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      He wants everyone to learn the truth…

      Trent Fox learned the hard way about vampires. Now, a decade later, he’s even more determined to expose the crimes of the Orlan vampire family. He wants them to suffer the way countless humans have—but he knows nothing of the other vampire families.

      Garrick Reid is the eldest son of the current Reid matriarch. His job has always been to protect his sisters and his family. His life is valued by how useful he is, how trustworthy…and it is a very nice life where he wants for nothing. Nothing except to be wanted for who he is, not what he can do.

      Silencing Trent before he exposes vampires to humans is Garrick’s new order. But Trent’s research runs deep, and his fear of vampires deeper. If they can work together, they may turn the tide in the vampire war that almost ended the Hadley family.

      

      Book three in the MM vampire mafia series, Hunting Hearts. For readers who like steamy vampire romance, opposites attract, and a hero out for revenge who finds love comes with a bite…
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      Trent Fox was an interesting dilemma. On one hand, he had the potential to be very dangerous; on the other, he was only human. Dealing with a reporter was not something Garrick Reid usually bothered with, certainly not in person. A cease-and-desist letter or perhaps a more threatening one that involved defamation lawsuits.

      But it wasn’t the Reid family Trent was targeting; it was the Orlans. Which made him less inclined to interfere, even if his mother was asking—or more correctly ordering—him to silence the problem, and she didn’t care how.

      The rest of her message was an unneeded reminder about the delicacy of the current situation in Albany and the greater political situation between the vampire families who had made Australia theirs. The routing of the Hadley family a little over six months ago had destabilized Victoria, and with no one to hold them back, the Orlan family was proving they should not be left in charge of a rock, as they would find some way to make it bleed and make a mess for everyone else to clean up.

      Mirabella Orlan was only concerned with power and money. It was as if she enjoyed flirting with the possibility of vampires being thrust into daylight at the end of pitchforks. Clearly, she hadn’t read enough history books. It had taken a lot of effort for vampires to disappear back into the shadows and stories. The Black Plague, the witch hunts, and then the era of enlightenment, where humans became obsessed with science, had all helped.

      The obsession with science was another thorn that needed to be dealt with. Garrick cursed the people in charge for allowing human technology to race ahead. Had the families in Europe got together and decided that it was better if humans had some kind of distraction? At what point had they realized their error, as humans now had the ability to expose them? The only reason they were safe from discovery was that humans didn’t believe in vampires. But the moment they did, and they started looking, everything would unravel, and he did not want to personally experience the devastation of the fifteen hundreds and the earlier battles of the twelve hundreds. He was sure humans and vampires had been playing the same game for millennia.

      Nor did he want to live through some kind of dystopian future where vampires were somehow harnessed for the military or government experimentation. The fact that humans already had those thoughts and framed them as fiction was more than a little disturbing.

      So no, he did not need his mother to remind him what was at stake.

      That she had given him the job implied that she didn’t trust anyone else to handle the situation.

      She didn’t want the reporter to accidentally drive off a bridge and end up at the bottom of the river or to disappear only for his body to be found three months later with his throat slit. Any family foot soldier could take out a threat before breakfast without needing to think about it. He was there to do the thinking.

      There were three Reid foot soldiers patrolling in Albany as he sat in his car debating how to reply. He’d been following Trent’s stories since the Orlans had cleaned out the Hadley compound, leaving only ash. The incident had made headlines in every single state—many of them sensational and seeking only scandal. Trent’s write-ups were more measured, more detailed, as if he had the facts ready to go when the story broke.

      For a human, he knew a lot about the Orlan family, and Garrick bet the information Trent put in his write-ups was only a tenth of what he’d learned. Like the Reid family, the Orlans would be very quick to shut down too much chatter.

      Sure, everyone knew the Orlans had their fingers in many illicit pies…but who didn’t? There was money in drugs, alcohol, nightclubs, and such. That his family had used that money to buy legitimate mining claims and now ran several mining companies meant they were moving with the times instead of staying stuck in the past. If there was one thing Nixon Hadley had explained to him, it was that the Orlan family did not like change. They hadn’t wanted the Hadleys becoming legitimate, and from the way they were moving into Albany, or at least attempting to, they did not like the way the Reids were making similar moves.

      Smart vampires went where the money was. And there were a lot of government grants and tax dodges to be had via mining companies. It was easier than trying to run drugs in the age of international policing, DNA, and bloody cameras in everyone’s pockets.

      He texted his mother the simplest answer.

      Already monitoring him.

      Which was the truth. Because somehow Trent had known to follow the Orlans to Albany. He wasn’t three steps behind the game; no, he was keeping pace with vampires, which was far more troubling.

      Trent had already written about the violence that had occurred at one of the warehouses. Several Orlan vampires had been killed in the Reid’s rescue of Nix and his lover, Lance, who was born an Orlan but blooded by a Reid. Trent’s obsession seemed to be the Orlan family and their crimes…which didn’t mean that he knew anything about vampires.

      However, if Mirabella wasn’t warning her family to be cautious, it wouldn’t take long for one of them to slip up and for Trent to follow the trail of blood to the fangs. And when that happened, there was no telling what would happen. Most humans discounted the truth even when fangs were buried in their necks. It was too impossible and too painful to admit to being wrong for so many centuries.

      That and any vampire worth dealing with, ensorcelled their meal before snacking. But there were a lot of newly blooded vampires in Albany, because Mirabella had been blooding the unaffiliated and unblooded to her side with promises of wealth and power and lording it over the humans in the area.

      Albany was supposed to be a neutral zone where unaffiliated and unblooded vampires could go about their lives as if they were human. Plenty didn’t want to get mixed up with the bigger vampire families.

      This wasn’t the Middle Ages; there was no patronage and protection the way there had once been. Where entire city-states could be governed by vampire families, while the humans toiled in the fields and allowed their overlords to feed.

      Perhaps that is what Mirabella wanted, but Garrick couldn’t see a viable way to make that work. What was she going to do? Have humans work in her warehouses and ensorcell them every time her vampires needed a feed?

      It wasn’t as though vampires needed much blood, and the more blood they drank, the more affected they were by sunlight. However, they were also stronger.

      Because he liked walking around in daylight, he had always moderated the amount of blood he took… He also moderated how much he killed and, where possible, avoided it. Killing Trent Fox was something he wanted to avoid.

      A man who knew what Garrick presumed was a large amount of information on the Orlans was not the kind of man who rushed things. No, he was the kind of man who left files to be opened if he died or disappeared. And what was in those files would cause more damage than leaving Trent alive.

      His phone buzzed.

      Do more than watch. We do not need another complication.

      On that, he agreed with his mother. The question he wanted answered was why Mirabella was allowing Trent to live?
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      The sudden surge of crime, violence, and missing persons was an obvious sign of increased vampire activity. Of course, telling the cops that would earn him a few strange looks and a note in a file somewhere that indicated he was not a reporter to be talked to. Trent flipped through the notes he’d taken while talking to the cop about the recent murder of a nurse, along with two other women. Aside from the fact that they were female and dead, there wasn’t a lot to join the cases together.

      There was no common MO or other things that cops looked for in a potential serial killer.

      It was the violence of the murders that had caught Trent’s interest, and the lack of suspects after the usual boyfriends and husbands and other male relatives had been ruled out. The Orlans didn’t need a reason. They seemed to enjoy killing, so he wasn’t surprised that people were turning up dead when they moved into town.

      What he didn’t understand was why Albany, Western Australia? It was on the other side of the country from their operations, which, from what he had been able to uncover, were all in Victoria. They never seemed to go north to New South Wales or west to South Australia. So when several members of the family had headed to Western Australia, he’d followed, hoping that this time he would find enough to put a stake through their heart and the final nail in the coffin.

      Reporting on their slaughter of another Melbourne crime family had done fuck all. It had been laid at the feet of a small-time drug runner who appeared to be a distant Orlan cousin. He’d even confessed to the murders, claiming it was a drug deal gone wrong, though he hadn’t given up the location of the bodies.

      Trent didn’t need to open his laptop to review all the research gathered on vampires over the years. He’d carefully sifted through centuries of reports, some of which were far more outlandish than any movie could come up with. No, it was the mediocre footnotes that were most interesting. The ones that were almost too boring to bother mentioning. The fourteenth-century lord who took his rights very seriously and dutifully slept with every serf’s new bride…while his wife slept with the husband. People who lived long and healthy lives and aged very slowly.

      Knowing about vampires made him take things like blood oaths and blood debts a little more seriously. In Europe, there were a handful of names that kept coming up. For the average historian, the people were prominent because they were wealthy, they owned land, and they funded explorers and trading ships. But for him, not that he was a historian, merely a reporter, it was the way those families maintained power, and even though they were contemporaries, and must’ve known each other, they didn’t inter-marry.

      But at some point, those families disappeared, becoming little more than interesting asides that weren’t important. But Trent knew how easy it was to change one’s name and disappear. Twelve years ago, that’s what he had done. And while he hadn’t faked his own death, he had cut contact with everyone who may have known him as Trent Keene, and joined the Navy because he figured it would be much harder for the Orlans to find him on a military base or on a ship in the middle of the ocean.

      That hadn’t stopped him from having many sleepless nights, fearing that a vampire might find him and snatch him out of his bed, returning him to the house where he had lost so many months without realizing the days were passing.

      He picked up the hot cup of coffee in front of him and took a moment to breathe in the scent and tune into the chatter of the cafe. Whenever the old fear raised its head, he tried to ground himself with his five senses. He took a sip of coffee and returned his attention to the issue of the day. He needed to write a story and to be paid, but he wanted proof to link everything that was happening in Albany back to the Orlans.

      While they were here, there was no indication they were responsible for the murders of the three women or the disappearances of several other people. Without proof, his story was dead.

      No, it wasn’t dead.

      He didn’t have the important link, but he could still write it, and maybe in the future he could make that connection. He’d been researching them for over a decade. What did it matter if it took another year to bring them down?

      Another decade to find the irrefutable proof that vampires were real and that humans needed to wake up before it was too late.

      Would it ever be too late, though?

      If vampires had been around for centuries…possibly millennia, or at least as long as humans had been around…he didn’t know what that meant. Were some humans meant to be sacrificed so vampires could eat? Were they the ultimate predator, picking off a few delectable humans but not enough to be noticed?

      No, he refused to believe that. Humans were not livestock.

      Which then raised all manner of philosophical questions about predators and prey and who got to eat. Why was it okay for a lion to hunt zebras but not okay for a vampire to hunt a human?

      They were questions he’d never been able to answer. All he knew was that he never wanted to be a zebra. Surely consent mattered when dealing with humans, but who would allow a vampire to bite them and treat them as if there were nothing more than a juicy steak?

      Perhaps if he’d been asked, he might’ve been happy to sell his blood for money back when he was broke and seventeen.

      He opened his laptop to begin piecing a story together about the increasing crime rate. If the cop suspected that a Melbourne-based crime family was moving in, they hadn’t told him. However, he could raise it as a possibility given that some warehouses had recently been purchased by an Orlan-owned company, and the police had been involved in what they were calling a training exercise at one of them.

      Trent called it bullshit.

      He glanced up as a dark-haired man walked past his table on his way to the counter to place his order. It was not the first time Trent had seen him there. Given that he liked to work in the cafe for a couple of hours each morning, he expected to see regulars. However, this man had only started coming to the cafe four days ago.

      He always wore a suit, as if he worked at one of the local businesses. He was too formally dressed to be a real estate agent or a general office worker. More like an executive. One of those people who got paid well to make the occasional bigger decision, increase profits, and collect a fat bonus for bringing on a new client.

      Those types of people were no different from vampires. They existed only to leech off the working class and bleed their wallets dry. Their kind of crime was perfectly legal, praised in fact, because they created shareholder profits.

      The man’s gaze flicked over everyone in the cafe the way it had done every day while he waited for his order. It was that trait that made Trent question his assessment. Executives didn’t notice the people beneath them, and Trent was quite sure they also had people to fetch their coffee. This man was too observant.

      Was he some kind of high-ranking cop?

      The man’s gaze settled on him, and his lips turned up at the corners, but only slightly, and only someone who’d been paying attention to him would’ve noticed. The same for the small nod of his head as if acknowledging that he had seen Trent observing him and found it amusing, not troubling. Normal people didn’t like being observed. If they caught someone staring, they asked questions or tossed out accusations.

      Trent’s lips moved into a smile without his permission. He snapped his attention to his screen, but he was not thinking of his story. He was thinking of the man in the suit who didn’t belong.

      Who didn’t care that he didn’t belong.

      The man wanted to be noticed. To be seen. Like he wanted people to appreciate how put together he was, the quality of his suit, and the expense of his watch. Attention-seeking D-grade celebrity?

      No, nothing about him was that obvious.

      He never raised his voice when placing his order, and the barista always seemed to have a little chat with him. His clothes are expensive without an obvious brand name…which meant he had real money, and he wasn’t just pretending to be rich.

      Trent didn’t like anomalies.

      They were the kind of thing that, if ignored, led to trouble. He’d made that mistake at seventeen, and it had taken him six months of waiting to spot another one to escape. It was a skill that he had honed while in the Navy, and one that he’d continued to use since leaving.

      He kept his attention on his screen, but he was aware of the man walking closer, of his steps slowing. Of his own heartbeat increasing.

      There’d barely been an acknowledgement, yet this man was approaching. There had been no holding of attention for that moment too long…or had he been staring without realizing? Raising the unspoken question.

      There was certainly no desire. Not on his part anyway.

      He did not like slick, rich dudes.

      The man stopped at his table, which meant Trent had to look up at him or be rude and ignore him. His skin prickled under the man’s attention. Ignoring him was not the right move, even though Trent wished it was. He glanced up, hoping that he looked annoyed at being disturbed from his deep thoughts…which at the moment were closer to conspiracy theories and many would assume them to be the ramblings of someone with a very loose touch on reality.

      For the first six months after his escape, he’d also questioned his grip on reality. The scars were a solid reminder that would never let him forget, even if no one else believed.

      “How can I help you?” He fixed a cool smile on his lips.

      The man considered him for a moment as he took a sip of his takeaway coffee. “I’ve seen you working here most mornings…are you an author?”

      As lines went, that wasn’t bad. Maybe one day he’d write a truthful account of what had happened that would be shelved as fiction, possibly horror. That was the only way people would believe his story.

      “I’m just a freelancer who likes the ambience of working in the coffee shop for a few hours each day.” This was an opening to dig for information. He needed to scratch the itch about who this man was. “You?”

      “Lawyer…the boring corporate kind. I needed the strong coffee and an escape from reviewing contracts.” The man gave him a small smile as if Trent was supposed to find something about that confession amusing.

      While it was a perfectly reasonable explanation, something about it didn’t sit quite right. It was as if the man had told him only half the truth.

      Trent swallowed, not sure where this conversation was supposed to go. Should he invite the man to sit? What was the aim? Or was the man shooting his shot?

      He’d seen Trent watching him and thought he was interested.

      Sure, the guy was good-looking…but he was too polished. There were no rough edges to grab onto and no chips in the facade to make him interesting. Maybe that’s what was jarring. When the man walked out of here, the only description Trent would be able to give was that he was a few inches shorter than him with swept-back dark hair and expensive clothing. Clothing could be changed, and so could hairstyles. It was the perfect disguise.

      Trent picked up his coffee cup only to realize it was empty. The man clocked the empty cup and grinned. “Let me buy you another.”

      “You don’t need to.” Even though he’d planned on having another cup of coffee and getting some work done. He always left before the lunchtime rush, not wanting to take up a table when they were busy.

      “I insist.”

      Trent’s heart stopped. The words were said with a smile, but there was something in them that made him want to run. Running made him prey.

      A vampire could make a man forget or agree to all kinds of things. But the lawyer’s eyes hadn’t gleamed.

      He was seeing vampires where there were none, and on edge because of what was going on in town. This was the closest he’d been to the Orlans in over a decade. He was flirting with danger, but he needed to get closer to find out what was really going on and to bring the family down before they hurt and killed others. He’d escaped and created a new life, but how many had died?

      “What are you drinking?”

      “Flat white.” The words fell off his tongue instead of the refusal. But refusing the offered drink would only drag this on further. Not only that, it would make a scene. People would look over and wonder what was going on when nothing was going on. They were two strangers who were both avoiding doing their jobs.

      The man placed his cup down and went back to the counter to place the order.

      Trent considered closing his laptop, throwing it in his bag, and running out the door while the man’s back was turned. But he wasn’t a scared teenager anymore. He interviewed serial killers and reported on all kinds of murders, so a lawyer buying him a free coffee meant nothing. Except there was no such thing as a free cup of coffee.

      Nothing was ever free…

      Which meant the price was to be determined, and it would be more than the cost of the coffee.
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      Garrick half expected Trent to be gone by the time he turned around and was pleasantly surprised that he was still there, although he did not look too pleased to be sitting at his table, which was interesting.

      Now that he’d spoken to the reporter, he’d become a lot more interesting, and not just because of the way his heartbeat quickened. It was obvious that Trent did not trust him, and that was before he’d admitted to being a lawyer. He was used to guys lowering their opinion of him when they found out.

      He strolled over to the table and pulled out a chair to sit opposite Trent.

      “I’m Garrick.”

      “Trent,” he said as if being interrogated. Name, rank, and number only? Garrick was sure that the average sailor in the Navy didn’t receive training on what to do if taken captive.

      “Have you been in Albany long?”

      “No, just traveling.”

      A lovely, vague non-answer. That was okay; Garrick wasn’t asking questions that he didn’t know the answers to, not today anyway.

      “You’re lucky you’ve got a job where you can go where you please.”

      Trent gave him a tight smile again. “What about you?”

      The polite return question. Hell, this volley was a reminder why he didn’t date. It was much easier to have friends with benefits. Vampire friends with benefits. “I’m here for a couple of weeks, sorting out some business.”

      Which was the truth. At least he hoped it was only a couple of weeks. It had already been more than one. It felt as though every day he discovered the mess was bigger than previously expected.

      The Orlans had managed to set up a network right under their noses and tempt or threaten the unaffiliated to their side. Now his main priority was the reporter. He’d been hoping that seduction might work, but so far, it had not. Potentially because he was shit at it, but he didn’t want to whip out an ensorcellment and demand answers in the middle of a cafe.

      There was a time and a place for everything.

      Which meant he needed to do a bit better at getting Trent to invite him back to his place…or vice versa.

      The waitress placed the coffee cup on the table. Garrick smiled at her. “Thank you.”

      Trent stared at the cup as if it were a tiger snake, like the one inked around his wrist. “I’m really not sure…”

      He left the rest of the sentence hanging, waiting for Garrick to fill in the blanks. It was an opening that Garrick was happy to step into. He leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table and his chin on his hands as if enamored.

      “I’ve seen you watching me every time I come in, and I said to myself that if you were here today and you gave me the same amount of attention, I was going to take the chance and come over.”

      Now if Trent were the kind to take offence at the idea that a man might be interested in him, things were going to get very interesting very quickly, in which case he would douse the situation with a few words wrapped in an ensorcellment, because that was far less messy than whipping out a knife.

      Trent glanced away as his cheeks turned pink. “I didn’t realize I was so obvious.”

      To anyone else, he probably hadn’t been. But because Garrick’s attention and all his senses had been tuned to Trent, it had been apparent. Why Trent was studying him so intently was another question that he didn’t know the answer to and wasn’t willing to ask.

      Not yet anyway.

      “It was only obvious to me because I’d already noticed you.” He kept his voice low, his words only meant for Trent. It had the additional benefit of making Trent lean forward to listen.

      So now, to anyone watching, it appeared as if they were close friends.

      He probably would’ve noticed Trent, even if he didn’t know who he was. He had a broad-shouldered, outdoors look. And while he wore his dark blonde hair loose, so it skimmed his shoulders, there was no hiding the ink that traced down his neck on both sides.

      There was also ink on both his wrists. On his left arm, the tattoo made it to the elbow. What was unusual about the tattoos on his arms was that they also covered part of his inner arm. Was he reading too much into it? After all, plenty of guys had neck tattoos and full sleeves. The fact that the design covered the part of his forearm where vampires typically bite didn’t mean anything.

      Unless it did.

      Unless Trent was hiding something.

      Did he also have tattoos on his legs and up his inner thigh?

      He might enjoy finding out.

      But if they were there for a reason, it meant Trent knew about vampires. He wasn’t following the Orlans because of their crimes; he was following them because he knew what they were, which made Trent more dangerous. Because if he knew about the Orlans, did he also know about the Hadleys, the Reids, and the Ashbys?

      Something flickered in Trent’s eyes.

      Damn, was he being too smooth?

      “I find that a little hard to believe since I’ve been turning up here in jeans and a T-shirt. We aren’t exactly moving in the same circles.” Trent moved the coffee cup closer and lifted it but hesitated before taking a sip.

      Did he expect it to be poisoned?

      Oh… Was it possible that he thought Garrick was working for the Orlans and had come to get him?

      That was awkward. If anything, the last thing he wanted was for the Orlans to kill Trent. Or at least not until Garrick had uncovered what the reporter had discovered. Perhaps he had information about the family that the Reids might find useful.

      Garrick lifted one eyebrow, the only one he could arch individually. “I usually find that when the clothes come off⁠—”

      Trent choked on the coffee, coughed, and grabbed the napkin to dab at his mouth. “Wow, okay, I was not expecting that.”

      Garrick chuckled. “Really? I do not have a habit of approaching strange men in coffee shops without a good reason.”

      “And that is a good reason?” Both of Trent’s eyebrows shot up.

      Well, that wasn’t a no, and Garrick wasn’t sure how far he wanted to take it, but he was more than happy to play this game and see where it led. It was easier to be invited into someone’s house, or in this case, a motel room, than it was to break in and snoop.

      Not only that, but the information he wanted was probably on the laptop, and the laptop would require either a password, face, or fingerprint, and he had no doubt that some of the files would either be password-protected or encrypted and backed up. Cloning the laptop was not something he could do in the middle of the cafe. It took time and equipment.

      However, it was something he could do if invited over, and he kept Trent very well occupied. He needed the invitation to where Trent was staying, or he needed to invite Trent to his place while someone else broke in and did the cloning. Would Trent leave his laptop unattended, or would it be secured in a safe, or perhaps he carried it with him everywhere he went?

      Garrick smiled and sipped his coffee. “You’ve been watching me, and I’ve been watching you. I thought it was worth a chance since it seemed as though you weren’t going to make the first move. If I had known my suit was putting you off, I’d have taken off the jacket and rolled up my sleeves.”

      Trent’s heartbeat quickened again, and there was the unmistakable scent of lust forming on his skin, as if he were thinking about Garrick removing items of clothing. It was so much more fun to see how far he could lead someone without resorting to ensorcellment. Sometimes they would follow him all the way down the path he created right to where he wanted them, and they would think it was their own idea.

      Like dealing with any wild animal, and trying to gain their trust, it was best not to push. A few crumbs to start the journey and the promise of more. He pulled a business card out of his pocket. There was no company listed. Only his name, email, and cell phone number.

      “If you want to do more than keep meeting for coffee.” He used one finger to push the card across the table, then he stood. “It was nice meeting you, Trent.”

      Trent looked up at him. He smiled, but there was confusion in his blue eyes, as if he wasn’t quite sure what had happened. “You too.”

      Garrick picked up his takeaway coffee and walked out without looking back. Never look back, because the prey was now thinking, and predators didn’t need to wonder what their prey might do; they waited for their next move.
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      Trent turned the business card over. It wasn’t one of those cheap ones made of flimsy cardboard. The white card was thick and textured, and the name, Garrick Reid, was embossed, glossy and red. His phone and email were in smaller, plainer black writing. Like the man, it was expensive and smooth and gave nothing away. There was no business, no address. It was as if you were supposed to know why you were contacting him.

      It was clear Garrick expected Trent to make a booty call. Trent snorted and shook his head, but he didn’t scrunch the card up and toss it in the empty coffee cup. No, in his line of work, it was always a good idea to hang onto business cards because who knew when he might need to ask a favor of a contract lawyer, if that was indeed what Garrick did.

      He woke up his laptop and typed the name into the search bar to see what came up. He wasn’t paranoid; he just liked to know who he was dealing with. Not that he was going to be dealing with Garrick. Even though there was clearly something between them. The unsettled sensation lingered in his gut. It wasn’t that he minded someone clocking him, because Garrick was correct; he had been watching him. But Garrick had given no indication that he was aware of being observed until today. Today was the first time Garrick had acknowledged his existence.

      Perhaps that said more about Garrick than him. Though Garrick had been the one to approach, which was yet another thing that didn’t add up. Because those who were keeping secrets didn’t often make the first move or do so in public. While he had been watching Garrick, because he was easy to watch, in the same way he enjoyed watching tigers at the zoo. Except at the zoo, there was a barrier between them and the unspoken promise that he wasn’t about to get eaten.

      Whereas Garrick had made it very clear that he was hungry.

      He wasn’t used to such an aggressive…no, that wasn’t the right word…perhaps blunt was better, proposal. But then he didn’t usually put himself in places to be propositioned. He didn’t go to gay bars, and he didn’t haunt any apps. It wasn’t that he didn’t like sex, but he wanted more than getting sticky and sweaty.

      There wouldn’t be more with Garrick as they’d both already admitted they were here for work. He’d known guys in the Navy who would’ve thought that this was the perfect setup for some no-strings fun. He liked strings. He needed to feel safe and trust that the man he was with wasn’t about to rip out his throat and leave him gasping for air.

      There were some scars that couldn’t be covered. Perhaps if he hadn’t lost six months of his life, he would’ve been more cavalier, bolder and braver and fearless. He pressed his lips together, hating the way that something that had happened twelve years ago had changed who he was and made him question everything and everyone.

      Even his hunger to bring down the Orlan family sometimes wasn’t enough. He was twenty-nine and living out of a Navy-issue duffel bag, dragging his baggage around. Would he still be carrying it in another decade, in two more decades? He was one person, but if he didn’t do it, who would?

      The Orlans had been getting away with murder for decades.

      And even though he was breathing, they were still killing him, consuming his life, so there wasn’t room for anything else to grow. Could he set the burden aside for even a night, or was that betraying everyone who’d died?

      He didn’t know when the burning need for revenge had given way to the much softer desire for justice. But he suspected it was after the fear had eased and he’d built a new life.

      The fear was still there, though it was smaller and not as loud. It’s what made him cautious. Yet at the same time, he was tired of creeping through his own life as if expecting it to be snatched out of his hands at any moment. Sometimes he wanted to be like other people, blithely crossing the road with barely a glance or walking into bars and making friends with strangers.

      He wanted to be normal, instead of feeling as though he was faking it.

      He scrolled through the search results on Garrick, sure that normal people didn’t research everyone they came in contact with.

      Garrick’s name popped up in association with a law firm, and also in relation to a mining company where he had been appointed to the board of directors. He seemed young to be in those kinds of positions, so Trent dug a little deeper. It wasn’t much of a stretch to find where he’d gotten his degree and when. Garrick was thirty-seven and had several siblings, all of whom appeared to be well-qualified professionals. It must be nice to have parents who cared about the lives of their children and wanted them to succeed.

      There were a few photos online, but not much, and his social media was private, much the same as him. The last thing he wanted was to be with someone who thought the minutiae of daily life needed to be recorded for posterity. Not that he had ever been with anyone long enough to live together where that might become an issue.

      He picked up the cup of coffee that Garrick had bought him. It was lukewarm but still drinkable. For a couple of seconds, he let himself imagine he was the kind of guy who followed up with a text suggesting they grab dinner… No, that he was the kind of guy who suggested skipping dinner. That he wasn’t keeping secrets he could never share and scars he didn’t want to talk about.

      He placed the cup on the table and glanced at the business card.

      Could he pretend to be that person for one night?

      He could always change his mind. They could grab a drink and nothing more. There was a bar up the road from his motel, which meant if things were going well…

      But even the idea of inviting someone back to his place was unsettling.

      He didn’t know how guys met someone online and got naked without knowing anything about them. Not that he’d tried. He didn’t need to because that wasn’t for him. Yet he also couldn’t deny his interest in Garrick, both curiosity and lust, though the latter was much easier to ignore. Perhaps he could be the kind of guy who suggested a drink, even though that seemed dangerous.
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      Given that they were meeting at a bar in the not-so-nice side of town, Garrick dressed in jeans and a button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up. He sat in the hire car, watching the front door instead of going inside and waiting. While he’d expected the text, it had taken several hours longer than anticipated. Which meant Trent had either decided to make him wait or he’d been unsure and working through various options.

      Garrick didn’t mind meeting at a bar; he did mind the type of bar, but then he had expensive tastes, and he wasn’t embarrassed to admit it. From what he’d been able to find out about Trent, he’d never been given the chance to develop any kind of taste. The bar was also only a ten-minute walk from the motel where Trent was staying, not that Garrick was supposed to know that, and he didn’t know if that’s where they were going to end up.

      Were they going to sit in the bar and talk over too loud music, telling lies about what they did? While he was used to telling lies—most people didn’t want the truth about what he was—he wondered about Trent and what kind of lies he told, and how good he was at telling them. People who were adept at telling lies were able to mask most of the usual physical tells because they believed the lie to some degree. He also wondered where Trent would offer glimpses of truth.

      It was always fun to work out what was fact and what was fiction.

      Trent strode through the car park to the front door. He wore the same jeans, but a proper shirt. Garrick itched to take a better look at his neck…to admire the tattoo.

      Garrick gave Trent a couple of minutes to settle in, then got out and made his way to the bar. It was mid-week, so not that busy, and Trent had gone to the other side of the bar, far away from the sports on the TVs.

      He ordered himself a glass of wine, and while their selection was terrible, they did have some of the local wineries listed, and some of them made a decent drop. With his glass in hand, he made his way over to the tall table where Trent sat. There were empty booths along the wall, but perhaps Trent had decided they were too intimate. Instead, they were meeting like two colleagues talking shop after work.

      Garrick sat on the stool, the toes of his shoes just touching the footrest. Perhaps Trent had chosen the tall table with a nastier motive. While most of the time Garrick didn’t care that he was several inches shorter than average, some men did, as if dating someone shorter was a reflection on them. They did not last long. He did not have the time or inclination to prop up somebody’s fragile ego.

      Trent smiled. “I ordered some wedges.”

      How very…basic.

      Next time, he was going to take Trent to the fancy wine bar in the center of town. Joel had given it a good review. That was, of course, assuming there was a next time, and he didn’t get what he needed tonight.

      “Would you like me to order something else, or are we going to keep it simple?” Garrick asked.

      “I thought we’d see how it goes over wedges.”

      This was going to require a lot of slow and careful breadcrumbs before Trent was eating out of Garrick’s hand. At the moment, he had time to play, and he could tell his mother that he was doing more than watching the reporter.

      A part of him had expected Trent to pack up and relocate to a different motel, but he hadn’t, and no doubt he’d be in the same cafe tomorrow morning. Which meant he was confident that the Orlans weren’t after him for reporting on their crime spree and the murder of the Hadley family.

      In rereading all of Trent’s write-ups, another possibility had emerged—that he was reporting for them and crafting the stories the way they wanted, so the right people would take the fall.

      The theory also explained why Trent turned up where they did. Though it also sounded rather paranoid, and it wasn’t like Mirabella to keep a human on the payroll—the main use the Orlans had for humans was as food—and they tended to mark their people. While Trent had plenty of ink, he did not have the Orlan diamond on his palm.

      “Okay.” Garrick lifted his wine glass, aware that this evening was a test. He could end it with a few soft words, but for the moment, he was happy to play. “What are you hoping to find out?”

      “I’m not sure, because I don’t know much about you.”

      No doubt Trent had done some research, none of which pointed to him being a vampire. “What do you want to know?”

      Trent considered him for several seconds. “Do you make a habit of picking up men you find attractive?”

      “No. Timing, location…” he lifted his hand to indicate a hundred other reasons. “I am a busy man, so I frequently find myself doing little more than admiring the view. And if I hadn’t noticed your interest, then that is all I would’ve done.” Since they were going straight to the heart. “Do you vet every man before taking him home?”

      Trent gave a small laugh. “It’s less vetting and more getting to know who I’m inviting into my bed.” He licked his lip as if about to say something else, but remained silent instead.

      “You don’t like anonymity.” Interesting.

      “You do?”

      “There is a time and place…”

      “So you said.”

      Garrick smiled and took a drink. “It’s the truth.”

      A waiter placed the basket of wedges on the table. “Anything else?”

      “Not at the moment, thank you,” Trent said.

      “If all you want to do is talk, that’s fine with me. I have nothing else planned as I’m working away from home.” His only job was the Orlan situation, and that included Trent.

      “So you’re looking for someone to fill your time?”

      What was Trent fishing for? An admission that this was a needed step before sex? That he was bored and looking for fun? He flipped the questioning back onto Trent. “You asked me out tonight. What are you looking for?”

      “I haven’t decided. I’m a cautious person, and I don’t like taking risks.”

      “Would you like two pieces of ID and the results of my last STI screen?” He hadn’t done the latter in a while because it wasn’t needed amongst vampires. Unlike some of his blooded and unblooded male relatives, he didn’t waste time with humans.

      Trent smiled. “No…” Again, there was that pause as if he wanted to say more, but he held back.

      Garrick was bloody tempted to give Trent a nudge with a little ensorcellment, but he’d much rather have the human offer himself. “So what do you do, Mr. Freelancer?”

      “I’m a reporter.”

      “And there is something worth reporting on in this sleepy town?” He pretended to be amazed. Most people would be surprised at what was going on in their suburb.

      “There is always something going on if you know where to look.”

      “Now I’m intrigued…what are you looking for, or should I be asking what you’ve found?” He traced his fingers around the base of his wine glass but kept his gaze on Trent.

      “I’m looking into some recent murders and disappearances, interviewing the police and such. Did they not make the news in Perth?”

      Of course they had. People were either blaming domestic violence, a serial killer, or some other wild theory that wasn’t nearly wild enough to blame vampires. “They did, especially as no one has been caught. Two dead women, right?” He placed his hand on his heart. “Do you think it’s me? What if it’s you?”

      Trent frowned and shook his head. “I think it’s linked to a case over east.”

      “Oh.” Garrick put a little surprise into his voice. “So you traveled all the way over to investigate?”

      “It’s what I do. Then I sell the story.”

      “It sounds like a hard way to make a living.”

      “I do more boring corporate writing on the side, but I enjoy investigative reporting more.”

      “The investigation or the reporting side?”

      “The investigation, the research, and the interviews. I want to know what happened.”

      “Like the people who research old crimes, like Jack the Ripper, and write books about them?” Humans were obsessed with him and other serial killers. They were always looking for monsters doing terrible things, not realizing that the real monsters were going about their business and leading very ordinary lives. Vampires didn’t go around advertising what they were, though in the Albany cases, they were definitely vampire-related, despite the way two of them were staged to be suicides. Identical suicides.

      Mirabella’s people were sloppy.

      “I have thought about doing something like that, maybe when I get tired of traveling around the country. Do you travel much?”

      “A little for work, mostly for pleasure.” While he could travel freely in Western Australia, entering another vampire’s territory meant seeking permission or forewarning them. “There are some nice places to ski in New South Wales.” The Reids were on trading terms with the Ashbys. “What was your most recent holiday?”

      Trent ate a couple of wedges. “I haven’t had one in a few years. I left school and joined the Navy, so I did a bit of travel that way. Then, when I got out, I discovered I needed to keep the lights on.”

      Garrick laughed. “Why did you get out?”

      “I figured ten years was enough, and I wanted to do something else. Which is how I ended up here.”

      “And here we are,” Garrick agreed.

      “Why law?”

      “My mother wanted a lawyer in the family.” It was only partially a joke, but Trent laughed, and he smiled. Neither of them was lying too much, and Trent had relaxed, though not enough that he was going to push for more. Which was disappointing because he was looking forward to distracting him for long enough to clone his laptop.

      “You’re close to them?”

      “Yes. You?” Garrick noted there were two vampires sitting at the bar with their backs to them, making it impossible to see if they had a diamond on their palms. If they were newly blooded, it was possible they hadn’t learned how to sense another vampire in the room the way he had.

      Trent shook his head. “Things got tricky when Dad remarried. It was easier not to be there.”

      “I’m sorry, that sounds rough.” He didn’t understand how humans could cast out or make life hell for their children. Vampire families weren’t close-knit only for protection, but because only the females could have children—and they needed a human to father the offspring—children were treasured. And like all vampire families, every one of his siblings had a different father. In the past, it had been because of the need for secrecy, but also to ensure the health of the bloodline.

      Trent’s features tightened for a moment as he nodded. “It was rough for a bit until I joined the military.”

      By joining the military, Trent had gotten himself a paycheck, somewhere to live, and a family. It was surprising that he had left and chosen to report on crime. Had he chosen to leave, or had he been pushed?

      Garrick was going to have to dig a little to find out because while Trent was answering his questions, he was keeping a lot of cards close to his chest. But then they hardly knew each other. “How much longer do you think you’ll be in town?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe a week. Maybe a month. It depends on what comes to light. You said you’re here for a couple of weeks?”

      “Yeah, I’m overseeing some negotiations. Sometimes they go smoothly, and other times people get greedy and want contracts renegotiated, or some minor point becomes a big deal.” All of which was true except none of it was on paper. He could not allow the Orlan family to take root in Western Australia. “I’m estimating a couple of weeks, but I’ll be here until it’s all sorted and everyone is happy.”

      By everyone, he meant his mother.

      Mirabella Orlan was never happy if she wasn’t getting her way. The fact that Lance and Nix had been snatched out of her grasp was probably part of the reason she was recruiting the unaffiliated. But those who were forced to swear loyalty were never truly loyal, and it was only a matter of time until some of those freshly blooded vampires marked with the Orlan white diamond realized it was not the life they wanted, and fractures formed.

      Trent finished his beer and studied the glass as if making some kind of divination from the shapes the foam left. His gaze flicked up. “You’re expecting an invitation back to my place?”

      “Only if that’s what you want.” He smiled, half tempted to make sure it was what Trent wanted, but it would be that much harder for Trent to trust him again if he started messing with his mind. Making people act contrary to how they normally did created problems, because they wondered what had caused the change. It was much easier to push suggestions they were agreeable to.
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