and my groceries were taking off without me.

      The rider quickly parked in the fire lane and, helmet still on, stared at me for an uncomfortable beat before he took off after my cart.

      I chased after him. “Get away from my groceries before I cut you up!”

      The cart slammed into a silver car with a loud crash, and two bags flipped out, spilling groceries onto the ground.

      The man knelt down, collecting oranges and bottles of flavored water. I did a quick check to make sure no one had seen what I’d done and then pushed the cart two spaces over to my truck.

      I spun on my heel. “You should watch where you’re going. You almost killed me, you asshole.”

      The man swaggered over and lowered the plastic sacks into the back of my truck. His heavy motorcycle boots had a lift on the sole, but he probably leveled off at around six feet tall.

      The man pulled off his tinted helmet, long brown hair tumbling in front of his face. “I thought you were already dead.”

      When he raked his hair back with his fingers, I stared at him for a hot minute. There was something familiar about him, but I couldn’t place it.

      “It’s me… Switch. Don’t you remember? I took you to a dance once back in high school when some shithead stood you up. I guess I didn’t leave much of an impression.”

      I jerked my head back. “Switch?”

      “Yeah. You make it sound like I grew a second head since you last saw me. Not what you expected?”

      My mind hit rewind and went back to childhood. I remembered Switch as a charismatic, good-looking kid. A little on the lean side, but he’d always had toned biceps to show off the huge tattoo on his left arm. He was three years older and out of my league. Some guys just had that indefinable thing that made them cool, and Switch had it from head to toe. I hadn’t known him very well since we didn’t go to school together and I only saw him at the occasional party or barbecue, but his father and mine were old friends.

      Could this really be him? His shoulders were too broad, and the whiskers around his chin and mouth in a circle beard made it difficult to compare him to that young boy.

      He frowned and gripped his helmet between his knees before taking off the long-sleeve shirt he wore over his T-shirt. Switch pivoted, showing me the tattoo of the giant owl and clock on his left arm. “Proof enough? I should be the one asking for evidence that you’re the real deal, because last I heard, you were dead.”

      “Maybe I’m a ghost.”

      “Good to know credit cards still work in the afterlife.” He held his helmet with one hand and centered his eyes on mine. “No, it’s definitely you. No one else has those eyes. One blue, one brown, and both sad.”

      I couldn’t get over the change. Switch had grown into a man. He still had those wolfish eyebrows and prominent brow bone that made his eyes look fierce and predatory. And the more I studied his behavior, the more I realized that Switch was a wolf. No doubt about it. Shifters have common traits that you can sometimes spot even when they’re in human form. The way they tilt their head or shift their eyes, or sometimes the way they react to people around them. I was willing to bet that if I turned my back and showed him my ass, he’d wag his invisible little tail.

      “I noticed Crush’s truck in the parking lot and thought I’d swing by and say hi.” He dragged his eyes up and down the length of my body and gave me a winsome smile. “Crush’s little girl, all grown up.”

      I grabbed a few sacks and set them inside the truck.

      Switch didn’t say a word. He just kept his eyes on me as he helped me load the groceries in the back, and his gaze was hot. So hot that my cheeks flushed and the little hairs on the back of my neck stood on end.

      “Since you won’t tell me how it is that you’re alive, maybe you can tell me why you’re riding around in his pickup,” he said, setting the last bag inside the truck bed.

      “It’s mine now. I bought it. I’m staying with him for a little while, but don’t tell anyone.”

      He put on his tinted helmet and lifted the face shield while buckling the chin strap. “I’ll meet you back at his place.”

      “I didn’t invite you.”

      Switch strutted back to his bike—which was still parked in the fire lane—and got on. After he started up the engine, he sat there, just looking in my direction and revving the engine.

      Cursing under my breath, I shoved the cart into the return bin. There was obviously no talking him out of it, and I had to get the ice cream home before it melted.

      So much for my fantasy of an uneventful, normal life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 4


          

        

        
          
            [image: Chapter header image of raven flying.]
          

        

      

    

    
      “How long have you been working for Keystone?” Switch asked.

      I set the maple bacon in the bottom drawer of the fridge. “Not quite a year.”

      After meeting up with Switch at the trailer, I had no choice but to tell him the truth about being a Mage and where I’d been these past few years. Had he been human, I wouldn’t have said a word. But given my father’s associations with Shifters and the fact that Switch’s energy felt stronger than a human’s, I decided it best to give him the truth.

      He furrowed his brow. “What were you doing before that?”

      Maybe now wasn’t the best time to tell him about the previous five years of my life, when I stalked and murdered men. “I was a scavenger. How long have you been a wolf?”

      Switch leaned against the kitchen counter and dipped his chin. “What makes you think I’m a wolf?”

      I shut the fridge and gathered up the empty plastic bags. “You just have that look about you.”

      He laughed. “What look?”

      “Like you want to pee all over everything and mark your territory.”

      “Maybe I’m just a regular human being.”

      “And maybe you’re full of it.”

      He rubbed his hands together slowly, a habit I remembered from long ago. “How much has Crush told you?”

      I stepped up to him. “I need to get under the sink.”

      He smiled and moved aside.

      “Crush told me enough that I realized my entire life has been a lie,” I said, shoving the empty plastic bags into a larger bag beneath the sink. Then I stood up and grabbed a few cans of corn and beans.

      Switch opened the overhead cabinet for me. “It’s not like he had a choice. Trusted humans are forbidden from telling anyone else about Breed, and that includes family. Not unless they’re given explicit permission. Are you harping on your old man for not telling you that monsters are real?”

      I forced a smile. “Maybe if he had, I wouldn’t have chosen to become one.”

      Switch moseyed over to the table and sat down. “It’s not like being a Mage is a curse. You pretty much live forever.” He propped his foot on one of the chairs. “How did a Learner get a job with Keystone? I don’t know much about those organizations, but I didn’t think they hired inexperienced recruits.”

      “I know a thing or two about a thing or two.”

      I grabbed two bottles of watermelon-flavored water from the fridge and set them on the table. I hadn’t bothered telling Switch I was a crossbreed. We didn’t know each other that well.

      “Has my father seen your Yamaha?” I asked, switching subjects. “You know he’s a Harley man.”

      “At least I ride a cruiser. Your dad would never let me on the property on a sports bike.” Switch sniffed the water before guzzling it halfway down. A sour look crossed his face, and he shuddered. “Does he drink this swill?”

      I sipped my water and enjoyed the fruity flavor. “He’s out of food, so I thought I’d go to the store and buy him some healthy stuff.”

      “News flash—flavored water isn’t a food group.”

      “It says it has vitamins.”

      Switch chortled and looked up at the ceiling, his Adam’s apple jutting out. “Your dad is way past vitamins.”

      I reached over and shoved his foot off the chair. “Don’t mention to anyone that you saw me, okay? Crush wants to throw a party and tell everyone at the same time, that way he doesn’t have to deal with gossip or having to explain it more than once.”

      When Switch righted his head, all that long, sexy hair fell across half his face. “What kind of party? A still alive party?”

      I crossed my legs. “Pretty much.”

      “So… what happened to you?”

      “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      His gaze grew pensive as he folded his arms on the table and leaned in. “Where’s your Creator?”

      “I said I don’t want to talk about it.” I got up to put my drink back in the fridge.

      He captured my wrist and held me still. “If you have a reason you’re hiding from him, I’ll take care of it.”

      If only it were that easy.

      I slipped out of his grasp and opened the fridge, setting my drink inside. “There’s nothing to take care of. I came here to make peace with my dad, not to hide.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      Staring at the smoked ham on the second shelf, I made up a lie that wasn’t a complete lie. “My life has been pretty crazy lately, and I needed a vacation.”

      Switch chuckled and stood up. “You came to the wrong place. Don’t you remember how crazy your life used to be?”

      I shut the fridge door and leaned against the sink. “Loud parties, motorcycles at all hours of the night, and my father pointing a gun at someone is a lot less crazier than jumping off an underground bridge to escape Vampires or diving through a window seconds before a bomb explodes.”

      Switch locked his fingers behind his neck, his biceps rock hard as he widened his stance. “Remember the time that guy clipped your dad’s mailbox? Jesus.”

      “I never heard that story.”

      He lowered his arms, amusement dancing in his eyes. “Oh wow. That one is legendary in my old pack. Maybe I shouldn’t tell you.”

      “No, you’re telling me or else I’ll slash your tires.”

      “Ouch. Like father like daughter.” Switch tapped his chin. “How to word this… I guess you must have been around eight or something. It was back when Crush still had his… problem.”

      “It’s okay to say he was an alcoholic. It’s not a family secret.”

      Switch shrugged and glanced down at his motorcycle boots. “Anyhow, some asshole tore down the road and took out three mailboxes in the process. Something about him being in a fight with his ex. Your dad witnessed the whole thing while sitting outside, drinking in one of his lawn chairs. He uh…” Switch began laughing, and the more he tried not to, the worse it got. “He was still in his underwear.”

      I palmed my face.

      “He ran down the road after the guy, and legend has it, the beer was still in his hand.”

      I couldn’t help it, I laughed too.

      “Anyhow, they got into a yelling match about paying for damages. A few neighbors witnessed the whole thing. Man, it’s too bad people didn’t have cell phone cameras back then.”

      “What happened? A fistfight?”

      “The idiot threw a watering can at Crush’s head. By the time they reached the man’s trailer, your dad was too drunk and tired to brawl with him, so he grabbed the nearest object. I guess there weren’t any bricks or shovels lying around, so he pummeled him with a blow-up shark. The guy grabbed a Hula-Hoop and used it to knock the shark out of Crush’s hands, so that’s when your dad started beating him with a garbage bag. The bag split wide open, and dirty diapers spilled everywhere.”

      I threw back my head and sighed. “This is my life.”

      Switch grinned and put his hands in the pockets of his jeans, which were slung low on his waist. “They still like to tell that one at barbecues. It’s not so much the fight that gets people going but the walk of shame home in his underwear, the beer still in his hand.”

      “Crush is a one of a kind.”

      “Yeah, he’s a favorite among the packs. The guys really like him. He sticks up for his friends, and if you ever need anything, Crush is the first one there. He got into a fight with my dad once, and they stopped talking for a few months. When word got out that my dad lost all his money gambling, Crush was the first one who showed up at his doorstep. Not to shame him, but to pay the Packmaster what my father owed so he wouldn’t get kicked out of the pack. I guess Crush could relate to my dad on some level, so he helped him find counseling for his addiction.”

      I lowered my eyes, realizing how little I knew about the man who’d raised me. Crush had saved money for my future, sacrificing his own needs. When he thought I was gone, he used that money to help his friends. And here he was, living in a beat-up trailer with the same old furniture. The only new thing was the red pickup truck he’d bought after selling me his blue one. And even that truck wasn’t entirely new. It had a few years on it.

      “Do, um… do any of the packs ever help out my dad?”

      Switch took a seat and rested his arm on the table. “They try, but Crush won’t take handouts. He’s close with two packs in the territory: my old pack and Ren’s. Crush built that garage himself. Every few years, they try to talk him into letting them pave his driveway. My old Packmaster even offered to upgrade his trailer, but Crush wouldn’t have it. He’s a proud man.”

      “Stubborn.”

      “Runs in the family.”

      We met eyes, and just then a vehicle pulled into the driveway.

      Moments later, the door kicked open as loud as a shotgun, and Switch shielded his face with one arm when Crush reached around and grabbed him by the collar.

      “Get outta my house, boy!”

      “Wait, Daddy. That’s Switch.”

      “I know who the hell it is, but did I invite him in here?”

      He yanked Switch out of his chair, and even though Switch stood taller, Crush wasn’t intimidated. That was how he earned the nickname Bulldog. “You don’t enter a man’s house without his permission, especially when his little girl is home alone.”

      “I didn’t mean anything by it.”

      Suddenly I felt sixteen again, and the situation struck me as comical. “Let him go,” I insisted. “He knows everything.”

      “Good.” Crush shoved Switch in front of the open door and kicked him outside with his boot. “See you at the party tonight.” Then he slammed the door and nonchalantly took off his jacket.

      I strode over to the table and began folding my clothes. “You don’t think that was a little harsh?”

      “If he knew I was wrong, he’d be knocking on that door. A man who comes sniffing around another man’s house when he’s not home is after only one thing.”

      I chortled. “It’s not like that. Besides, it’s not like I can get pregnant. Those days are long gone.”

      When I looked up, I saw tears shining in Crush’s blue eyes. He reached out and pulled me into his arms. Crush kissed the top of my head at the sound of Switch’s motorcycle speeding away at full throttle.

      I’d never really wanted kids. When I chose to become immortal, I knew I’d be giving up that chance, and I was fine with it. Even now, I didn’t have any regrets until my father pulled me into his arms. It was only then that I realized there was another side to that story.

      I’d never give my father grandchildren.

      I choked back tears. Not for me but for him. I couldn’t imagine the depth of sorrow he must have felt knowing that his family line ended with me. No sons to carry on his name, no grandchildren to continue the line. I was the last Graves. Suddenly crippled with emotion, I buried my face in his chest, unable to look him in the eye.

      “They took that away from you,” he said in a hoarse whisper.

      “I’m so sorry.”

      He forced me to let go and held me at arm’s length. “What the hell do you have to be sorry about?”

      “That I can’t make you a grandpa.”

      Just saying the words out loud made me look away. The blows just kept coming with all the new ways I could hurt my father.

      “This isn’t about me, it’s about you.”

      “No, it’s not. It’s about you too.”

      He gave me an incredulous look. “A woman doesn’t have babies for her father. If she chooses to have kids, it’s because she wants them.”

      “And I’m a bad person because I never wanted them.” I stepped back and collapsed in the chair, too emotionally spent to stand. “Even if I’d stayed human, I don’t think I would have ever had children unless it was by accident. But I never once considered how it would hurt you.”

      When Crush squatted in front of me, one of his knees popped. He put his hands over my legs and looked me square in the eye. “Do you really think I’m grandpa material? I could barely raise one kid without screwing her up. Every bad thing that’s ever happened to you, I blame myself for. I could have done better.”

      I essayed a smile and shook my head. “When did we become so sappy? I think we’ve had more crying sessions than a daytime soap opera.”

      Crush lowered his head before he looked up at me again. “Don’t regret your decisions because of me. If you ever want kids, you can adopt. Breed orphanages have plenty of beds that are filled up. But if kids aren’t your thing, don’t sweat it. Do you think I’m missing out on some kid looking at me like a crazy old man who just embarrasses him all the time? I don’t need to be a failure in anyone else’s eyes.”

      “Is that how you think I look at you?”

      “That’s the look you gave me when I showed up for your play in seventh grade. I was clean and sober by then but still managed to fuck it up royally.”

      I put my hands on top of his. “You were the only one who stood up and cheered when his kid walked onstage. Maybe I was embarrassed back then, but those moments are how I know you love me. I didn’t appreciate you enough, but I think we’ve covered that ground.”

      “Like a steamroller,” he agreed. “You up for a party tonight?”

      “Funny you should mention it, because I went shopping and we’re all stocked up on food.”

      “We’re gonna need a lot more than a few cans of beans. Come help me unload the truck. I bought enough meat to feed an army.”

      “Don’t you mean a pack?”

      He patted my knee and stood up. “Hope you’re ready to kick it Shifter style. We don’t party the same as we did in the old days.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I twirled my hair around my finger and summoned a smile. “You strip naked and dance around a bonfire?”

      He winked. “Something like that.”
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