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      Two weeks after joining Keystone, Raven Black is ready to take on the world as a criminal hunter for hire. If only her partner wasn’t a bloodsucking Vampire with a penchant for getting under her skin. Despite her lavish surroundings, Raven misses the freedom of life without rules. And Keystone’s next assignment is about to test her self-control in more ways than one.

      Dead bodies are popping up in the human district, and all signs point to a Breed serial killer. In order to catch him, Raven and Christian embark on a mission that takes their partnership into uncharted waters. Lives are at stake. Can Raven trust her instincts, or will she fall into a web spun from lies and deceit?

      Time is running out in this pulse-pounding tale of dark secrets, murder, and forbidden desires.
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      “Either that’s snow falling, or Wyatt’s fed me one of his magic mushrooms again.” Blue leaned against the stone railing of the interior balcony, her long hair caught in the wind as scattered flecks of snow darted about.

      I wrapped my oversized beige cardigan tightly around me, a chill racing up my spine. “I’ve lived in this city all my life. Nothing surprises me anymore, not even snow in October.”

      Blue turned around and tucked her hands inside the pockets of her soft brown leather jacket. “You might eat your words once you see Gem’s reaction to snow. Come on. Let’s head inside before we turn into ice sculptures.”

      A blast of icy wind whipped my black hair around as if to agree. We hustled toward one of the doors and entered a hall with arched ceilings, stone floors, and lanterns affixed to the walls—much like the rest of Keystone mansion.

      “How are you settling in?” Blue asked, the heavy door closing behind us. “It’s been two weeks since your arrival, and I only ever see you at the dinner table. Niko said you stopped your sessions in the training room.”

      As we passed by another window, I tucked a swath of hair behind my ear. “I guess I’ve been on edge after speaking with the Mageri. Viktor wanted to make sure they were aware of my existence so their Enforcers wouldn’t accidentally arrest me for not having a documented alias, but their knowing about my existence isn’t exactly helping me sleep at night. I didn’t go through all their ceremonial customs where they measure your gifts; Viktor was afraid they might catch on that I’m a crossbreed, and he wants to keep that a secret.”

      “He’s a wise man.”

      “I keep waiting for the Mageri Enforcers to come crashing through the doors with a warrant for my arrest. What’s to stop them? Their laws aren’t lenient, and the Mageri does what it wants where their own are concerned.”

      “Viktor won’t let anything happen to you,” she said smoothly, not a thread of doubt woven in her reply. “He has close relationships with his connections, and we perform an invaluable service for them.” She lifted her chin as we turned a corner. “You would be surprised what they’ll do to protect us. They don’t want the public finding out that they’re paying a group of mercenaries.”

      I paused at the staircase and rested my elbows on the balcony overlooking the lower floor. The areas within the mansion that were absent of windows usually had a few candles burning in the lanterns or candelabra.

      “Do you miss living on the streets?” she asked.

      “Like a hole in the head. I don’t miss sleeping in abandoned buildings, fighting juicers, wondering when my next meal will be, and smelling like an overripe banana. But… I miss the freedom.”

      Her thick eyebrows gathered as she frowned. “This isn’t a jail.”

      “I just mean if I want to go into the city, it’s a long walk or a cab ride. There’s a diner I like to eat at, and I miss the sound of honking horns. I’m sure you think that sounds a little loopy, but it’s hard to get used to silence. Sometimes I still hear the sirens in my sleep.”

      Blue appeared to my right side and pushed herself up on the flat ledge, taking a seat on what was a perilous three-story drop. “The streets were your home, and the places we live become a part of who we are—for better or worse. It takes a little time to get used to new surroundings. We’ve all been in your shoes. Keystone will grow on you, especially once it’s your turn to do laundry.”

      I laughed, remembering Christian’s morning visits to my hamper and all his grumblings. “I guess there’s no better way to get to know my housemates than to handle their dirty drawers.”

      For the first few days, I had done my own laundry. But after a while, I surrendered to the idea of handing my panties over to someone else to clean. It seemed tedious to have an assigned laundry week and still be doing my own laundry all the time.

      Blue’s phone vibrated and she slid off the railing, her boots stomping against the hard floor. “Viktor’s ready.”

      “Has it been thirty minutes?”

      Her grey feather earrings floated on the air as we moved briskly down the stairs. Blue was the other woman in the house and considerably different from Gem. It wasn’t just her maturity and straightforward way of speaking, but she was a tough lady. Sometimes you could see it in her eyes—a look I caught in my own reflection. She appeared to be more levelheaded than most everyone else in the house, and the most loyal to Viktor. Blue had a regal way about her that made me want to straighten my back whenever I was in her presence, yet she also had a strut that told everyone not to mess with her, especially considering the small hatchet on her hip.

      Blue traced her finger along the wall. “So what would make you feel more settled?”

      “I wouldn’t mind having a few personal things,” I admitted. “All I came in with were the clothes on my back, so my room still feels like a hotel.”

      To complain about my living quarters would be like bitching about winning the lottery. I had a luxurious bathtub, my own fireplace, a scenic view, and privacy. But after my first paycheck, I began dreaming about sheets with a higher thread count, fresh blankets—anything to add personality to my otherwise Gothic living quarters. Maybe a few odds and ends would make the situation feel permanent.

      Blue huffed out a breath when we reached the lower landing. “You can borrow Wyatt’s computer when he’s asleep and shop online.”

      Where’s the fun in that? I thought to myself. “I’d rather go to the store. On second thought, maybe I’ll just put it off for now. I don’t really want to waste my money on a cab ride to the city. Why are you wearing your coat? Viktor just wanted us down for a meeting.”

      Blue played with the zipper on her jacket. “I try to come prepared. Sometimes when he calls a meeting, he wants us to head out, and I hate having to hike all the way back upstairs.”

      “Can’t you just flap your wings?” I quipped.

      We turned right and strolled down a long hall that led to the dining and gathering room.

      Blue managed to look elegant and formidable all at once with the way she walked. “Then I’d have to get dressed all over again.”

      I chuckled. “Elevators would be an improvement.”

      She lowered her voice as we neared the room. “That would mean installing electricity all over the house.”

      “It’s just elevators.”

      “First it’s elevators, then it’s a movie room. We’re lucky he agreed to equip the kitchen with modern appliances. Viktor’s adamant about limiting which rooms get power, so don’t hold your breath on any big changes.”

      When we entered the dining room, everyone was seated at the long wooden table except for Gem, who was standing behind Viktor’s chair on her tiptoes, peering through the arched window. The muted light from outside soaked into the ends of her purple hair.

      Sunshine had offered a temporary respite from the rain, but two days ago a cold front had moved in, signaling the end of autumn. The candles in the round iron chandelier were unlit, but the light from the window was sufficient.

      Keystone had been on hiatus after turning Darius over to the authorities. Wyatt always had something to research, so he spent hours in his computer room, where some of the other members of the group liked to congregate. I’d been a tad antisocial this past week; Viktor said I needed to adjust to my new surroundings before he put me on assignment. I think that was code for gaining weight. I’d been living on the streets for so long that I’d skipped meals. The Vampire side of me didn’t need food, but because the Mage side did, starving had caused me to drop a few pounds.

      Claude rectified that by always filling my plate with seconds, and I wasn’t allowed to skip meals.

      I took my seat next to Christian, with Viktor on my right at the head of the table. He turned around in his chair and said something in Russian.

      “In English,” Gem said in a singsong voice.

      “You know what I said.”

      “Yes, but they don’t. It’s rude to exclude present parties.”

      He reached around and captured her small wrist. “Come sit down.”

      “But it’s snowing! I’ll miss it.”

      Wyatt’s chuckle ended with a comical snort.

      Gem stepped back from the window and thumped him on the head as she walked past his chair. “What’s so funny?”

      He tugged his slouchy grey beanie over his ears. “You wouldn’t think snow was so magical if you’d grown up in the eighteen hundreds.”

      “To be sure,” Christian agreed.

      Gem sat across the table between Claude and Shepherd. “If this is your woe is me story about how you walked twenty miles in the snow with no shoes to saddle a horse, then you can save your breath. Snow is magical.”

      “It magically freezes your little toes off,” Shepherd murmured as he rubbed his chiseled jaw.

      Wyatt leaned forward. “That isn’t the only thing it’ll freeze off. I once knew this guy who made a bet on how long he could⁠—”

      Viktor cleared his throat, silencing the chatter. “The higher authority may have a case for us soon, but it’s still pending. I don’t like to sit idle too long, and some of our side projects are at a standstill. You know what that means.”

      “A vacation?” Wyatt asked sarcastically. “Come on, Viktor. You know how I hate going into those shops.”

      I furrowed my brow. “What shops?”

      Gem held up the crystal pendant around her neck, tapping it against her nose. “When it gets slow, we go relic hunting. And I don’t mean the Relics who work as doctors and advisors, but as in antiques.”

      This piqued my curiosity. “To decorate?”

      Niko barked out a laugh and quickly squelched it. “Apologies, Raven. I don’t mean to laugh at you.”

      Christian leaned back in his chair, fingers hooked behind his head. “I would, if I had a sense of humor.”

      “Your barber clearly does,” I suggested.

      Wyatt laughed and made a gun with his index and thumb, firing it at Christian.

      I patted my hand on the table to get Wyatt’s attention. “Why don’t you like going into those shops?”

      He turned his mouth to the side. “Sometimes the dead get attached to things, and those shops are reselling used items that belonged to people. Dead people. Not all of the deceased are mental, but when they follow me home like stray puppies, it interferes with my ability to do my job.”

      Shepherd struck a match and lit his cigarette. “Do you really need all of us to go?”

      “Of course,” Viktor said, combing his fingers through his silver-and-grey hair. “This is a job, and you each have specific skills that have helped identify items of interest. Besides, it’s good for us to get out together and socialize. You’re turning into a bunch of turtles.”

      Christian lowered his hands to his lap, his Irish accent thick with annoyance. “I socialize plenty.”

      “The bar doesn’t count,” Viktor said sharply. “When do you ever go to places that don’t serve alcohol? Just because we’re between assignments does not mean we should treat it like a vacation. The devil finds work for idle hands.”

      Christian abruptly stood up, his chair scraping against the stone floor. “These idle hands have been busy folding laundry all week.”

      “Don’t be so dramatic. Go warm up the van.”

      Christian inclined his head and swiftly moved out of the room.

      Viktor wagged his finger at me. “You spend too much time upstairs, and Niko has informed me you haven’t been training this week. Keystone is your family now, and you need to put away those old habits of isolating yourself from others.”

      “Raven wants to shop for bedroom decorations,” Blue said, rising from her seat. “I’d say that’s a good sign that she’s making herself at home.”

      My face heated with embarrassment. The crossbreed member of Keystone—formerly known as the Shadow, a merciless killer—is now on the hunt for linens.

      Viktor clapped his hands together. “Splendid. We’ll make this an afternoon adventure.”
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        * * *

      

      While most of us rode in the van, Christian tailed behind on his motorcycle and Wyatt in his red Mini Cooper with the blue door. Viktor decided we should get my shopping out of the way before relic hunting, so we pulled up to a Kohl’s department store and went inside. I’d been cooped up for the past two weeks, so not only was it great to get out, but this was an opportunity to get to know the team outside of work.

      I stuffed a faux fur throw into my cart. Poor Viktor. He looked lost lugging around two of my black shopping carts. I glanced over the shelf and spied him taking a seat on one of the bed displays.

      When it came to clothes and home décor, there just weren’t any Breed shops for that. It would require labor, factories, and transporting the goods. Viktor had explained that most people purchase the necessities online to avoid going into human establishments. Immortals usually hold on to their old furniture and goods, which is why most of them acquire large homes. When it comes to clothes, some go to Breed resale shops or just hire a tailor to avoid visiting human stores. Having once been a human, I understood why. There was a distinct feeling of not belonging—of security cameras, inquisitive glances, and rules. Immortals often made direct eye contact with each other and held it, whereas most humans averted their eyes and tried to mind their own business.

      “Raven, I did not think this would take so long,” Viktor said, turning an accent pillow between his hands before tossing it aside.

      I pushed my tall cart toward him and parked it. “Didn’t you say earlier you wanted me to bond with the team?”

      He lifted his grey eyes up to mine. “I have not seen the team in an hour.”

      I sat on the bed next to him, amused by the situation. “Why are we going relic hunting? I thought you said Keystone did the jobs no one else would do.”

      “That’s right.”

      “Antique shopping?”

      “And that is something no one else will do.”

      I swept my hair back. “You made it sound badass.”

      He eased off the bed and straightened his button-up shirt. “These jobs are what separate us from the rest. Do we hunt down criminals? Of course. But we also transport victims to safe houses, research cold cases, spend more time investigating crimes with insufficient evidence, and on occasion, we visit the local shops and make sure everyone is compliant with the law. The higher authority only sends out Regulators when they issue warrants or to document a crime scene, so we have no one to police the streets outside of a few volunteers.”

      “I’ve seen those guys. They’re tough.” I recalled encounters I’d had with a Regulator or two—guys who dedicated their time to sticking their nose where it didn’t belong. Didn’t bother me one bit, except for the times I was busy staking a Vampire in a public bathroom.

      He tucked his hands into the pockets of his tan chinos. “We conduct surprise visits to the relic shops to review inventory and make sure they are not illegally selling stunners or other prohibited items. They know I have relations with the law, so they cannot stop my investigations. Since most of them are conducting illegal trading, they won’t report me or complain. The higher authority does not have the time, interest, or manpower to regulate those shops. Sometimes we find items of interest that link to crimes.”

      Seemed reasonable. “Have you ever found anything big? I’m not sure how helpful I can be, Viktor. I don’t have any experience with antiques, but if you need me to rough someone up for information, I’m your girl.”

      “Do not diminish the importance of this job. A number of items have led us to an important case or unsolved mystery.” Viktor offered his hand to help me up. “You are more than a huntress, Raven Black. I am here to teach you, so pay attention whenever you’re on assignment. If you can sniff a lie or speak Mandarin, use those talents to your advantage. Do not take for granted what you are knowledgeable in—power is not always about Breed gifts.”

      Viktor grimaced when the squeaky wheel on his cart drew the attention of two women standing near a display of Halloween decorations.

      I laughed and pointed at a flickering ghost. “I should get that for Wyatt and put it somewhere in his room.”

      Viktor paused and searched our surroundings. “Where is everyone? We must go before it gets too late and the shops close.”

      When I noticed Christian undressing a mannequin, I handed Viktor several large bills from my wallet. “I’ll get everyone rounded up if you’ll pay for my things. You look a little wiped out.”

      He puffed out his chest, clearly insulted. “I come from a long line of Shifters, and before you were born⁠—”

      “You don’t have to explain. I was just teasing. I know all the nooks and crannies of this store, so I’ll have a better chance at finding everyone quickly.”

      Viktor pursed his lips and nodded. “Sounds reasonable.”

      As he walked away, one of the carts clipped a display and knocked the socks onto the floor.

      I strode up to Christian and rested my arm on a rack. “Looks like you finally found a woman you don’t have to charm to see naked.”

      He circled his finger around the small breast of the mannequin. “Where the feck are their heads?”

      “They’re selling clothes. They don’t need heads.”

      He arched a dark brow. “When I look at a woman, the first thing I tend to notice is that she has a skull attached to her body. Humans are a morose lot.” He yanked her arm off and waved it in front of me. “Just look at the detail in the hands, but they couldn’t be bothered to give her a head?”

      I took the arm and tossed it aside. “So if she had a face, you wouldn’t have ripped off her clothes?”

      He shrugged. “I was curious if she had nipples.”

      I tugged on his sleeve. “Help me find everyone, partner.”

      Christian reached for a bottle of body spray in the center aisle and sprayed it. “Jaysus wept! What dark magic is this?”

      I took the bottle and gave it a cursory glance before setting it back on the shelf. “Sweet pea.”

      “Why would a lady want to smell like peas?”

      We strode toward the outdoor section. “It’s not peas. It’s…”

      He gave me a sardonic smile. “It’s what?”

      “Um, flowers?”

      “And tell me, lass, how often do you find men lingering in the garden so they can smell the daffodils? If a woman wants to attract a man, she needs to smell like bread.”

      I choked out a laugh. “I thought you were going to say blood.”

      “Because I’m a Vampire?” He glared, moving a step ahead of me.

      A young blonde hurried past us, her eyes devouring Christian as he swaggered by in his black trench coat.

      I pointed up ahead. “Is that Gem?”

      We neared the outdoor patio furniture that was on sale to make room for holiday decorations. Gem looked like a mannequin sitting on the loveseat glider with her lavender hair and Jackie O sunglasses. Scented candles were burning all around her—a sickly-sweet combination of pumpkin spice, sugar cookies, and apple pie.

      “Sit next to me, Raven. This is divine! I didn’t know they made chairs that moved. I want one for my bedroom.”

      Christian reached out his hand and pulled her to her feet. “Those are what humans put on patios. They’re not for the bedroom.”

      She straightened her white sweaterdress. “Says who?”

      He pointed at the loveseat. “Says the tag on that chair.”

      She reached down and ripped it off. “Now says who?” Even though Gem’s black boots gave her a three-inch lift, she was still shorter than Christian, so she rose up on her tiptoes and gave him a defiant look.

      I chuckled softly. “You guys don’t get out much, do you?”

      Gem put her sunglasses on top of her head, the tag still hanging from one of the temples. “Never a dull moment with Keystone. Is Viktor ready to go? It looked like he was having second thoughts about this group outing when that woman asked him where the full-figured bras were.” Gem laughed brightly and strode past me. “She thought he was the manager.”

      I smiled, following behind. “Maybe she was hitting on him. Viktor’s a dapper guy.”

      “Viktor also doesn’t date,” Christian remarked. “She’d be wasting her mortal time.”

      I glimpsed us in a mirror. Christian’s V-neck collar exposed half his chest, and the women couldn’t help staring. Even though I was dressed down in a cardigan and jeans, I’d never been the kind of girl who blended into a crowd. My daddy used to say that I didn’t learn how to walk when I was a baby—I learned how to strut.

      Gem looked like a snow-fairy diva as she skipped ahead of us. “Claude! Oh, Claauude.”

      An awkward silence fell between Christian and me. Viktor had made us partners, but since we hadn’t worked on any cases together, we didn’t have the same bond between us that the others had. Aside from that, Christian wasn’t exactly the most affable guy. We both had our misgivings about this relationship, so maybe I needed to make more of an effort.

      “Why don’t we go out for a drink sometime?” I suggested.

      He stopped and folded his arms. “Do you think we’ll get on better if you’re intoxicated?”

      “Partners go out for drinks all the time. Don’t you watch those cop movies?”

      “I don’t get out much. Remember? And to what do I owe the pleasure of your releasing the white doves and offering me an olive branch?”

      I playfully slapped his arm. “I’m not asking you out on a date. But if I’m going to trust you as my partner, maybe I need to know a little more about what kind of man you are and whether or not you can hold your liquor. Or would you rather have an onion-ring-eating contest?”

      As we passed the men’s department, he lifted a blue fedora off a display and set it on his head.

      I dragged my gaze up to the feather tucked beneath the ribbon. “You look ridiculous.”

      He tipped his hat and appraised me with a scolding glance. “And that’s why I won’t have drinks with you.”

      “Because I don’t think you can rock a fedora?”

      He pinched his beard, feigning being in deep thought. “I find it rather peculiar that a crossbreed such as yourself is so concerned about what people think. You’re not officially Breed until you’ve let go of your inhibitions.”

      I searched our surroundings and put the first hat I found on my head. Unfortunately, it was a plaid trapper hat with grey fur. “Tell you what, Mr. Poe. I’ll see your fedora and raise you a drink while wearing the hats. Pick any bar you want, and whoever takes off their hat first has to pay for everything.”

      He chuckled darkly and leaned in close. “Thank the heavenly angels I have expensive taste in alcohol. You might want to return some of those blankets,” he said in a silken voice. “I’m a thirsty man, and you’ll need every penny.”

      Claude casually strolled up to us with a little girl in pigtails sitting atop his broad shoulders. She looked about two or three and was having the time of her life with a six-and-a-half-foot-tall Chitah.

      “Claude, why do you have a child?” I asked with a quizzical stare.

      The little girl was mesmerized by his dark blond hair, her tiny fingers styling the large curls. He kept hold of her white shoes so she wouldn’t fall off.

      “It seems that humans don’t keep a close eye on their valuables.”

      Christian’s brows slanted down. “So… finders keepers?”

      “Way up high!” the little girl squealed.

      “Put the human down,” Christian bit out. “We have work to do.”

      Claude remained cemented in place. “I’m not abandoning the child like her parents did.”

      “Avery!” a man shouted. “Jesus, I’ve been looking everywhere.”

      I gave him a scathing glance and realized he was probably new to fatherhood. He looked like a kid fresh out of college who’d accidentally slipped into a vagina and made a baby. He quickly assessed our group and decided we weren’t kidnappers. Young men were quite dumb in that regard.

      The man reached up. “Get down here. You’re in big trouble.”

      The little girl whimpered, and when she wrapped her tiny arms around Claude’s head, his eyes narrowed.

      “How did you lose her?” Claude asked, his voice tight.

      “What?” The man’s face contorted as if he wasn’t sure whether to be pissed off or insulted.

      Claude’s lips peeled back. “Your child. I was just wondering how it is you lost a whole child.”

      “Put my kid down before I call security.”

      “Do that,” Claude invited him. “I’m eager to inform them how neglectful a male you are.”

      Christian put his arm around my shoulders and led me away. “Best we let those two sort it out. Security cameras and all.” He gave my back a quick pat and put distance between us again. “It’ll be freezing weather in a fortnight. Maybe you should buy a jacket while we’re here.”

      “I have a coat,” I said, thinking about my black hoodie.

      “Ah, yes. You mean the one that looks like rats nibbled on the collar?” He lifted a leather jacket from the rack and draped it over his shoulder. “You can’t go traipsing around in a cardigan when it’s snowing, especially since you’re not a real Vampire. Spend your money on things that matter.”

      I snatched the jacket from his arm. “Having new sheets under my nose that don’t smell like an old man’s ass is worth the expense. You also seem to forget I’m half Mage, which means when it’s cold, I can race to the nearest door. Earmuffs and jackets aren’t high on the priority list.”

      Christian stopped midstep and paused in front of a mannequin wearing a lacy red-and-black bra with matching panties. He ran his finger over the little bow in the middle. “And how high is something like this on your priority list, Precious?”

      “I don’t need underwear that looks like a hooker’s tablecloth.”

      He arched his brow, his voice rising an octave. “I beg to disagree. I’ve been on laundry duty this week, and your lady garments are an insult to all things feminine. Did you know you have a hole in the green ones? And who the feck wears green underwear besides the Jolly Green Giant?”

      I turned, startled by a loud noise that sounded like rapid gunfire coming from the kitchen appliances. Shepherd was standing with a lit cigarette dangling from his mouth, popping popcorn. His dark buzz cut and punishing gaze made him look more like a criminal than a casual shopper. Especially since he’d left his leather jacket in the van, drawing attention to the phoenix tattoo on his right arm along with the various scars. Shepherd didn’t seem to give a rat’s ass what people thought about him.

      “Sir, you can’t do that in here.” A round woman anchored her fists on her hips and cast an irritated glare at him. “Unplug that immediately before I call security.”

      “Something tells me they’re already on their way,” I murmured to Christian.

      Shepherd shut off the machine and struggled with the lid. When it flipped off, popcorn exploded everywhere.

      “You can’t smoke in here,” she added. “I need you to leave.”

      He gave her an indignant look before he stamped out his cigarette on top of a cardboard box, grabbed a handful of popcorn, and walked away.

      What if they call the cops? I just met the Mageri, and the last thing I wanted to do was end up on their naughty list by getting arrested by the human police. And they’d be able to track that kind of thing easily now that I had an official alias. Once that information is entered into the system, it flags one of our insiders who monitor police databases to keep Breed out of them.

      “Do you hear Niko anywhere?” I asked Christian.

      He turned in a slow circle, and then a smile touched his lips. “I’ll just be off to fetch the poor bastard. Sounds like he’s lost in the dressing room.”

      As Christian stalked off, I turned around and slammed into Wyatt.

      He gripped my arms. “Do you see a short woman in a blue dress standing behind me?”

      I peered around his shoulder. “No.”

      His eyes fluttered up, and he cursed under his breath. “That’s what I thought. She doesn’t look like a freshy. The ones who stick around the longest aren’t always right in the head.”

      “There’s no one there, Wyatt. Who would spend their afterlife in a department store?”

      “Someone who shuffled off this mortal coil but still likes a good bargain?”

      I grinned, my voice playfully sinister when I said, “Maybe someone who’s willing to kill for one.”

      “Don’t even joke about it. I don’t need another specter in my life. I’m all booked up on crazy.”

      Shepherd clapped a hand on Wyatt’s shoulder, and Wyatt recoiled, spinning around and shoving him away. Wyatt took one look at Shepherd’s chest, and his eyes widened. He stumbled backward and then jogged in the other direction.

      Shepherd glanced down and brushed his hand down his shirt as if he’d spilled something on it. “Viktor’s done checking out. Where’s Claude?”

      The intercom switched on, and a woman repeated urgent codes on the PA.

      Shepherd gripped the back of his neck, his eyes closed. “Don’t tell me. That’s for Claude, am I right?”

      “Yep.”

      Shepherd squinted, trying to see across the store. “This looks like something we’ll need to deny later.”
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      Going on a shopping spree with Keystone was like going to the carnival. Shepherd had to pry the human child away from Claude before the father went apeshit. And while the police never showed, Christian used his Vampire magic on the workers to scrub their memory of the whole affair. I couldn’t imagine having someone erase my memories so casually, as if they were cleaning a messy drawer.

      After we gathered our purchases, we headed to the Breed district and pulled into the parking lot of a pawnshop called Pawn of the Dead.

      “Clever,” I said, glancing up at the sign.

      Wyatt leaned against his small car, which looked like a toy beside our black van. His black cowboy boots scraped on the asphalt as he shifted his feet. “Do you know why that name’s appropriate? Because when the final curtain comes down on an immortal, what do you think happens to all his stuff? He doesn’t have any kids, so unless he left a will, which most don’t, it gets turned over to the resale shops.” He tucked his hands in his green army jacket when a gust of wind ruffled his light-brown hair.

      “I didn’t realize there was such a demand for other people’s junk,” I said.

      “Junk? Some of these immortals have been around since before the Pharaohs. There’s some interesting shit in there you can’t even find in a museum.”

      I’d never given much thought to the sheer number of possessions an immortal would amass after five or more centuries. Shifters, Chitahs, Gravewalkers, and Sensors were just a few examples of semi-immortal Breeds who lived a long time and could have children. Their stuff was probably passed down in the family and distributed among the children. But many immortals lived alone in mansions, and there was no telling how many rare collectibles they kept that were worth a fortune. Immortals severed ties with their human families, so it made me think twice about accumulating too many things. Someday they’d end up in a shop like this—my life for sale.

      The team shuffled toward the door, spacing apart, but I stayed close to Wyatt to keep our conversation going.

      “Nobody goes through their belongings before they’re hauled away to the shop?” I asked.

      He rubbed his nose. “Sometimes Regulators poke around if they’re on the scene and filing a report, but nobody has time to wade through all that stuff and figure out what’s worth money. You gotta understand that most of these ancients hold on to things because they mean something personal, not because they’re valuable. They probably have gold bars lying around in the basement to ensure their survival, but you won’t see those on store shelves.”

      “What about jewelry?”

      “Yeah, they have a jewelry section. The people who clear out their homes when they die aren’t going to steal that stuff, though. It’s not worth the hassle since gemstone dealers don’t pay a whole lot. A few thousand dollars isn’t the kind of money that changes an immortal’s life.”

      As soon as we entered the shop, it smelled like a musty old trunk. Just an ungodly mix of fragrances I couldn’t name.

      “This is bigger than I thought it would be.”

      He breezed by me. “And I thought you were a lady.”

      The lighting wasn’t so great. There were numerous rows to our immediate left that reached the far wall and ran to the back of the store. Some of the items within view were things I’d never seen in human pawnshops. Spears, tapestries, oil paintings, marble sculptures, chalices, daggers, horns, and even an ivory ship. They didn’t just represent a bygone era; it was as if a millennia of artifacts from all over the world had assembled in one place. Straight ahead on the right wall was a glass counter that went to the back of the store. It traveled left for about ten feet and then looped back around—that side only half the length of the first counter. That area appeared separate from the rest of the shop, and there was also more light, which set off the jewelry and showcased the paintings. In the back left of the room was an open area that looked like a place for larger items like furniture and statues. There were a few people in the store—two at the glass counters and a man haggling with an employee.

      Blue began checking out the weapons mounted on the far right wall. She didn’t like to be noticed in public, so she often wore a thin hood, whether it was attached to a shirt, sweater, or the brown leather jacket she had on. I guess she had no interest in fighting off flirtatious men when there was a job to do.

      As I stood there with my mouth agape, Wyatt reached for my arm and yanked me down an aisle. “Come on, buttercup. Let’s find something pretty for my gal.”

      I snorted. Wyatt was two hundred and barely looked thirty. He didn’t have the carved cheekbones Christian did or the look of death like Shepherd, but Wyatt had his own thing going on with personality and a kind face. His eyes were an olive green and almost matched his jacket. When I glimpsed us in a security mirror, I realized how odd we looked together. I tried smiling a little so I didn’t look like someone who just set hell on fire.

      When an old Victrola captivated Wyatt’s attention, I branched away from him and browsed a different aisle. A stuffed coyote looked ready to attack, and I reached out to touch one of his fangs.

      My heart leapt in my chest when someone gripped my shoulder. I reached for my dagger, but a strong hand ensnared my wrist.

      “It’s just me,” Niko said. “I recognized your energy.”

      My shoulders sagged, and I turned on my heel. “I almost stabbed you.”

      He smiled with his crystalline eyes. “Wouldn’t be the first time.”

      Niko drew back his hood, his long black hair falling past his shoulders. He was a good five inches taller than I was, and while his physique appeared lean, that man was pure muscle. I’d seen him balance his entire body on one hand… parallel with the floor.

      “Do you think that’s a Shifter?” I asked, pointing at the coyote.

      Niko reached out and ran his slender fingers around the ears and head. “There’s no telling in a place like this, but it’s illegal to sell a Shifter’s animal remains in this form, so my guess is no.”

      “I feel pretty useless in here,” I admitted.

      He led me down the aisle and around a corner. “How do you think I feel?”

      “What does Viktor expect you to do when you’re here?”

      “I observe customers. Sometimes Viktor uses me to see if the owner is lying, but Claude can usually scent a lie. Between the two of us, we take turns acting as lookout. I offer protection in case something goes wrong. Usually they cooperate unless they’re hiding something big.”

      “You might want to keep your voice down,” I whispered.

      Niko smirked. “I already checked for Vampires.”

      Though blind, Niko possessed an incredible gift. He detected energy in a way that no other Mage could. Vampires didn’t give off energy—at least, none that I could detect—but Niko could somehow see the energy of every living thing around him.

      “Do you guys ever run into trouble?” I asked, admiring a piece of pottery. I didn’t want to admit to him that I was itching for some action. Viktor wanted me to learn how to be an integral member of a team and conduct investigations, but that wasn’t as easy as it sounded.

      Niko’s pace quickened. “Let’s find out. Someone’s temper is flaring up ahead.”

      As we neared the glass counter, Niko drew his hood over his head and veered to the empty counter on the left, running his hand across the glass and pretending to admire something within. I mirrored him but kept my distance.

      Behind us, Viktor quietly argued with one of the employees. I kept my back to them and watched through a mirror.

      “I’m not going to ask you again,” Viktor growled. “Show me the inventory room.”

      “I already told you I lost the key,” the man replied. He looked more like a guy who should be living on a beach somewhere and running his own surfboard shop. His sandy-blond hair had dark roots, leaving me to wonder if it came from a bottle. It looked like it hadn’t been washed in weeks—strands clumping together as if they were trying to form dreadlocks. “Get lost, or I’ll call the Regulators.”

      Viktor placed his palms on the counter and leaned in. “I call your bluff, Cosmo. What are you waiting for? Be sure to tell them that Viktor Kazan gives his regards. Unfortunately, Regulators do not take kindly to being pulled away from important cases to handle frivolous complaints. They might search the premises. Would you rather they find what you’re hiding?”

      Cosmo lifted his scruffy chin. “Fuck you, Viktor. You don’t intimidate me.”

      Had his finger not twitched, I would have remained calm. But on the streets, men who hesitated were dead men, and Cosmo looked like a guy who carried a concealed weapon.

      I spun on my heel and leapt over the counter before the two men could blink. I gripped Cosmo by the waistband of his pants and laid my push dagger against his lower back, letting him feel the tip. “I don’t think we’ve been introduced. I’m Raven Black. Do you always talk to your customers that way? On second thought, don’t answer that. You look like a man who cares about his reputation, and I’m sure the last thing you want is a violent outburst in your shop. People might not feel safe here anymore and will quit coming around. The more you resist, the more we’ll think you’re hiding something. Cooperate and answer a few simple questions, and we might go easy on you if we stumble upon anything incriminating. So what’s it going to be, Cosmo?”

      When a large man rushed toward us, Niko appeared and drew his swords—one angled just below the man’s oversized belly and the other against the lower half of his spine. Niko sandwiched him in, and the security guard didn’t look like he wanted a slice of trouble as he slowly raised his hands.

      Cosmo glared down at me. “Big Dog, get me the key to the inventory room.”

      “But boss⁠—”

      “Do as I say.”

      The man hesitated and looked at Niko, who seemed to be appraising Big Dog’s light. After a few beats, Niko withdrew his swords and placed them back in the scabbards hidden beneath his long coat.

      I glanced down and saw a switchblade handle poking out of Cosmo’s back pocket.

      The customers within proximity appeared oblivious as to what was going on. Either that, or they just didn’t care.

      Viktor stroked his beard. “Better do as she asks.”

      Cosmo heaved a sigh and touched his puka-shell necklace. “This way.”

      Viktor passed by Niko and whispered, “Stay here. Make sure no one follows behind us.” Then he crooked his finger at me. “Come.”

      I returned my dagger to its sheath, which was disguised as a belt buckle. The blade was exceptionally small, but he hadn’t known that when he’d felt the sharp press of it against his back. Cosmo stopped at the end of the counter and lifted a wooden divider so Viktor could join us. Big Dog handed Viktor a key, and we traveled through an open doorway to a hallway in the back.

      Cosmo stopped in front of a door that read Cleaning Supplies and stepped aside for Viktor to unlock it. With his back to the wall and arms folded, his eyes drilled into mine. “You lost a contact lens.”

      I narrowed my mismatched eyes at him. “Maybe you can get down on your hands and knees and look for it.” Then I lowered my voice. “Tell Big Dog to wait outside on a leash. I don’t like him looking over my shoulder.”

      Cosmo nodded at Big Dog, and the guard headed back into the store. When Viktor unlocked the door, we stepped inside a tremendous room that resembled a warehouse—only the ceilings weren’t quite as high. Our shoes knocked against the dark concrete floor, echoing in the open space. Cosmo took a seat in a wooden chair next to the door, crossed one foot over his knee, and began playing a game on his phone.

      “What are we looking for?” I whispered to Viktor as we walked around a grandiose statue of a woman dying in a man’s arms.

      Viktor waited until there was enough distance between us and the store owner. “Stunners are perfectly legal weapons, but it’s prohibited to sell them on the open market, especially in a place that allows humans. They’re usually sold or traded among friends or business associates. Look for any metal object with a point. In ancient times, many were fashioned into creative weapons easily concealed or masked as something else.”

      “Is that all?”

      “That is all you can help with. I will look through everything else.”

      My lips pressed into a mulish line, but I did as Viktor instructed and carefully scanned each item on the shelves, also noticing which items caught his interest. He told me to pay attention when we were on the job, and I was a girl who got straight As.

      Viktor carried an old brown duffel bag and put a couple of items in it that weren’t weapons. I skipped the objects I knew nothing about—like art, jewelry, and old books written in unfamiliar languages. I found a few spearheads that were stunners, but all the daggers checked out clean.

      Man, just look at all of it. What happened to all these people? You could kill an immortal, but usually it was a gruesome death. Maybe this stuff once belonged to criminals who were executed, or perhaps they were the personal effects of semi-immortals who bit the dust and didn’t have any family. A shiver ran up my spine when I thought about the men I’d killed. Maybe some of these trinkets had once belonged to them.

      Perish the thought.

      

      After two hours, I hadn’t found anything prohibited except for a pair of platform shoes that should have been illegal and a few Vampire stakes I was tempted to leave on the shelf. Good riddance if someone wanted to use them.

      As I rounded a corner, a small box caught my eye. It was about the size of a Rubik’s Cube but made of metal. I lifted it off the shelf and studied the etchings on all sides, my fingers tracing the grooves and recessed squares that were scattered in various places. One of the sides had symbols that looked like they might mean something. It was a beautiful find and had a lot of mystique compared to some of the jewelry boxes and crystal vases.

      I strode over to Viktor.

      “What is that?” he asked, looking down at my hand.

      “Pretty neat, isn’t it? I could use a few more decorations in my room.”

      He set down a perfume bottle and wiped the sweat from his forehead. “I have to pay for everything I confiscate; it’s the only way I can build trust with these business owners.”

      I’d already spent my cash at the store, and it didn’t seem right to make Viktor pay. “Don’t sweat it. Cosmo’s breaking the law, so I’ll work something out with him. Are we all done here? I’ve checked every shelf.”

      “Da, I’ve seen all I need to see,” he said, pulling his collar away from his neck. The room had no ventilation, and despite the cold temperature outside, the overhead lights felt like a heat lamp.

      “Here, add this to your collection.” I dropped some impalement wood into his bag. “That’s all I came up with.”

      “Very good. We’ll see if the rest of the team has discovered anything in the store. Try not to get distracted while on the job. This is not a shopping trip.”

      “Find everything you need?” Cosmo swaggered toward us with his arms folded.

      “Did you buy all this stuff?” I asked out of curiosity.

      He shrugged and looked around. “Some of it I buy or trade. The rest is new arrivals I haven’t had time to look through. I catalog everything and sort it by shelf number. Then I have to decide what I can move into the shop that’ll sell.”

      “There’s not much furniture.”

      Cosmo shook a few nappy locks of hair out of his eyes. “I don’t have the space to move that kind of inventory unless it’s a collector’s item. Most of that they have to haul to the dump.”

      I held up my silver box. “This is real pretty.”

      He gave it a cursory glance. “That came in with the new stuff this morning.”

      “It’s so generous of you to offer me a token of your appreciation for taking those stunners off your hands. I’m sure you wouldn’t have wanted the law to get the wrong idea about what kind of business you operate.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Are we about done, Mr. Kazan?”

      Viktor slapped his hand on Cosmo’s chest as he passed by him. “Nyet. Let’s do a little trading, and I’ll be on my way. I’ll pay you a fair price for some of these items.”

      Cosmo turned. “Why do I have a feeling what’s in that bag is worth much more than what you’ll offer me?”

      Viktor chuckled. “Perhaps they are. Just not in terms of money.”
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      On the way home from Pawn of the Dead, Shepherd and Blue rode with Wyatt since the van was overcrowded with blankets, sheets, pillows, and a rug. Christian followed behind us on his bike, and occasionally I’d hear him throttling his engine at a light. Claude drove, with Viktor riding up front, which left me in the back with Niko and Gem.

      I brushed my finger over the steel box. I loved the mystery about it, and it reminded me of a time when I used to fantasize about magic and secret worlds. Now here I was living in one.

      Little had I known.

      “What’s that?” Gem asked, scooching up to my right.

      “Something to decorate my room.”

      She tilted her head. “Can I see it?”

      I handed her the box, and Gem angled it toward the front of the van, where there was more light.

      “Pretty rare find,” she said. “I can’t tell how old the box is, but see that symbol? That’s a Chitah variant of the Khitan language.”

      That made me chuckle. “A Chitah variant?”

      Gem’s eyes brightened. “In some parts of the world, Breeds lived in isolated communities. There are languages completely unique to certain tribes, while others are a spin-off of human languages in the region during the time. Back then, Chitahs stood out because of their hair and features, so they often secluded themselves when settling near indigenous people who didn’t share the same traits.”

      One would never guess that Gem was a walking encyclopedia. “How did you learn all this?”

      “Because she’s gifted,” Niko interrupted from the bench across from us. His eyes remained closed, as if he were napping. “Gem is also modest, so I will boast for her.”

      I turned to Gem. “What’s it say?”

      “The devil lies within.” She handed it back to me.

      “The boss man didn’t seem too keen on my shopping for myself.”

      Gem snickered. “He’s trying to train you right from the beginning. Viktor doesn’t mind if we buy something ourselves when we’re relic hunting, as long as we do our job first and shop second. We get first dibs on the goodies in the back. I once bought a whole box of rhinestones for almost nothing. What made you pick that?”

      Niko tilted his head to the side. “Perhaps the box chose Raven. Some people believe that when you purchase a used gift for yourself, the fates have a hand in it.”

      Gem reapplied her gold lipstick. “I bet if Wyatt were here, he’d say their ghosts are trying to speak to you from the great beyond—that the signs are everywhere.”

      I snapped my fingers. “Damn. I knew I should have bought him that mummified head.”

      Gem giggled brightly. “How much did you pay for the box?”

      I tucked it into my sack. “This one was on the house.”

      Niko sat back. “Very unwise, Raven.”

      “Why’s that?”

      He gripped the handle of one of his swords. “You should throw it out. It’s bad luck to take something without a fair trade, and something tells me that wasn’t a gift.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t believe in superstition.”

      Niko’s brows drew down in a slant. “Unless Cosmo gifted it to you of his own volition, it’s the same as stealing.”

      The van idled, and my thoughts drifted back to some of the men I’d hunted. I missed the rush of finding hard-core criminals and bringing them a little street justice. I’d thought joining Keystone would be nonstop excitement, so I wasn’t prepared for the lull between jobs.

      I shivered when a thought occurred to me. What if I just missed the killing part?

      Gem handed me a silver band. “Look what I bought.”

      I held it in the palm of my hand so I wouldn’t drop it by accident. “Your fingers look kind of small for this.”

      She dropped the ring back into a black drawstring pouch. “It’s not for me; it’s part of the hunt. We confiscate weapons to get them out of the shops, but that’s not usually our primary goal. The inscriptions on the ring are a dead language, but to someone who knows how to read it, they’re an instruction manual on how to use the ring’s power.”

      I furrowed my brow. “What do you mean by power?”

      She crossed her legs. “Some of the ancients used to bind magic to jewelry. Not the magic you see in the movies, but Mage energy. Different energy can do different things, and some can infuse power into metals to use them as weapons. It’s rarely done anymore because it requires someone with skill. Sometimes the energy is a onetime deal, but every so often, we stumble across one that’s rechargeable. They’re dangerous in the wrong hands. This ring might have killed more people than any of the stunners you found.”

      The van suddenly took off and flipped me onto the floor.

      Gem slid down the bench and almost fell on top of me. “Claude, slow down!”

      I climbed beside Niko and studied my elbow for a cut. The van continued making sharp turns, and I locked my knees together and anchored my feet in opposite directions to stay balanced.

      Gem gripped the edge of her seat. “I’ve told Viktor nine hundred times he should put some handles in here like they have on subway trains.”

      “Why not just get an SUV with extra seating?”

      Niko leaned forward. “Sometimes we need the room to lay someone down if they’re injured.” He suddenly looked toward the front of the van. “Seems there’s a change in plans. This doesn’t feel like the way home.”

      “You have the drive memorized?”

      He inclined his head. “Every turn. I also know the detours when we stop to pick up food.”

      The van didn’t have heat in the back, so I tugged my cardigan a little bit tighter.

      When we finally stopped, Viktor and Claude got out and opened the rear door. Country music was playing in the distance, and I could detect the faint odor of grilled meat combined with earthy woods. There was a bar on the far side of the parking lot to the right, but we weren’t in the heart of the city. The land surrounding it was a mixture of open field and trees, with the main road behind us by the sound of the traffic. The sun dipped below the horizon, taking all the light with it.

      Claude wrapped his hands around Gem’s waist and set her on the ground.

      “What’s going on?” she asked.

      I hopped out behind her, the sound of car doors slamming as Shepherd, Blue, and Wyatt headed over from the Mini Cooper parked next to us. Niko squatted inside the rear entrance of the van.

      “Gather around,” Viktor said, pulling us into a huddle. “This is a crime scene, so sharpen your senses and look for evidence. The higher authority believes there’s a link between some recent murders. A detective has been assigned these cases to assess if they’re connected, and we have permission to view the crime scene before he calls in the cleaners. I don’t know this man or if he’s going to have a problem with us invading his territory, so let’s keep this professional.”

      “What about the other murders?” I asked. “No leads?”

      “We can only take the cases they give us. I want you to put all your focus on this crime scene and see what you can come up with.”

      Christian strode up after parking his bike. “No need for a recap; I heard everything.”

      Viktor nodded at Christian before looking at everyone else. “We’re on the human side of town, and we don’t have much time. You know what to do.”

      Blue shifted into her grey falcon and swooped over to a lamppost near the bar to keep a lookout. We were a good distance from the building, although we could still hear raucous shouting over the music.

      Wyatt raised his hand. “I didn’t ask to be here.”

      Viktor gave him a curt look. “Perhaps if the deceased is still meandering around, you can ask her who the murderer is and we can all go home. Let’s go.”

      As we crossed the empty parking lot and headed toward the edge, I glanced over my shoulder at the building in the distance. The outside lights had just switched on, and there weren’t many cars.

      “Isn’t Northern Lights a human bar?” I asked Christian.

      “Aye.”

      We neared a black Mercedes and slowed our pace. A woman’s body lay just off the concrete by a grove of trees, and it dawned on me that I’d never seen a dead woman before. The victim had radiant locks of blond hair that must have once caught the eye of every man, but now it fanned over her head, stuck to the wet soil beneath it. A short gust of wind lifted the hem of her long green skirt, revealing porcelain skin.

      “Jaysus wept,” Christian whispered. He fell back a step and slowly turned to survey our surroundings.

      A tall man approached us, his long grey coat flapping behind him. He was close to Claude’s height, and his golden eyes and blond hair gave away his Breed.

      “I’m Detective Glass.”

      Viktor bowed. “Viktor Kazan. This is my team.”

      Glass gave us a quick appraisal, hands dipped in his pockets. “It’s pretty evident what happened here. We’ve got ourselves a Vampire problem in this city, and this is just another example.”

      Viktor rubbed his nose. “What’s her Breed?”

      Glass shrugged. “I checked her eyes, and she’s not a Chitah. Without an identity, it’s hard to tell once they’re deceased. Probably a human, given our location.” He glanced at his watch. “The bar has a live show tonight, so you need to wrap this up before the crowd begins filling the parking lot.”

      Shepherd squatted next to the body. What he did next made me bow my head respectfully. He first closed her eyes. Then he reached in his back pocket and draped a bandana over her beautiful face.

      Glass scuffed the bottom of his shoe against the concrete. “It looks like he drank his fill and left her to die.”

      Viktor led Glass away for a more private conversation.

      “What are they saying?” I whispered to Christian.

      His black eyes flicked down to mine. “You’re a nosy one.”

      I cocked my head to the side. “Like you’re not eavesdropping.”

      He shook his head. “They’re just discussing prior cases.”

      “Why are we investigating a human crime?”

      He clasped his hands in front of him. “She has two holes in her neck. If she’s not the only one, then that’s the kind of detail that doesn’t escape the FBI’s attention. Take in as much information as you can. Once the cleaners arrive, they get rid of all the evidence.”

      “Doesn’t it go to a storage facility or special lab?”

      “They usually assign these cases to a single detective, but they’re more concerned about cleaning up the evidence so humans don’t find it.”

      “So basically no one cares.”

      “People die every day in our world. Death is a consequence of life.”

      A breath of frosty air appeared when I sighed. “She looks so young.”

      “To be sure. Bloody shame.”

      I lowered my voice. “She wasn’t killed here.”

      Christian penetrated me with his obsidian eyes. “And how do you know that, Sherlock?”

      I stepped closer to him, and we faced the scene. “Where’s her jacket? It’s thirty degrees out here. Look at the way her hair is arranged. She sure didn’t drive here, or we’d see an abandoned car. And why is she way over here away from the bar? If he killed her here in broad daylight, there would have been witnesses. She would have screamed.”

      “A Vampire could have scrubbed any witnesses.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know. If I were a human driving in my car and saw a murder, I wouldn’t get out. I’d also start filming it on my phone and call the police.”

      Gem walked past us, wiping a tear from her cheek as she headed back to the van. Niko strode behind her like a shadow, a look of concern on his face.

      “See any ghostly apparitions?” Christian asked Wyatt, humor edging his voice.

      Wyatt stalked toward us and growled, “Keep it down.”

      Christian plucked a piece of candy from his pocket and popped it into his mouth. “If we have a freshy lingering about, then you better ask her some questions. Might save us a little time.”

      Wyatt lifted the collar of his green jacket to block the wind. “She’s nowhere to be seen, but there’s someone else hanging out by my car.”

      Christian laughed and clapped his hand on Wyatt’s shoulder. “The dead seem quite fond of you. Must be the aftershave.”

      I approached the victim and felt a wave of sorrow. “I wonder who she was.”

      Shepherd’s hands were on the body. A Sensor could pick up emotional energy, but I didn’t know if it worked with dead people.

      “Can you feel anything?” I asked. “I thought the person had to be alive.”

      He spoke without looking up. “Strong emotions leave behind imprints.” Shepherd lifted up the back of her skirt. After a few seconds, he straightened it out and stood up. He dusted off his hands and circled around her. “She didn’t die here.”

      Christian pointed between us. “You two should work together.”

      Shepherd zipped up his leather jacket. The tips of his ears were red from the cold air. “Even with Vampires, blood never completely drains out. Livor mortis tells me she died on her back, but notice how her body is shifted slightly on its side?”

      I frowned. “Don’t you mean rigor mortis?”

      “Rigor is body stiffness. Livor mortis is where the blood settles.”

      I glanced at Viktor and the detective talking in the distance. “Doesn’t the higher authority have morticians or forensic experts who look at this kind of stuff?”

      Christian scratched his beard. “You watch too much television. The higher authority isn’t going to waste their money on someone to cut open bodies and try to figure out why their head came off. Most deaths aren’t a mystery, and bodies turn up all over the city because of crime. You should know that better than anyone.”

      I never did give much thought about who might have found the bodies I’d left behind. Had there been a detective assigned to the case, or had they just wiped down the floor and called it a day?

      Christian glanced around. “Usually they send out a couple of Regulators, but it looks like they assign a detective when there’s a pattern. We have to fly under the radar so the humans don’t catch on. It’s hard enough concealing a Breed jail, but a police station wouldn’t go unnoticed. That’s not how we do things.”

      “Then how do we do things?”

      “When there’s a murder, cleaners usually show up and take a report before destroying evidence and getting rid of the body. Like I said before, most murders aren’t a mystery. When there’s a pattern, they call in a detective to handle those cases.”

      “What do they do with the bodies?”

      His lips eased into a grin. “Curious about what happened to your previous lovers?”

      I folded my arms and shivered. “I’m just curious how it all works.”

      “If no one comes to claim the body, the remains are either cremated or buried. It depends on whether or not there’s enough space in the Breed cemetery. They’re not likely to waste good real estate on a John or Jane Doe. If they don’t have an identity or believe the victims were human, they’ll cremate them.”

      I stared at the puncture marks in her neck. “Why would a Vamp dump the body in front of a human bar?”

      Christian glared. “There’s a word I’d like to snip from your vocabulary.”

      “Vamp? I’ve heard it come out of your mouth, so spare me the lecture.”

      “Aye, but I don’t use it as freely and fondly as you seem to do.”

      Shepherd wiped his hands on his pants. “I’m going to walk around and see if I can pick up anything else.”

      As he veered away, I approached the body and studied it for a quiet moment. There weren’t any signs of struggle like in a typical fight. Her nails weren’t chipped, no scratches or bruises, no busted lip, and her clothes weren’t torn. Those were things I expected to see in a violent crime.

      Christian eased up beside me, his tone skeptical. “The detective says a number of unsolved murders have been linked to a Vampire, but he’s not convinced that it’s just one killer.”

      “He’s probably right,” I said.

      Christian stepped in front of me. “Are you suggesting that Vampires are a bunch of murderers?”

      “I’ve heard blood is pretty tasty.”

      He leaned in close. “You should know. You’ve probably had more of it in the past year than I have.”
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