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      “I like to go dancing, have a few beers. I like being alone, too. I have days where it's ‘God, get me a shot of tequila.’”

      

      ~ Justine Bateman
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      He shouldn't be in this place. It was a jerk move for a vampire. Everyone knew only shifters hung out at Sinsual, a human dance club. But here the bastard was slipping in and out of the crowd like a predator among prey. I wouldn't call them that, but it was evident from the vampire’s face that he did. He wore disgust and disdain like a bad Halloween mask. He hated being among shifters just as bad as I hated looking at him. Not that he was bad looking, mind you. With a sharp jaw, roman nose, and big grey eyes, he had the kind of face artists would piss themselves to paint.

      "Are you drinking tonight?" a man behind the bar asked for the third time. He had an earring in his eyebrow and a tattoo of a target on his throat—a perfect circle plastered on his ridiculously long neck.

      "I've been wanting to order all night, but I was waiting for you to stop staring at my tits."

      His face reddened, and I snickered. Yeah, I caught you eyeing me, you little pervert. It's not as if I was wearing anything particularly revealing either. Sure, it was tight, but my black tank top came up high enough to cover my ample cleavage line. Thanks for those genes, Grandma Angelica.

      "If you're finished, I'll order," I said.

      He sighed heavily. "Sorry."

      I tried not to show my surprise. "That's more like it, Spanner.”

      "My name's Mike."

      "Not tonight, Spanner. You’ve got to earn my respect now. What's a good Louisiana drink?"

      "A Sazerac."

      "Then make me one of those."

      He mumbled something under his breath that sounded like "rude prude". Normally, I'd call him out on something like that, but getting into a fight this soon after breezing into town would prevent me from doing two things. One, securing a job because, obviously, money is good, and two, finding a place to live. I needed these things if I was going to see the last two most important people on my list, the same list I always kept right next to my ass. Because until I could watch the life drain from their cold, heartless eyes, sitting on them would have to do.

      I played with the ring on my middle finger while I waited for Peeker to make my drink, fumbling with the stupid glass like his fingers were all thumbs. Since I was new to Rouen, I wasn't as familiar with this drink, but I could tell that he was adding too much bitters and not enough whiskey. This was going to be too easy.

      "Are you Briar?" a bubbly voice shouted behind me, trying to get my attention over the club noise.

      I whirled around on the stool. A gal with red hair and a splash of freckles on her nose stared at me expectantly. I eyed her up and down. She looked a couple of years younger than me, maybe twenty-two. "You must be Lynx."

      She was skinny. So skinny her clothes hung on her as if she were a coat rack. Yet, the way they matched, with greens on top and darks on bottom, I wondered if the baggy look was deliberate. Fashion was something I knew nothing about. It was right up there with cooking and sewing.

      Smiling, she extended her hand. "That's me. Thanks for coming."

      I shook her hand, surprised by the strength in her grip. Maybe she wasn't as fragile as she looked.

      She scooted onto a stool next to me. "So you're looking for a place to live?"

      "Yup. A month-to-month situation. I'm not sure how long I'll be staying in Rouen." It could even be a couple of weeks, but I wasn't going to tell her that. If I didn't catch a whiff of the men I was looking for, I'd move on.

      "How come?"

      Peeker slid my Sazerac in a small glass over to me, smirking. "On the house."

      "That's sweet of you." I winked at him and wrapped my lips around the straw and sucked, then almost spit it out on the counter. Too sweet. I forced the liquid down my throat. Did he know anything at all about making drinks? Better be sure. "How about you make something for my new friend Lynx?"

      "I'm not drinking," she said a little too quickly.

      I glanced at her from the corner of my eye, taking in her demeanor. People who didn't drink made me nervous, especially if they were in a bar. Usually, it meant they were hiding something. Or maybe they were a recovering alcoholic or a Mormon. Lynx didn't look like either, which meant this chick had secrets. I had my own, but it took a lot of alcohol for me to admit even the name of my hometown. No one needed to know my past.

      "But I will have a soda, diet. With lemon."

      Peeker mumbled another string of words. He probably thought he was having a bad night, but it was only going to get worse when I took his job in a few minutes.

      I turned back to Lynx to answer her question about not staying in Rouen, twisting the ring on my finger again. "I don't like to stay in any place for too long. I get bored easily."

      She laughed. "I don't think you'll get bored in Rouen. Additionally, my house is quite impressive. I inherited it from my grandma. It was built in the late 1700s and features numerous secret rooms and passageways. The room I'm renting out is super huge and has its own bathroom. Did you see the pictures online?"

      I took another sip of the disgusting drink. "I did. That's why I called you. I need a private bath."

      Pinpricks raced up my spine, tingling my wolfie senses. I glanced to my left, spotting another vampire. A woman this time, dressed all in black. I swear, sometimes vampires take their roles way too seriously.

      That makes two vampires in a known-shifter hangout. Something was up.

      "The room is all yours." Lynx accepted her diet soda from Spanner, thanking him with a smile. Her eyes sparkled. I cursed under my breath. Just my luck, I'd get the overly cheerful roommate. She pulled out a few dollars and left them on the counter, then turned back to me.

      "I mean, you look decent enough. You are wearing True Religion clothing after all, so high marks in my book."

      "Am I?" I reached behind me and tore the tag off the back of my tank top. Lynx gasped in horror. I stared down at the tag. "Sure as shit."

      Her widened eyes practically teared up. "I can't believe you just did that."

      I casually glanced toward the female vampire again, noting she was wearing glasses, something a vampire would not need. She edged toward us, and I had a sneaking suspicion she was listening to us with her super-human hearing.

      I subconsciously tugged on my ridiculously thick brown hair. I didn't like anyone listening in on my conversations.

      "Right, well." Lynx shuffled uncomfortably. "So you're not into fashion. No biggie. I still need a roommate, and the house is huge, like seven bedrooms. You'll have your space. You'll barely know I'm there with my work schedule."

      "You're speaking my language, chica." I liked the idea of having a place mostly to myself. People freaked me out with their constant need to talk and their obsessive need to belong. It wasn't me.

      The bartender attempted his next mixed drink, and I cringed as he did it all wrong. It took all my willpower not to jump over the counter and yank the glass right out of his clumsy hands. Just as I decided to do that, another prickly sensation alerted my wolf.

      I turned around as the female vampire slid onto the barstool next to me. Power radiated from her in waves, pressing the air around us with static electricity. Without a doubt, she could break my neck in a second if I weren’t careful.

      My shifter powers emerged, and a soft but threatening growl emitted from my throat. A not-so-subtle warning that I wasn't without my power and skill. I'd done some neck-breaking in my days, too.

      But the vampire only flicked her electric-blue eyes at me behind her thin glasses, then leaned forward to get Lynx's attention. It was an obvious dismissal of my warning, which pissed me off.

      "I hear you are looking for a roommate?" she asked Lynx.

      The hairs on the back of my neck stood up. What the? Why was this dead chick pissing on my territory?

      Lynx's eyebrows rose, and she smiled nervously. "Um, well⁠—"

      I didn't wait for Lynx to finish. "Listen, goth girl. She's looking for one roommate. Me. So go find someone else to mooch off."

      She stared down her nose at me. "If you're referring to living off someone else, then believe me, I am no mooch. However, I assert myself when necessary." Her eyes narrowed at me. "And I haven't been called a 'girl' in a long time."

      “That’s what you’re calling me out on?”

      Her gaze flickered back to Lynx. "I'm Samira, and I need a place to live for a few months. Your home sounds perfect." Her face was serious, but she forced her lips up in a smile. If she was going for reassuring, she was failing miserably. "I need a place to sleep."

      "How did you hear⁠—"

      "I'll pay you quadruple what you're asking."

      Lynx choked on her drink.

      I huffed air past my lips. Classic vampire move. If they can't get their way, they flash a bunch of money. I would be wealthy too if I lived forever.

      "I can move in tomorrow night." Samira leaned even closer, blocking me out, and a curtain of long black hair fell across her leathered shoulder. I was tempted to reach out and touch the thick strands of hair. Either that or palm the ends in my fist and yank hard.

      I did neither, though the last option could be exciting. Just then, I spotted the bar manager walking this way. It was clear he was the boss by the way he was eyeing everyone nervously. The name tag on his crisp, white, buttoned-up shirt helped too.

      I slapped my hand down on the bar. "I'm pressing pause on the roommate wars conversation. I need to get a job."

      Lynx wrinkled her small, upturned nose. "I don't think they're hiring."

      "They aren't, yet." I jumped up, sat on the bar, and swung my legs to the other side. I hopped behind the counter, rubbing my hands together. Where to begin?

      "Hey!" Peeker hurried over to me, a blue liquid sloshing outside of the cup he was holding. "You're not supposed to be back here!"

      I ignored him and picked up a bottle of bourbon whiskey and amaretto to make some quick shots. I spun them around in my hands as a teaser for the growing crowd.

      "Who's up for some capital punishment? 'Cause I'm dishing it out, if you all can take it!" I yelled into the crowd, using a little power from my wolf to gain everyone's attention. It was the only way to be heard over the loud music.

      When I knew they would be looking, I tossed both bottles into the air so they spun a three-sixty, and caught them again. Everyone cheered and pushed their way to the bar.

      "I'll take more than your punishment," a dude in a tight t-shirt said, eyeing me greedily. The crowd howled with laughter.

      "I'm not sure you can handle me." I smiled and gave him a saucy wink.

      Making a show of lining up as many shot glasses as I could find, I spun the bottles around again and poured some into each glass to create a round of Capital Punishments. Once all those were gobbled up, I started taking requests.

      I had learned the art of mixing drinks when I was a fourteen-year-old kid and landed at a halfway house back East. I wasn't a juvenile delinquent like the other kids, just an orphan lost to the overburdened foster care system.

      But those kids had taught me more than just how to mix drinks. They possessed some remarkable survival skills, especially for ordinary humans. Eventually, my drink-making skills had surpassed all of theirs, and I'd become the queen of that place. Soon, I'd be royalty here too. It was just a matter of time.

      "Let me pass," I heard the manager say to the crowd. He pushed his way through the customers to reach me. He was pissed, but that was all about to change.

      Grabbing a bottle of Larceny I saw earlier, I tipped the bottle of Kentucky Bourbon straight into my mouth. I closed my eyes and rolled that first taste around, bathing my taste buds in the buttery caramel flavor. The honeyed notes played over my tongue, like a symphony for my palate. I savored the smooth texture before letting it slide down my throat, warm and comforting.

      Wanting another taste, I made a show of holding the bottle up, as if to pound the bourbon in a frat boy guzzle-fest. Not going to happen. I had something way better in mind and jumped up to kneel on the bar.

      I poured a mouthful and held it there while I held up a lighter for everyone to see. The crowd exploded into cheers, knowing what was coming, and chanted, "Do it! Do it! Do it!"

      From the corner of my eye, I saw that the manager had stopped to watch. I swallowed a portion of the bourbon and spit out the rest while simultaneously setting it on fire. Creating a flame thrower with my mouth, I aimed away from any onlookers. I couldn't very well set them on fire.

      I glanced at the vamp on the stool below, who was glaring up at me. Now her, that was a different story.

      The crowd went crazy, and I made another round of drinks. I finished pouring the last one requested and slid it down the long bar. The fact that not one drop was lost on the slide home was a testament to the pride Peeker took in his bar. I glanced over at where he sat on the back counter. His shoulders were tightened, and he was scowling.

      I smiled. "You can take over now. I'm done."

      "Really?" His voice was sarcastic. "Thanks for giving me back my bar."

      "No problem." I winked. "Just finish up with the rest of the customers."

      "How in the hell am I supposed to compete with what you just pulled?"

      "It's not a competition. We're all winners in my book." There was room in this place for two bartenders, especially with the crowds I would draw in.

      When he didn't answer, I walked past him toward the manager who'd finally made it behind the bar. He wasn't tall like Spanner, but he was lean with honed muscles like a man on a rowing team.

      He leaned his head toward me and yelled over the excited crowd. "What's your name? I'm Eddie."

      "Briar. Sorry about taking over your bar. I see rows of alcohol, and I guess I get a little crazy."

      "You looking for a job?"

      "Not really." Best to play hard to get.

      I scanned the audience, making a mental note to keep an eye out for the two vampires and their location. Samira was still chatting up Lynx, no doubt worming her goth self into my room.

      Eddie was talking again, but I didn't hear a word because a tingling sensation started at the back of my head. My palms grew sweaty, and my breathing picked up. Something wasn't right.

      I did another sweep of the club's patrons, specifically focusing on the VIP lounge, where I spotted the male vampire. Even from here, I could see his eyes were glazed over. He had that euphoric look vamps got from drinking blood. The hairs on the back of my neck stood, and a low growl began in my throat. Vamps shouldn't be eating out in the open like that. Licking his lips, the vamp leaned over, whispering in the ear of a man sitting on the couch.

      As soon as my eyes shifted to said man, my back straightened, and time slowed to a stop. Holy titty tongue twister. It was him. I was sure of it. I sucked in a breath through my teeth.

      I'd finally found him.

      The man I'd hunted for over ten years.

      My blood turned to ice, and a blast of nausea churned my stomach. I never considered how I'd feel once I actually found him. I'd been doing it for so long that I was used to the slow, angry rage that constantly burned in my stomach.

      I narrowed my eyes.

      Finally, I was going to rid myself of the man I'd dreamed of killing for most of my life.

      "I'd love to hire you." These were the only words that slipped through my mind as Eddie continued talking. Pretending to listen, I watched the bastard stand up, button the top button of his suit, and walk to the other side of the club.

      "I have to go." I dove into the crowd.

      "I'll pay you double!"

      Pausing for only a second, I tossed him a quick thumbs-up sign, then focused all my attention back on the dude still moving through the crowd. It was Silas Brown, also known as The Rat, and Dominic's beta.

      He was one of the men who had slaughtered my whole family.

      Now it was his turn, and I couldn't wait to tear him apart.
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      I deftly moved around dancing couples and groups of desperate men, silently stalking Silas. He didn't look that much different than the last time I saw him, with pale skin and light blue eyes. But he did walk with a cane, trying to cover up the motion of a slight limp. His every movement was precise and stiff, as if he had a stick shoved up his ass.

      My wolfie powers pulsed through the club. I usually suppressed them, but I was too distracted to care. The vibe in the bar intensified as adrenaline spiked my senses, and an argument broke out near the restrooms. I ignored it; I couldn't worry about how I was affecting everyone. All thoughts, all movement, were focused on the man in my sights.

      If Silas were in Rouen, then his Alpha Dominic couldn't be far away.

      I shoved my way through the hordes of people, my hands practically shaking in anticipation. I'd dreamed of killing these two for so long that my hatred had become a natural part of me. Almost like breathing or sex.

      But I had to be careful. If any of them discovered I was still alive, they'd break my neck for the chance to get their hands on the Abydos blood. Keeping that safe was the only thing in this world I'd give my life for. It must be protected at all costs.

      Pushing aside another customer, my hopes of reaching Silas waned when I crashed into a man’s chiseled chest. I growled and moved to get past him, but he stepped in front of me again. Was this asshole deliberately blocking me?

      I looked up a good six inches, meeting the intense, blue eyes of a man who looked like he’d just stepped off a Viking ship, minus all the animal skins. With dark rumpled hair and a taut, muscle-lined body, he looked every inch the man I would love to have wrapped around me for at least a week. He was about the same age as me. Almost perfect, except he was staring at me with cold, hard eyes and a look of contempt, which doused my hormones, akin to waking up to a cold shower and a hangover.

      "Get out of my way." I glanced over his massive frame; I couldn't see Silas’ head anymore.

      "You need to turn around and return to the bar." His voice was deep yet smooth, like a hundred-year-old bourbon being poured over rocks. The sound of it surrounded my senses, caressing my skin softly. I cursed.

      "What's your deal? It's a damn club. I can go wherever I want."

      "I don't like the way you were eyeing my boss, Pup." He folded his massive arms to his chest and stared down at me. So he recognized I was a wolf. Not all shifters could detect other shifters. I wondered if he was able to spot the vampires, too. I couldn't imagine him being too pleased about them.

      "Don't call me that. Move." I tried to shove him away, but he knocked my hands to the side before I made impact.

      His voice lowered even deeper, and his eyes flashed a warning. "Leave."

      "Now you're just pissing me off." Curling my fingers into my palm, I punched him. It wasn't at full strength, but it was effective. He stumbled back, his expression darkening.

      He growled, the sound vibrating low in his throat. "I wish you hadn’t done that."

      He lunged for me, but I maneuvered to the side and grabbed an empty chair at a nearby table. I swung it around, hoping to catch him in the back. He anticipated the move and ducked. The chair crashed into a bouncer instead. Even though the massive dude was a regular human, he looked like he ate coal for breakfast and crapped diamonds at lunch.

      The bouncer's expression twisted into a snarl, and he swung two meaty fists at the shifter blocking my path to Silas. Snickering, I got out of the way just in time as the fists connected with the shifter's jaw, one after the other. The shifter fell backwards into a shorter man, spilling his beer all over his shirt.

      The shorter man turned around, along with three of his friends. I expected them to exchange words, you know, trash-talk each other, but apparently, I was surrounded by men of action. Before I could take my next breath, the scene in front of me turned into a full-on brawl. It took only a second for more people to join the fray.

      I shook my head, smiling. Drunk people were stupid. And fun as hell.

      The air filled with the smells of sweat and blood, tempting me to jump in on the action, but I was a wolf on a mission, and nothing would deter me.

      I shoved my way past the fight to pick up Silas’ scent, but someone jerked on my shirt. Oh, hell no. I spun around; there were so many fighting that I couldn't tell who had done it.

      From the corner of my eye, I spotted Samira. She'd set her glasses on the bar and had joined the fight, throwing around graceful punches and kicks. She had some massive ninja skills. Guessing she was a lot older than I could ever imagine, this fight was probably a walk in the park for her. Lynx, however, had shrunk away, her back pressed against the bar, and her eyes wide.

      I turned back, looking for Silas, but he was gone. Angry I'd missed my chance, I pushed back through the swarms of people to get to the shifter who'd made me lose sight of my prize, determined to get some information out of him.

      His gaze locked onto mine. I cracked my neck to the side, ready to punch his lights out. By his expression, he seemed to be thinking the same about me. He delved into the crowd and aimed in my direction.

      As soon as I reached him, I swung at his face. "You screwed me over."

      My fist missed its mark. He ducked and grinned. I pivoted and dropped, swinging my leg wide. I swiped his legs out from under him, smiling as his cocky grin disappeared.

      He rolled between two tables. I jumped on top of him, straddling my legs on each side of his massive chest. Random legs bumped into me, but I shoved them away.

      The shifter's smile was slow and deliberate, and his stare burned into me. He had the musky scent of the deep forest and gasoline. "You've been wanting to jump me the second you saw me."

      I punched him in the jaw. "If I'd wanted to screw you, you'd be in the handicap stall of the lady’s restroom right now, hanging on for dear life."

      "Ooo, charmer. I like it."

      I punched him on the chest. "Where does your boss work?"

      Faster than I could respond, he jerked me to the ground and rolled on top of me. It was his turn to straddle me. He leaned forward, pressing his forearm just below my throat to keep me from bucking him off. "Why do you want to know?"

      I sucked in a quick breath, panic surging within me. I couldn’t move. My chest began to tighten, and sweat broke on my brow.

      Tight spaces and being confined were something I avoided at all costs. This one had taken me by surprise. He leaned toward my face, further restricting my ability to move.

      I struggled beneath him, my heartbeat thundering. "Get off me!"

      My frantic words barely escaped my constricted lungs. The present faded, and all I could see was the hazy outline of old stone and moss. I flung my fists in every direction, swinging for anything I could hit. I didn’t want to relive that memory. "Get off! Get off me!"

      My wolf surged to the front of my consciousness, and she prepared to shift. She would protect me and didn't care where we were. I tried to take a deep breath to calm her. Shifting in front of all these humans could get me killed the second I walked out the door. Besides, I had too much shit to do to get killed now.

      The shifter's thick brows drew together in concern. "You okay?"

      I couldn't answer; I could only suck in tiny sips of air. My lips tingled. Sensing my trouble, he slid off me. The hard look in his eyes was replaced with softness, which only pissed me off more. I didn't need his pity.

      I reached for the top of a table and pulled myself up, feeling light-headed. I gulped in fresh air, expanding my tight lungs. Finally, I could breathe again.

      He said something else, but I was already shoving my way back to the bar. Well, that was embarrassing. I'd never had one of my claustrophobic episodes like that in front of anyone before. Just my luck that it would happen in front of the second biggest asshole in the bar.

      I passed Samira just as she kicked at the chest of a female shifter, a coyote, I believe. The coyote flew across the room, crashing into a table. Another female came up behind her, a chair raised high. Without even looking, Samira spun and grabbed her by the neck. I finished off the female with a single punch to the face. Samira nodded once at me and returned to the fight.

      I leaned against the bar next to Lynx and tried to pretend that I hadn't just freaked out a second earlier. My lungs still burned. "This place is pretty crazy. Yet, fun, right?"

      "I wouldn't say that. Does this usually happen here?"

      "Probably only on good nights. So can I have the room, or did goth chick beat me to it?"

      I flashed my eyes at Samira. She met my gaze knowingly. Damn vampires and their good hearing.

      "Actually, I think I might rent out two rooms. I could use the money."

      Just then, a large table, probably thrown by a shifter, came flying our way. It was spinning too fast. I stretched out my arms to block it, but it was so large that it would probably break my arms.

      I closed my eyes, waiting for the burst of pain, but it never came. I opened my eyes. The table was on the ground in front of us. I had only shut them for maybe two seconds. How had that happened?

      An electric charge filled the room, bringing with it the faint smell of copper. I could barely detect it, but it was there. I looked at Lynx to see if she was sensing anything strange, but she was staring down at the table, beads of sweat on her forehead. That's when I knew.

      "You're a..." I swallowed, not finishing the sentence. Goth girl, among others, might be listening. I didn't care that she was a witch, but others might.

      She glanced up at me, eyes pleading not to finish the sentence, as if she knew that I knew. I closed my mouth tightly and made the motion of turning an invisible key and tossing it away. She mouthed the words, "Thank you."

      No sweat, witchy. Turning around, I leaned back into the bar. The fight was dying down. A couple of humans had some minor cuts, and a shifter feline held her arm protectively. Overall, a decent brawl.

      I scanned the masses for Silas, hoping I'd just missed him earlier, but he was nowhere to be found. My gaze found his employee, the hot shifter. I averted my gaze, too embarrassed to even give him a dirty look, and turned around to face the bar.

      "When can I move in?" I asked Lynx.

      She was in the middle of downing her soda. With sweat still on her face and the way she guzzled her drink, using magic had taken a toll on her.

      "After I do." Samira joined us at the bar and placed her glasses back on the bridge of her nose. She wasn't even breathing hard.

      I turned to Lynx. "Are you really going to let goth girl room with us? Come on. It's okay to say no to her. I'm sure it won't hurt her feelings."

      "Um...I..." Lynx stammered, unsure what to say.

      "Goth Girl?" Samira asked. "What does that mean?"

      I chuckled and nudged Lynx. "You tell her."

      Lynx's face reddened, and she lowered her eyes. First priority of living with this girl—teach her to speak up, especially when being sarcastic. She was a witch, and a powerful one at that. If anyone could turn her into a bitch who could stand up for herself, it was me. She'd be a badass witch in no time.

      Samira continued to speak. "From what you've told me, the home is five thousand square feet spread across three floors with seven bedrooms and five baths. That is plenty of space for three people."

      I touched my forehead. "Stop. You're making my head hurt. Numbers."

      Lynx cracked a smile. "There is plenty of room. Some of the rooms are even furnished. You’re welcome to come check it out tonight if you’d like. My schedule is open, and you can move in whenever."

      "I call the furnished room!" I needed furniture. Badly.

      "Dibs?" Samira asked.

      I sighed, and Lynx smiled again. Looks like I had two projects. For a vampire who has probably lived five lifetimes, she wasn't clued in to current culture. She must have been living alone for a very long time. Why would she suddenly want roommates?

      "A toast." Lynx held up her glass. Only ice remained.

      I made a motion to the bartender. "Hey, Spanner! Give us two shots of Tennessee Honey."

      He poured shots of the amber whiskey and handed them to me.

      "Thanks, dude. I look forward to working with you."

      He muttered something and turned away.

      I handed Samira the drink, but she held out her hand in a stopping motion. "I don't drink."

      "I'm going to pretend you didn't say that." I forced her to take it. I lifted my glass and glanced at my new roommates. A timid witch who probably had no idea how powerful she actually was, and an old vampire who clearly had an agenda. "To new friends."

      As I clinked my glasses against theirs, my stomach clenched tightly. It only ever did that when something bad was about to happen, but that was ridiculous.

      What could possibly go wrong in a house with a witch, a vampire, and a shifter?
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      The house was a huge gothic mansion backed up against a rambling forest—the best part of the property. Whenever I wanted, I could slip away and let my wolf run. The dark, angular roof of the home absorbed the full moon’s light, making the old structure appear even darker. An eerie effect that I dug.

      A glance at Samira told me she wasn't as impressed with the house, unless deadpan was her expression for everything.

      We walked up the driveway, passing several large and ancient oak trees dripping with Spanish Moss. A rope swing hanging from a thick limb reminded me of one I used to swing on as a child. I wish I could go back to those days.

      Grunting, I pushed away the memory and followed them inside the house.

      “This is awesome,” I breathed and looked around the wood-paneled foyer with dark stained baseboard molding. Near the top of the cathedral’s ceiling was a stained glass window depicting a red pentagram. Interesting.

      Samira breezed past me. “Must you always curse?”

      “Get used to it, roommate.” I glanced back at Lynx, who stood in the doorway, biting her lip, her complexion pale. “You okay?”

      She inhaled a deep breath and on her exhale smiled and said, “I’m good. Feel free to walk around and choose the room you want, except for the master bedroom on this floor. That’s where I’m at.”

      I chose the room on the third floor in the northeast corner. It was away from my roommates and more open, two things I wanted. Samira took a room in the basement. It didn't have any windows, and the only exit was through the stairs. It also smelled of rust and the accumulated dust of several years—enough reasons to make me hate it.

      I walked back down the stairs and into the living room where Lynx stood by the fireplace, fingering a silver chain around her neck. Samira appeared at the exact moment, almost as if she had been listening for me. I stepped away from her to create space between us.

      “Love my room, Lynx,” I said. “It’s perfect for smoking pot.”

      When her face paled, I quickly added, “I’m just messing with you, but I’d keep an eye on this one.” I shoved a thumb in Samira’s direction.

      “I don’t abuse substances,” Samira said.

      I dragged a hand down my face.

      “I’ll get my stuff and come back in the morning.”

      “I have to leave too.” Samira walked toward the door, not looking at either of us.

      “Will you be back tonight?” Lynx asked her. “I can leave the back door unlocked.”

      “No. Tomorrow night.” She opened the door, and darkness swallowed her whole.

      “I can not wait to get that woman drunk.”

      Lynx laughed, but the sound was quiet and reserved.

      I rubbed at an ache behind my neck, taking in her body language. “Is this the first time you’ve had roommates?”

      “Is it that obvious?”

      “Don’t be nervous. Your house. Your rules. If Samira is too cranky and boring, feel free to kick her out. I’ll help. And if you find me too bossy and mouthy, then I’ll buy you a bottle of Everclear. It worked for my houseparent at the group home I stayed at when I was younger.”

      “You were in a group home?”

      “Um, once or twice. I should get going.” I turned away from her, scolding myself for having revealed personal information. I needed to be more careful.

      I said a quick goodbye and headed into the night. I wanted to search a couple of more clubs before sunrise. Maybe I'd catch a glimpse of Silas again. But after the rest of the night proved fruitless, I returned to my cheap motel for another restless night of sleep.

      The next morning, I was ready to leave the sleazy motel and its prehistoric cockroaches for good. I returned to the house with my two suitcases, prepared to move in. Lynx seemed surprised to see me so early, but she graciously let me in with a smile and showed me to my room.

      It didn't take me long to settle into my room. I only had one suitcase of clothing, mainly consisting of jeans and dark T-shirts, which I quickly shoved into the dresser drawers. The suitcase also held the few things I'd swiped from foster homes over the years. They didn't necessarily mean anything to me, but I kept them anyway. Simple mementos of my time in each place.

      The only other suitcase I had was an ugly green one from the seventies. It was a ratty old thing, intentionally left that way so no one would think it was worth anything. The truth was, it held my most valuable possessions. I'd saved up for months to buy the items in here. I'd lovingly nicknamed it my trap kit.

      First, I pulled out my bras that looked pretty average, but if one looked closely, they would see that the material was thick and stretchy, lined with detailed stitching that reinforced the pockets sewn into it. It was bound with flexible whalebone, giving me space to hide my thinnest but sharpest knives. I put my thigh bands away next, also filled with knives of every sort, and shut the drawers.

      I was already wearing the one strapped around my waist, holding a knife at my back.

      I turned back to my new room. It had an old but comfy bed, a set of drawers, and a shelf for pictures or books. Light filtered in through a large bay window, and I pushed the curtains closed. I liked to let the sun in the room, but not at eight am. The room also had a large walk-in closet. I hung up my one lovely dress; it looked out of place and lonely.

      I thought of the dresses I’d owned as a kid, large and frilly, and usually caked with mud. My life had changed so much since then, and the only connection I had to that life was hidden deep in a cave just outside of town: the Abydos, a thousand-year-old sacred blood that first gifted a human with shifter abilities. It was foretold that one day this blood would either destroy the world or save it. It had been my pack’s responsibility to protect it for centuries. And now I was its sole protector.

      No big deal.

      After some time, I left my room to find something to eat in the kitchen. Lynx was no longer here, and Samira wouldn't arrive until sunset. I could get used to these living arrangements. When I finished eating a package of dry Ramen Noodles I'd found, I headed to town to ask about Silas. Someone had to know something, but everyone clammed up as soon as I mentioned his name, which was annoying as hell. I'd have to wait until I got to work. My generous boobs and alcohol had a way of getting people to talk.

      As soon as the sun set, like the very second its light disappeared, someone knocked briskly on the front door. I peeked out my bedroom window and spotted Samira on the porch. She also packed light, which made me even more suspicious. Female vampires never packed light; they usually traveled with sexy, muscle-lined men who moved the antique furniture and delicate items they'd collected over the years.

      I packed light because of my jacked-up past, plus I had plans of killing people, so I needed a quick getaway. Even though I loved some of my possessions, I had nothing I couldn't leave behind. I hoped Samira's reasons weren't the same, or Rouen would see a lot of blood spilled. I'd have to keep an eye on her.

      I waited about an hour before heading down the narrow stairs that led to a hallway next to the kitchen, where I heard Samira and Lynx talking.

      "Hey, roomies." I walked inside, interrupting their conversation. I opened the fridge and noticed how little food was left. "I'll buy groceries with the tip money I get tonight."

      I sniffed, smelling something that should never be in a refrigerator. I pushed aside a gallon of milk. Behind it were two glass bottles filled with a dark crimson liquid, each with an attached handwritten label that read: “Tomato Juice.” Samira's. Don't drink.

      I rolled my eyes, my face chilling in the open fridge. Did she think we were idiots?

      I wondered if Lynx had any idea of what Samira and I were. If so, she didn't give any hint of it.

      As for Samira, she had to know I was a shifter, just like I knew she was a vampire.

      Samira reduced the space between us. I slammed the door shut, taking note of her closeness and wondering what the hell she was doing. But I didn't move away. If she were pulling some power move, she'd be disappointed that I didn't back down. Ever.

      "Thanks for grabbing some groceries," Lynx said. "I always forget." She didn't seem to notice Samira's and my interaction. "What time do you go to work?"

      I continued to eye-lock with Samira, but I answered Lynx. "Not for several hours. I work the ten-to-two shift. You guys should come by."

      Lynx ran her fingers through her hair. She had straightened it today. "I don't know. That fight was a little too much for me. Are you going, Samira?"

      Samira finally stepped away. "There were one hundred and seventy-two people on just the first floor. Another fifty-three on the balcony. They were over max capacity by three." She stopped talking, as if that was all that needed to be said.

      How the hell did Samira know all that? Was counting one of her superpowers? She should fall into a vat of chemicals somewhere to try and get something different.

      "So... are you coming?" Lynx asked, her brow furrowed.

      "I will count the numbers when I get there," Samira said. "Chaos bothers me."

      "Let me guess. Math was your best subject as a child." I opened a cupboard and found a box of breakfast pastries. I held it toward Lynx, raised my eyebrows as if to say, "May I?" She nodded approval, and I slouched into one of the kitchen chairs to eat one.

      "Numbers can't lie to you." Samira's voice held a clear note of resentment.

      I bristled. "Someone's been hurt in the past."

      "I'm sure we all have," Lynx said quietly. "Do you want a pastry, Samira?"

      "Actually,” I interrupted, “I bet she'd love some of her homemade tomato juice." I glanced back at her and winked. She gave me her dead face, which I think translated to, “Screw you.”

      A knock on the front door had me on my feet, alert and ready to fight. Samira also started, her hand inside her jacket as if to grab a knife hidden inside.

      Lynx stared at us expectantly.

      When no one moved, I glanced at the door. "Do you want me to get it?"

      Lynx cleared her throat and laughed nervously. "I'm not used to visitors. I'm guessing neither are you two." She moved toward the living room. "I can get it. It's probably just a neighbor."

      Relaxing, I shoved the rest of the pastry into my mouth, but Samira remained tense. As soon as Lynx left the room, Samira turned toward me. "It's a wolf."

      This had my hackles up, and I gulped down the rest of the food in a hurry, in case trouble happened. "You can sense that all the way in here?"

      "He smells bad."

      I sniffed, faintly detecting a masculine smell. Like the forest when it turned into fall. I thought it smelled amazing... until I recognized who it was. Frowning, I kicked the edge of the table. "I'll take care of it."

      Why would the shifter from the club come here?

      As I walked out of the kitchen, I wondered if all shifters smelled bad to Samira. I snickered. Hopefully not, or she was going to have a hell of a time living with me.

      I reached the front room. Lynx stood at the open door, laughing.

      As soon as I saw him, my body instantly reacted, sending a warmth shooting across my flesh. He filled the entryway with his massive body, and his eyes took me in as I approached. My face tinged pink when I remembered how I'd panicked in front of him.

      Sensing my presence, Lynx turned. "Luke's here for you."

      Luke, is it? I tilted my head to the side, pretending I was recognizing him. "Oh, hi, nice to see you again. Thanks, Lynx."

      "Sure." She gave Luke a quick wave of her hand. "See you later."

      As soon as Lynx was gone, I pressed my hand to his chest and pushed him onto the front porch. Samira's sleek black car, which was probably worth a fortune, sat in the middle of the driveway. A motorcycle was parked next to it. Assuming the bike was his, I understood now why he smelled like gasoline the other night.

      "What are you doing here?" I slammed the door behind me and folded my arms over my chest. "Are you following me? I think that could be filed under creepy stalker behavior."

      His eyes met mine for a moment, and I heard his breath pick up. He scowled, with eyebrows so intense they met in the middle. "I followed your scent."

      "Clearly. And, like I said, stalkery. What do you want?"

      His eyes glanced down at my crossed arms, then he quickly averted his gaze. I remembered I hadn't put a bra on yet. Damnit.

      "Other shifters at the club sensed you,” he said. “A new and lone wolf, in town, draws attention. Do you belong to a pack?"

      "I'd rather chew on bullets."

      "It's pretty suspicious when wolves roll into town and won't even consider joining. It usually means they have something to hide."

      "What I do is my business. I'm a lone wolf and completely happy with the sitch."

      He raised his eyebrows, the corner of his mouth turning up. "Lone wolves are usually cowards or bitches. Which one are you?"

      "I'll tell you who the bitch is. Did your Alpha bark an order to find me? Do you like being told what to do?" I stepped forward again, moving myself into his personal space so that I was inches from him. "I can order you around, too, if that's your thing.”

      He collapsed the space between us. The heat from his body warmed mine. "Let me make one thing clear. I'm the one who gives commands."

      My wolf emerged, snarling protectively, and her power pulsed through my body. "I'd like to see you try."

      "There is no try. Only do. And I do it better than anyone.”

      "Oooo, big wolf. Why don't you come inside and show me how well you do it?"

      He gulped in a breath, taken aback by my forwardness, which is what I wanted, and ran his hand through his hair. "I'm not sure where you were raised, but it's only polite to check in with the local Alpha when moving into a new territory. Come check out the pack first and pay your respects to my Alpha. Then maybe I'll think about showing you how well I give orders."

      He looked me over possessively, which only pissed me off more. "Screw you."

      "If you're not interested in the pack, why were you sniffing around my beta last night?"

      Shit. I took a step back, realizing it wouldn't do if he got suspicious. It would draw too much attention to me. Leaning against the door frame, I bit my nail and glanced casually up the street, and sighed. "Fine. I'll pay my respects. But I have to work tonight, so it will have to be later."

      His eyes studied me carefully. "You should think about joining the Silver Claws. We could use more females."

      I visibly shivered at the thought. Females. Like we were some specimens. No way did I want to be part of that crap.

      But. If I joined the pack, I would receive information much more quickly than if I tried to obtain it on my own. And killing Silas and Dominic wasn't going to be easy. Just because I'd found them didn't mean I could walk in and smash their brains out. Not if I wanted to keep on living afterwards. I'd have to be smart about this.

      "Possibly. Where do the Silver Claws hang? And who's the Alpha?" I already knew the answer, but couldn’t let on that I did.

      "You can always find some of us either at Sinsual or out in the Beechwood Forest. North side of town, near the DuBois Swamps. The big house is hard to miss. As for the Alpha, I'll tell you if you tell me why you took such an interest in my boss last night. It looked like you wanted to tear him apart."

      I shrugged and spit out a fingernail. "I thought I knew him from somewhere, but I was wrong."

      Realizing I was holding my breath, I quickly released it, hoping he hadn't noticed. He searched my eyes, even dropping his gaze to my lips. I turned my head away.

      "Fine. I guess you'll have to make an appearance to meet the Alpha yourself." He took two steps back, as if to leave. "By the way, interesting roommate choice."

      "Goth girl?"

      "The other one. I'd be careful around her."

      I laughed. "You're kidding, right? Lynx?"

      His expression darkened. "She's not who you think she is." He turned around and walked toward his bike, pulling his keys out of his pocket. "Gotta run. Take care, Briar."

      I stared after him, checking out his fine backside and wondering what he meant. He gave me a final glance before starting the engine. It wasn't until he turned the corner that it hit me.

      I hadn't told him my name.
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      After spending too much time trying to figure out what Luke had meant about Lynx, I returned to my room to get ready for work. Whatever he was getting at, it couldn't have been a big deal. She was way too sweet and innocent for anything devious.

      It took me longer than I wanted to choose the right outfit that would get people talking, but I still managed to arrive at work on time. Barely. I swept my hair back into a loose ponytail and adjusted my low-cut, blue tank top to make sure enough cleavage would show to turn heads. I was seeking information after all. My Grams had always insisted our curves should only be used for a good cause.

      The club was starting to get crowded. People laughed and huddled together, drinks in hand. I pushed my way through to get to the bar, all smiles.

      "You're almost late." Eddie's eyes stayed focused on mine instead of dropping to my breasts. Impressive. Working for him might not be so bad.

      "Almost being the keyword." I slipped behind the counter. Peeker was already there, wiping down glasses. He glanced at me but quickly adjusted his gaze when he spotted my cleavage.

      "How's it going, Spanner?"

      "I've had better days, but the night is young."

      "I like your attitude." I slapped him on the back, then studied the bottles. They needed to be reorganized; they had to be a certain way for different acts I liked to perform.

      Eddie walked around the other side of the bar and tapped the dark wooden top. "When you're finished with your shift, make sure you complete all the employment paperwork. I would've had you do it before your shift, but you came late."

      "I arrived on time, remember?" I looked up at him, giving him my best smile. "On time to get this crowd moving, if you'll let me."

      "Paperwork's on my desk in my office, which is upstairs. Payday is every other Friday. You keep all your tips, but make sure you report them on your taxes. I don't want any IRS people asking questions."

      I raised an eyebrow but didn't say anything. Maybe there was a lot more to Eddie than I initially thought. He was a straight arrow.

      "Do you have any questions about where to find anything?"

      "I think I'm good. Looks like your standard bar, except for," I looked around. “Do you have any silly string? I like to use it in one of my acts. Oh, and little smokies."

      It was his turn to raise an eyebrow, and he almost cracked a smile. Almost. "I'll get you those items for tomorrow night."

      "Perfect."

      "One last thing." He pressed against the bar and lowered his voice. "Don't think I didn't notice you instigating that fight last night. I don't want that happening again. Some shady people come in here, and I don't want my employees getting mixed up with them."

      I saluted him. "From now on, I'm Switzerland."

      He grunted and walked away.

      The night started calmly, and I oversaw everyone, determining the regulars. I mentally sorted them by humans and supernaturals. Other than a heavy presence of wolves, the bar was just like any other. The guys came in to get laid, and the girls came to have fun with their friends.

      I tried to avoid the women as much as possible; I had no interest in friends.

      After I got things moving, Peeker and I fell into an easy workflow. I made all the mixed drinks and soft-balled him the easy ones. The later it grew, the more shifters arrived.

      This is when I started performing, using my wolfie powers to help draw the crowd. Soon, the bar was louder than ever, and everyone was happy with either a drink or a companion by their side. Eddie came up behind me after I had just handed a group of five several beverages. "I don't know how you do it, but you mesmerize the crowd. I bet my sales have tripled."

      "Quadrupled, if I did my job right." I flipped a damp towel over my shoulder and threw him a practiced smile.

      He studied me for a minute, and I found myself squirming under the gaze for some reason. I rubbed the back of my neck.

      Clearing his throat, he said, before walking away, "Keep up the great work."

      I watched him disappear into the swarm of people, then rolled my shoulders back and slammed a shot of tequila. Time to get to work, my other work.

      Glancing at Peeker on the other side of the bar, I spotted the perfect shifter. He looked strong and athletic, but miserable. He might be the right man to have information, and desperate enough to share it after a few drinks.

      I adjusted my bra so that I was perky enough, then crossed over to Spanner. “Trade me."

      "Why?"

      “A man is giving me the eye. I'll switch you back when he leaves."

      "Which one?" He glanced over at my side of the bar.

      "All of them. Just go."

      He mumbled something but walked over anyway.

      I approached the shifter. He had long, black hair that did nothing to complement his narrow face, but his wide, green eyes and full lips made up for the poor styling choice.

      "What'cha drinking?"

      He looked up from the PBR beer in his hands. His green eyes lit up. "Whatever you're handing out."

      I smiled, batting my stupid eyelashes. He needed something more substantial. I grabbed the bottle of Jose Cuervo, poured him a double shot, and slid it over to him. "How long have you lived in Rouen?"

      "I grew up here."

      I leaned toward him and heard his breathing pick up. "You like it here?"

      He paused, throwing the shot back and staring behind me as if seeing another time. "Sometimes I think about leaving, but my past is too tied to this place. I think it would follow me if I went anywhere else."

      "Pasts have a way of clinging to us. What's your name?"

      "Ryder." He lowered his gaze to the empty shot glass.

      "Ryder, what?"

      "Ryder Liekos." He looked up at me expectantly, as if I should have some reaction to his name.

      "What?"

      "You haven't heard of me?"

      "Why would I?" I slid another drink to him.

      He drank it down and began talking. "My family is a big deal here. My dad owns a lot of property and businesses. He even shares some business with the Morgans."

      Again, he looked at me as if I should know who he was talking about. "You have no idea who the Morgans or the Liekos are?"

      "I'm new in town, but why don't you tell me?” I handed him another drink and leaned over the bar, showing him my generous cleavage. I was glad I'd worn my skimpiest top.

      His gaze met them for a moment, then he threw back his drink. Judging by the glaze in his eyes and the empty bottles next to him, I would've cut him off by now if he were human. But wolves can drink a hell of a lot more. Besides, I wanted him to talk.

      "The two families have been running Rouen for decades. The Liekos are a well-known sh—" he stopped himself and frowned, realizing he was about to say something he probably shouldn't. I couldn't have him clamming up on me.

      "Shifter family?" I finished for him.

      His pretty eyes widened in surprise. "How did you know?"

      I leaned over the bar and whispered close to his ear. "I'm a shifter wolf."

      He reared back. "No way! I would never have guessed! How do you do that?"

      "Bartender chick!" someone shouted impatiently.

      I held out my finger to the man and poured Ryder three more drinks, giving him a reason to stay. "On the house." I'd take it out of my tips later. Couldn’t have the boss-man pissed off.

      Then I turned toward Mr. Impatient and winked. "What can I pour for you?"

      Once he was happily drinking his Lite Beer, I made my way around the rest of the bar, making sure everyone else was liquored up. After counting off enough satisfied smiles, I returned to Ryder.

      "So you were saying, the Liekos are a shifter family, but what about the Morgans?"

      He stared at me for a moment, then the liberally served alcohol worked its magic. "They're powerful witches. No one messes with them. They can do just about anything with magic." He visibly shivered. "Both families demand loyalty. Even having your own opinion is seen as traitorous."

      Pain created deep lines in his forehead; it was a familiar look. I instantly warmed to him and placed my hand over his. "I'm sorry. Life can be a real bitch sometimes."

      He nodded solemnly.

      "So tell me, what pack does your family belong to?"

      His eyes widened in fear, and he blurted, "Don't join."

      I stared at him, surprised. "I wasn't planning on it. Just curious."

      "My family is with the Greybacks, but I'm not a member."

      Two packs in Rouen? Interesting. It was rare for more than one dominant pack to inhabit the same city, especially if they were as powerful as the Silver Claws seemed. "Why not?"

      "Long story." He tipped back another shot, his expression darkening. "I belong to the other pack in town, the Silver Claws."

      As much as I wanted to hear what was sure to be a dark tale, I had to stay on track. "What's the name of your Alpha?"

      His face soured as if his last swallow of alcohol was too bitter. "Dominic."

      My heart pounded so fast and suddenly, a sharp pain shot through my body. I sucked in a breath and gripped the edge of the bar, trying to control the bloodthirsty growl threatening to spill from my mouth. Good thing Ryder was drunk, or he'd have noticed my reaction instantly.

      "Is he a good Alpha?" I ground the words through my gritted teeth.

      He met my gaze, his eyes intense. "Listen, I don't know what brought you to Rouen, but this city isn't safe, especially for a female shifter who doesn't have a pack. You should leave."

      I tried to act casual, but the truth spilled out. "I wish I could. But thanks for the warning."

      He studied me, and for a brief moment, his gaze softened as he saw a glimpse of the pain I carried with me daily. I know he saw it because I also caught a glimpse of his. In some ways, we were similar.

      I quickly shook my head and forced my body to relax. I couldn’t get attached. I had a job to do.

      "Thanks for the drinks," he said, "but I gotta run." Sliding off the stool, he stood up, swaying slightly. He stuffed his hands into his jeans’ pockets and flashed me one more saddened look. "See you around."

      I nodded a goodbye and distracted myself by washing off the counter. I wondered if his path in life was set from a young age, just as mine was. I frowned, trying not to worry about him too much. If I began to care, that might get me in trouble when it came time to smash heads.

      The Silver Claws were definitely trouble. One of their own members wasn't happy, and that was never good. An unhappy member becomes a danger to the pack, my father used to say.

      The night progressed slowly after that. I attempted to speak to other shifters, but none of them were as loose-lipped as Ryder. I made a mental note to befriend him if I saw him again; he might make a good ally down the road. My shift had almost ended, and with the late hour, the crowd had begun to thin.

      Eddie came over to me. "You did well tonight. Before you leave, make sure to complete that paperwork. My business has to be perfect."

      "Jeez. Is the mob running the city council or something?" I wiped at a spill on the counter.

      His face darkened. "Or something. Just do it."

      "Sure, no prob—" A familiar scent alerted all my senses, and I straightened.

      "Are you okay?"

      "Uh-huh." I searched the crowd, my heart hammering against my ribcage. "Can I get off a few minutes early?"

      "I don't see why not."

      I was already untying my apron and stepping out of the bar, afraid I would lose him again. Silas was in the bar. He reeked like spoiled food.

      Maneuvering around the remaining customers, I headed toward the back of the club, following the strong scent of hot dogs masked with cheap pine-smelling cologne. You could dress up a dog, but that didn't change the fact that he was a murderer with cheap taste.

      I stepped behind a couple dancing, scanning the crowd. Where was he? I squinted into the flashing lights illuminating splashes of people every few seconds.

      Then my racing heart stopped. Cold.

      Silas was there again, stiff cane in hand and talking in the shadows with a tall and broad-shouldered shifter. I only needed to see this new shifter's profile to know who it was. The bastard who led the slaughter against my family: Dominic De'Angelo.
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