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      Their investigation leads them deep into the underbelly of the Breed world, a place both treacherous and enticing. With no room for mistakes, Raven makes a tough decision to lock the door to her past before it interferes with her job. The only trouble? Christian holds the key.

      The stakes are high, and a shocking twist turns everything on its head. Will they catch this criminal before more lives are lost? Find out in the latest edge-of-your-seat installment of the Crossbreed series.
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      “So this is the place you keep raving about?” Christian asked, running his dark gaze over the diner and giving it a judgmental stare.

      I smiled and continued examining the menu. “The fate of your meal lies in the hands of whether or not Betty McGuire likes you.”

      He leaned in tight. “Betty sounds like a real joy. I already told you I’m not ordering.”

      “Oh, you’re ordering. I don’t care what you get, but Ruby’s Diner saved my life more than once, so show a little respect.”

      He snapped open his laminated menu. “In that case, is there anything that hasn’t been marinated in lard?”

      I set my menu aside and gazed out the window. Condensation formed along the outer edges from the humidity and contrasting temperatures. Winter had arrived early, and a light dusting of snow blanketed the city, making even the filthiest streets pure again. It was an accurate representation of my life since joining Keystone.

      Working for Viktor Kazan was an evolving lifestyle adjustment. After closing my first official case only a month ago, I’d taken Viktor’s advice and used the downtime to get my head together. I needed it, especially after discovering that the detective I’d gone out on a date with was the serial killer we’d been hunting all along. But downtime between job assignments was by no means a vacation. Viktor had given me a stack of cold cases to review before Wyatt entered them into our private database as part of his archiving project. It kept me occupied.

      Betty sidled up to our table. “And how are you two this morning?”

      “Grand,” Christian replied, lifting his gaze and staring at her as if he’d seen a ghost.

      She steered her attention back to me and patted my shoulder. “Honey, I’ve been worried about you. I haven’t seen you around here lately. I’m glad you’re doing okay.”

      I noticed white roots peeking through her light red hair. “How are the grandkids?”

      She put her hands on her plump hips. “Where does the time go? Do I look old enough to have great-grandchildren? Well, now I have a third on the way. They did one of those fancy tests and found out it’s a girl. Back in my day, we just had to wait to find out. I guess kids today don’t like surprises.”

      I smiled. “This is my friend Christian.”

      She pulled the pen out from behind her ear and pressed the blunt end against her chin as she gave him a thorough appraisal. I waited for her reaction with bated breath. I respected Betty. She was intuitive about a person’s character.

      Unlike me.

      I still wasn’t sure about my own feelings for Christian, only that I had feelings that weren’t appropriate for our working relationship. Maybe it was normal when partnering with someone so closely, but it didn’t make sense. Christian was the opposite in looks and demeanor of men I was normally attracted to, and aside from that, he was a Vampire—the most loathsome creature imaginable. I’d spent a lot of time in the past weeks thinking it over and had finally decided to compartmentalize my feelings for Christian, keeping the affectionate ones locked up in order to keep our partnership functional and harmonious. Otherwise, it could bring consequences, and my life until recently had been one big consequence after another. In order to remain within Keystone, I had to learn to work with Christian as a team.

      Christian averted his gaze from Betty and stroked his beard. “Would you have any meat and potatoes back there?”

      She shifted her stance, still studying him closely. “We don’t get many Irishmen. Have you been in here before?”

      He scratched the back of his neck. “No. I’ve changed my mind. I’ll have a grilled cheese, and she’ll be having the same.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Oh, will she now?”

      “You’ve been staring at that menu for ten minutes,” he said, taking on an imperious tone. “Are you telling me you’re actually going to order something besides a hamburger and onion rings? Step out of your comfort zone and live on the wild side.”

      I handed her my menu. “I’ll have a glass of water with that. And my friend will be having a glass of milk.”

      He held out his menu. “I’m lactose intolerant. Bring me a bottle of red.”

      She slowly collected our menus. “Cheese has lactose. I’ll bring the milk.”

      I wasn’t sure what to make of Betty’s peculiar reaction to Christian. She was usually more bubbly and talkative, but something had shut her up.

      “That was weird,” I muttered, stacking one of my gloves on top of the other.

      Christian gestured toward them. “I hate to inform you, but someone snipped the fingers off your mittens.”

      “It’s easier to get to my daggers when I can grip them with my fingertips.”

      He pinched the whiskers on his scruffy beard. “What does Viktor have you working on? I saw him carrying files to your room.”

      I lifted a saltshaker and set it between us. “Cold cases.”

      Christian chuckled. “Ah, to be the rookie again. Sifting through old papers and given menial tasks to make you believe your opinion matters.”

      “It’s smart of him. Maybe you guys are used to looking at something from a certain angle, and a fresh pair of eyes might see something new.”

      He laced his fingers together. “Pray tell, what have your fresh eyes uncovered?”

      I tapped the saltshaker and accidentally tipped it over. “Why hasn’t anyone pursued the case involving Vampire trafficking? The one with all the women who are promised to be newly made?”

      He pinched salt between two fingers and flicked it over his shoulder. “We could never outbid anyone at a black market auction. And without victims, we have nothing. We can’t even be sure if a crime is being committed. It might come as a surprise, but there happens to be a lot of women who have fantasies about being kept by a man. Not everyone for sale on the black market is an unwilling victim.”

      “Did you look at any missing-persons reports? I don’t mean Breed ones, but a nationwide search in the human databases.”

      “Aye. But we came up with no matches based on the description. In some cases, they included a photograph.”

      “That means whoever’s behind this is preying upon women who won’t be missed. He takes them, makes them, and sells them.”

      Christian leaned back and draped his arms across the top of the red vinyl seat. “What makes you believe all the cases are linked? It’s just an increase in Vampire trafficking. Demand affects supply.”

      “I don’t know. Maybe it was the typo.”

      He furrowed his brow. “Typo?”

      “Didn’t anyone notice that some of the descriptions had the same typo? He didn’t spell discreet with double e’s. He wrote: D-I-S-C-R-E-T-E. That doesn’t have the same meaning. I also think he’s an American.”

      Christian snorted and set his arms on the table. “You’re just full of theories this morning. I hate to be the bearer of bad tidings, but there are a lot of illiterate immortals in the world. English isn’t everyone’s first language.”

      “Including yours?”

      He narrowed his eyes when Betty set down our plates and glasses.

      “Anything else?” she asked, her green eyes twinkling at me.

      I bit my lip and hesitated on answering.

      “Your slice of pie is in the warmer.” She placed two straws on the table and gave me a wink before heading back to the kitchen.

      Christian poked at his sandwich. “Assuming one person is behind all the trafficking, what makes you think he’s an American?”

      I tore the end off the paper around the straw and blew the wrapper at Christian’s forehead. It bounced off and landed on his plate. “He used words that have alternate spellings in England, Canada, and all those other countries. I didn’t see anything that suggested he’s a foreigner.”

      Christian threw up his hands. “Well, for feck’s sake. You’ve solved the case! We’re after an American who can’t spell, which makes everyone at table five a suspect.”

      I glanced over at a man who was trying to balance a spoon on his nose. “Make fun all you want. I gave Wyatt my notes, and he’s adding them to the file. You never know when little things like that might come up later. You’re just mad because you didn’t notice it first with your ancient, dusty eyeballs.”

      He held up a spoon. “May I borrow yours?”

      I smiled at the private joke, the one referring to our trip to Washington when a Shifter had planned to spoon my eye out.

      Christian tugged on his earlobe. “Don’t get too wrapped up in those files, Raven. The more obsessed you become over a dead file, the harder it is to focus on the work at hand. You need to concentrate on the open investigations. We aren’t always paid for solving old crimes, and not all of them were contracted to us. Some fell in our laps, and Viktor took them on as charity cases.”

      “I know. It just gives me something to do.”

      “Well, you should have gotten a nice paycheck deposited into your account after the last case. Perhaps you should kill some time and go to the zoo.”

      “Why? I already live with the circus.”

      He cracked a smile. “Touché.”

      I gulped down my water and then sighed. “It’s hard to get used to unsolved mysteries.”

      “You’ll learn to live with it. It’s not as if we’re in a rush, and one day something might link back to those old cases and allow us to solve them. Maybe you should get out more.”

      “I would, but I’m without transportation.”

      “Last I looked, you had two strong legs.”

      “The walk to town is too far, so I’m saving up for some wheels. It would be a different story if the train were near the mansion.” I took a bite of my sandwich, the bread so buttery I had to wipe my fingers on a napkin. “You know, I used to sleep in trains and subway stations before they started beefing up security. It was a lot safer than alleyways or abandoned buildings.”

      “You’re just full of happy memories.”

      When Betty set my pie down and slipped away without a word, I peered over my shoulder to watch her. She looked back at us briefly before clearing off a table.

      Vampires weren’t especially frightening to look at when their fangs were receded. While their black eyes could be unnerving, they didn’t stand out in a way that drew attention. Lots of people had dark eyes, and it was only when you looked close enough that you realized how bottomless they were. Betty’s peculiar behavior made me even more curious about the man I was partnered with.

      “Jaysus wept. You’re not going to convince me this is cheese.” He dropped his sandwich on his plate and then wiped his fingers down his black coat. “I’m suddenly reminded why I gave up eating. Cuisine just isn’t what it used to be.”

      “I thought your aversion to food had to do with the latrine.”

      “That too. So, are you going to explain why you dragged me all the way into the city on such a fine morning?”

      I finished half my sandwich and waited for the pregnant woman walking past us to go into the bathroom. “It’s about that favor you owe me.”

      “You mean the favor for that inane bet where I had to abstain from sex for your amusement?”

      “That’s the one.”

      He slowly dragged the glass of milk toward him and gulped it down as if it were ale. When he finished, he held my gaze.

      I struggled not to laugh at his milk mustache. “I want you to take me to see my father.”

      He tapped his finger against the edge of his glass. When he didn’t reply, I shifted my eyes to the parking lot outside. A couple emerged from an SUV and held hands as they waddled like penguins toward the front of the diner. A few snowflakes clung to the window, and I clung to the hope that this wasn’t going to erupt into an argument. Why did everything with Christian turn into such a fucking battle? He owed me a favor, and that was supposed to mean something in our world.

      “Then hurry up and eat your sandwich,” he finally said.

      My heart skipped a beat. “I don’t mean now.”

      He leaned back. “For feck’s sake, then why did you invite me out all this way?”

      “I didn’t want anyone overhearing our conversation, especially Viktor. You know the general opinion about cutting ties with our human life. He wouldn’t approve, but this is something I need to do. When the time is right, I want to see my father without having to give you an explanation.”

      “What does this have to do with me? Can’t you go by yourself?”

      “You know why. I need a Vampire to scrub his memory when I’m done. He’s already moved on with his life, so this isn’t about making him feel better. If anything, it might do the opposite. I need to get some things off my chest.”

      “Besides your bra?” He cocked his head to the side. “Why not just go now and get it over with?”

      Christian wouldn’t understand. I was terrified of how my father would react when he saw me alive. Terrified that the truth might send him into cardiac arrest. Terrified that seeing him might be a mistake. Would he resent me for abandoning him? Maybe I wasn’t ready for the truth that my father might be happier without me in his life. But I needed that final good-bye. That was all I really wanted—a hug from my daddy and maybe his forgiveness.

      Eventually.

      Just not right after my apple pie.

      “Can you be available when I ask? No questions?”

      Christian scratched his ear, a perturbed look on his face. “And here I thought you just wanted to share my good company. I can’t be at your beck and call for the rest of eternity while you make up your mind. If you haven’t called me in a fortnight, I’ll drag you there myself.”

      I started to laugh and held it back.

      He propped his elbow on the table and tucked his fist against his chin. “What’s so funny?”

      I averted my gaze from his milk mustache. “I just had a tickle in my throat.”

      “Hurry up and eat that pie. I want to get out of here before I start smelling like processed cheese and fish sticks.”

      “I’ll tell Betty to bring the check the next time she comes by the table.”

      “Tell you what. I’ll just leave a flat hundred on the table, and we can skip the formalities.”

      I took a bite of warm apple pie. “Don’t be such a fanghole. She’s my friend.”

      “She’s a cocktail in an apron. You shouldn’t form attachments to mortals. That’s a habit your maker would have broken had he stuck around.”

      I shoved my plate away and leaned back in the booth. Now I’d lost my appetite. Christian was pressing my buttons on purpose.

      He slapped a large bill on the table. “Let’s go build a snowman.”

      I furrowed my brow. “Say again?”

      He scooted out of his seat and stretched his arms. “We drove all this way into the city. Might as well have a little fun while we’re here.”

      “How is building a snowman fun?”

      He grinned fiendishly. “Grab the ketchup and I’ll show you how Vampires have a good time.”
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      As soon as we made it home to Keystone mansion, I ducked around the winged statue just inside the front door and headed down the side hall that led to the back of the building. After I ascended to the second floor, I moved through a dark hall absent of windows but illuminated by a few wall lanterns, the light of which soaked into the crevices of the stone that arched overhead.

      I should have been downstairs training with Niko, but my head just wasn’t in it today. All I could think about was my father, and I didn’t want Niko to read my color and start asking questions.

      Out of nowhere, Gem flew past me from an intersecting hallway.

      “Wait!” she cried out, her roller skates skidding to a stop. Gem circled back around, her wavy tresses curtaining her face. She hooked her arm in mine and swept back her purple hair—a pale shade of amethyst that matched her eyes. “Where in the world have you been? I went by your room earlier to see if you wanted to hang out. I’ve been searching all over the mansion trying to find you.”

      We continued our walk down the hall, her rolling beside me.

      “I went into the city with Christian to have breakfast.”

      She flashed me an impish grin. “That sounds mysterious.”

      “The only thing mysterious was his aversion to pie.”

      “I want to hear all the details.” Gem had her eyes on Wyatt’s office just to the left and broke away to skate ahead of me through the open door. “Visitors!” she announced in a bright voice.

      I moseyed inside and noticed Shepherd lying on the black sofa to the left, an ashtray on his chest. Little flecks of grey ash were scattered across his black T-shirt. His ankles were crossed, one arm behind his head while he watched an action movie on TV.

      Typical Shepherd.

      Gem whirled around and finally took a good look at me. As her eyes dragged downward, she gaped at my pants. “Did you and Christian get into a fight?”

      Wyatt spun around in his computer chair and looked me over. “Son of a ghost. I knew I should have made popcorn. What’s the scoop?”

      “There’s no scoop.” I glanced down at the red ketchup splattered on my jeans. “Suffice it to say that after building a bloody massacre of snowmen, we’ll never be invited to Saint Vincent’s Church again.”

      Wyatt flipped his beanie off, revealing a messy head of nut-brown hair. “You’re going to hell in a handbasket.”

      I walked around him and sat on the leather stool. “I ate your chili last night. I’m already there.”

      He stretched his legs out and crossed them at the ankles, his boot heel propped on the stone floor. Wyatt’s attitude was a lot more easygoing now that—according to him—the house was ghost-free. I hadn’t caught him racing down the hallways in the wee hours of the morning, spooked by something he’d seen. “I’m looking forward to the feast you’re cooking tonight, Julia Child.”

      Crap. I’d forgotten it was my week to cook. Everyone rotated chores, including cooking, laundry, trash, and general cleaning to name a few. They were spread out so that one person wasn’t given both cooking and laundry on the same week. After just over a month, it was finally my turn in the kitchen. I hadn’t boiled water in probably seven years. Was it possible to make ramen noodles look gourmet?

      Gem glided toward a beanbag chair and plopped down. The oversized chair dwarfed her as it puffed out.

      I eased my elbows on the desk behind me and faced Shepherd, who was entertaining himself by blowing smoke rings. “Is this what you do all day?”

      He took another drag, eyes still fixed on the TV. “I’m waiting on Spooky to run a file check for me.”

      The sound of Blue’s boot heels echoing in the hallway announced her arrival before she ever set foot in the room. A falcon Shifter, Blue strutted in as cool as a cucumber and switched on the trendy floor lamp behind the couch.

      “Delivery,” she said, tapping Shepherd’s forehead with an envelope. When she bent over the corner of the sofa to drop it in his lap, her long brown hair tickled the top of his head and made his nose twitch.

      In a gravelly voice, he said, “I don’t get mail.” Shepherd blew out another ring of smoke.

      She yanked a red pillow out from beneath his head. “You do now. A messenger dropped it off a minute ago. Better take it before I let Wyatt have the first look.”

      Wyatt rolled his chair across the room and reached out with grabby hands. “Gimme.”

      Shepherd snatched the envelope and set his ashtray on the floor. He swung his legs over the edge of the sofa, ashes scattering onto his lap. Shepherd was a lot like the furniture in some of the rooms; he might not fit in with his surroundings, but after a while, you got used to him. He ran a hand across his buzz cut, a cigarette firmly wedged between two fingers.

      Wyatt used his heels to propel his chair back to his desk, where he rummaged through a drawer and retrieved a box of chocolate-covered raisins. “Well?”

      Shepherd ripped open the envelope with his teeth and spit the loose paper onto the floor.

      Blue picked up his ashtray and set it on the end table to the right of the sofa.

      “What is it?” I asked, watching him read the letter.

      He wadded the paper up in his hand. “Something I don’t have time for.” Shepherd stood up and showered the floor with ashes. The muscles on his arms flexed and hardened as he dusted off his clothes. Shepherd spent a lot of time doing pull-ups, and it showed with nearly every subtle move he made. He tossed the paper into the wastebasket across the room and stalked toward Wyatt, who spun out of the way so that Shepherd could grab a file off his desk. “Send me the rest when you’re done.”

      As soon as Shepherd left the room, Wyatt nearly tipped over his chair as he dove into the trash.

      “What’s it say?” I whispered, sidling up next to him.

      He smoothed out the crumpled paper and read it to himself. “Holy Toledo! This is an invitation from Mr. Patrick Bane.”

      “You mean the guy whose party we crashed?” Mr. Bane was an elite member of society who belonged to the higher authority. We’d recently attended a masquerade ball at his mansion.

      Wyatt set the letter on his lap and gave a throaty chuckle. “My favorite part is where it says Mr. Shepherd Moon. I never thought of Shepherd as a mister anything but a pain-in-the-ass chain-smoker. I bet he’s afraid he’ll have to put on a suit.”

      Blue furrowed her brow. “What’s the invitation for?”

      “I bet Patrick wants to extend his gratitude for saving his kid, so he’s inviting Shep over for dinner.”

      I pursed my lips, remembering how Shepherd caught the falling boy. “Does Shepherd even know how to use silverware?”

      Shepherd wasn’t the most affable guy, but I’d never held that against him. He didn’t usually attend events that weren’t work related unless they involved a glass of beer and game of darts. Better him than me. Dining with modern-day aristocrats wasn’t my style.

      “We should show this to Viktor,” Blue said. “Whether Shepherd wants to go or not is beside the point. We have to maintain good relations with the higher authority, and this guy’ll be insulted if Shepherd doesn’t at least reply to the invitation.”

      Gem struggled to her feet and skated over, collecting the paper and thoroughly examining every word. “Cordially invited. Alas, I never get cordially invited to anything.”

      “Maybe someone should go with him,” I suggested. “Just to make sure things remain cordial.”

      “Me!” Gem volunteered, raising her hand.

      “Wait a second, wait a second,” Wyatt interrupted. “I’m his partner. It only makes sense that I go with him.”

      Blue and Gem exchanged a glance and rolled their eyes.

      Wyatt rose to his feet and lifted his nose in the air. “O ye of little faith,” he said, circling around them.

      Gem carefully rolled backward on her skates and then leaned against the desk. “Feel free to go. But if Mr. Bane happens to have any ghosties wandering around his great big mansion, you might end up having an argument with them at the dinner table, completely oblivious to the living people around you. Wait’ll Viktor hears about that.”

      Wyatt plopped down on the couch, his eyes fixed on his skull belt buckle. “Point taken. I’m not a big fan of those intimate dinners anyhow.” He lifted his head, and a smile touched his lips. “Just remember, Rollergirl, it’s going to be a private dinner with a high-and-mighty political official. No studly men to admire, no dance party, and you’ll be subjected to stimulating conversation about the economy.”

      “Point taken,” she parroted back. “What about Christian?”

      I chortled. “I’m not sure if Mr. Bane is prepared for asinine remarks about his décor. Plus, Christian doesn’t eat, so between an imperious Vampire who eats candy and a chain-smoking caveman like Shepherd, it would be an award-winning dinner.”

      Blue tapped her feather earring, her eyes downcast. “Viktor should decide. Maybe it’s not necessary.”

      “Viktor should decide what?” our fearless leader asked. Viktor’s Russian accent was smoky and relaxed. Sometimes in conversation he would drift into his mother tongue, and then Gem was the only one who could understand him.

      He stood at the door, his steel-grey eyes looking among us with great interest. Viktor was like a senior hipster, always making whatever he wore look like a fashion trend. His swanky loafers matched his brown chinos, and he had on a beige sweater over a button-down shirt.

      The silver-haired fox stroked his short beard, his other hand in his pants pocket. “We’re not keeping secrets, are we?”

      Blue crossed the room and handed him the creased letter. “This came for Shepherd.”

      “Spasibo.” Viktor read the short letter and turned it over. “What an honor. I’m assuming by the condition of this paper that Shepherd has seen it.”

      Wyatt snorted. “Shep isn’t going.”

      “Nyet. He will accept this offer. I think it best if I send one of you with him to make sure he does not insult Mr. Bane. I cannot go. If Patrick wanted me to join him, he would have included me in the invitation. He will understand why I cannot send Shepherd in alone. Too much wine, and sometimes a man can divulge more information than he is permitted.”

      I tied my hair back. “My vote goes to Claude.”

      Viktor drew in a breath through his nose and pursed his lips. “I think another male companion would send the wrong message. Why would I send another man who was not invited? If Shepherd has a female companion, it appears more casual.” Viktor scratched beneath his chin and looked between us girls. “Raven, I want you to go.”

      “But I’m not⁠—”

      “Ah-ah,” he said, wagging his finger. “No arguments. You have complained about not having enough work, so you cannot pick and choose. Everyone else has work, so you will take assignments as I give them.”

      “He might be insulted by the fact I’m there. I was the one who let the kid fall, remember?”

      “All the more reason to make amends.” Viktor left the room, Blue following behind.

      “Picking Raven out of you three makes sense,” Wyatt remarked, pulling his chair up to his computer.

      Gem glowered. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      Wyatt grabbed his loose beanie and pulled it over his head. “No offense, ladies, but Blue is too much of a distraction to have at the dinner table. I think Patty would lose all interest in Shepherd, and Blue would end up the center of attention.”

      I chortled and clapped his shoulder. “So he picked the troll. Thanks for pointing that out.”

      “I don’t mean it that way. Blue distracts every red-blooded male with a pulse—even a stiff in a suit like Patrick.” He looked at Gem. “And you’re too much of a free little spirit on wheels. You’re liable to leave the table and start snooping through his rooms.”

      A blush touched Gem’s alabaster cheeks. “Moi? I’d never do anything inappropriate.”

      Gem liked snooping, and I could only imagine the temptation in a mansion like Patrick’s, which we’d all admired firsthand.

      Wyatt pointed at me. “So that leaves you.”

      I tugged at my sleeve. “Do I need to get dressed up for this?”

      Wyatt chuckled. “A private dinner is rarely black-tie. Just avoid leather.”

      “What about Shepherd? He wears that leather coat everywhere we go.”

      “You can bet your bottom dollar he won’t this time. Viktor will probably handpick his outfit to make sure he doesn’t look fresh out of prison. I bet Viktor’s quietly freaking out over all this. If Patrick starts asking questions about Keystone, change the subject. Guys like him love getting the inside scoop. It makes them feel all powerful and shit.”

      “Well, he’s not scooping anything out of me.”

      “On that note, better avoid alcohol. I know how you love your wine, but⁠—”

      “No vino, no fun-o.”

      Wyatt laughed. “Be sure to take pictures.”
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      “I must be crazy for letting Gem talk me into this.” I stared up at Claude, who hovered over me with a hungry look in his eyes.

      The kind of look a hairdresser gives when they see a head of long hair walk into their salon.

      He continued spraying a stream of water through my hair and massaging my scalp with his other hand. It felt so good that I’d almost forgotten about the cold sink pressing against my neck. Claude had the gaze of a savage lion, his golden eyes rimmed in black. “It’s about time you checked out my salon. Razor Sharp is where the magic happens.”

      “So this is what you do all day to fight crime?”

      Claude gave a tight-lipped smile and continued the sensual massage. There was no denying the man had magic fingers.

      That afternoon, Gem had decided to get a touch-up on her roots. Claude could have done her hair at home, but I gathered she liked the attention he lavished on her in front of all those women, who wanted him for themselves. I also suspected that she and Claude had ulterior motives to talk me into chopping and dying my raven-black hair.

      Claude had a fascinating operation. He owned the salon and mostly booked preapproved clients. He didn’t go so far as to do full background checks, but he made sure everyone was either an elite member of society or obscenely rich. At the end of the day, if he didn’t hear any juicy gossip that might link to a case, at least he received a generous tip. Most people were careless enough to speak freely in his presence, assuming he was no different from hired help who kept secrets. Especially when they would invite him to their house for a private appointment. Claude said the upper class was like that, and servants were privy to some of the greatest secrets in history.

      But Claude was no servant. He stood at six and a half feet tall and looked more like a cross between a Viking and Adonis, with sexy curls of blond hair and sensual lips that were made for exploring a woman’s body. Whenever he’d lick those lips, women would fan themselves. Claude was as Chitah as they came, evident in the way he moved with feline grace and the way his eyes hooded when staring at people. Sometimes he growled and made other catlike sounds that could make a person’s hair stand on end.

      I’d seen that behavior toward him in clubs. Except here in his salon, they had to abide by his rules. So they sat obediently in their chairs, black capes fastened around their necks while they watched his every move. Claude could make combing hair look sexy.

      He only hired women to work in his salon, which was clever since it never took attention away from him. That allowed him to get close to almost any customer he wanted.

      I peered up. “Don’t chop it all off. I know how you guys love to turn two inches into seven.”

      Claude stirred with laughter. “Actually, it’s eight. But don’t tell anyone.”

      He led me to my chair and lowered the headrest as I got situated. Then he excused himself to check on Gem, who was seated farther down to the left.

      “Complete makeover or just a touch-up?”

      I swung my gaze toward the man sitting to my right, his medium-length hair covered in foil at the ends. “Would you believe me if I said I just came in here to get my hair washed?”

      Still staring ahead in the mirror, he replied, “Only if you believe I’m dying the tips of my hair pink.”

      I played with a strand of wet hair. “I’m going to a dinner at some big shot’s house, so they want to polish me up.”

      “They?”

      “My boss.”

      He closed his eyes. “You didn’t strike me as a woman who does what she’s told. Guess I was wrong.”

      “Do I know you?”

      He chuckled quietly. “I hope your hairdresser doesn’t cut off too much.”

      I slouched in my chair, having second thoughts about all this. It was a ridiculous idea, but my black hair was part of my identity. Chopping it off or dying it would make me feel like an imposter.

      “Take my advice,” he continued. “Be your own boss in life. Once you get rid of people dictating how you should live, the world is your oyster.”

      Claude returned and began soaking up the ends of my hair with a towel.

      “I’ve changed my mind,” I said.

      He gazed at me through the mirror, a smile hovering on his lips. “Too late.”

      “I’m serious. I just want a trim.”

      He leaned over my shoulder, eyes still centered on mine. “We agreed on highlights.”

      I lowered my eyes, thinking about my plans to see my father. It wasn’t as if a few highlights would alter my appearance entirely, but I wanted to look the way he remembered me.

      “Claude, I know you can do amazing things with your hands, but I’m not ready for amazing just yet. Snip off the split ends and let’s call it a day.”

      He shook his head, but his nostrils were twitching. Claude was trying to figure out my emotional scent, and probably the only thing he could pick up was my resolve. “Female, I wouldn’t do anything but enhance the beauty that’s already there.”

      “You gave me some layers last month. That’s progress.”

      Claude folded his arms. “I fixed a catastrophe involving duct tape.”

      “Don’t give me that look,” I said, lacing my fingers together. “I’m not going to be guilted into something I’ll regret. I’ve already got too many oddities going on; maybe I need something plain in my life.”

      Claude growled and reluctantly grabbed the comb off the counter. I should have felt guilty for wasting his time, but I kind of liked seeing him all flustered.

      When I looked to my right, the customer beside me was gone.

      Claude combed out my hair and sectioned off a piece. “You’re going to have to do a lot of things you don’t necessarily like, but that’s our job.”

      I glanced around.

      He bent down next to my ear. “No one can hear us. I usually don’t allow Vampires in my shop.”

      “Maybe you should. Christian could use a trim.”

      “What Christian needs is a lawn mower from the neck up.”

      “I wish Viktor had chosen someone else. How am I supposed to carry on a conversation with Shepherd? The man barely grunts at me when passing in the hall.”

      “He grows on you.” Claude snipped another section and resumed combing. “If you run out of things to talk about during dinner, rich people like to discuss travel and politics. Given you’ll probably say something offensive on the latter, you might stick to asking him about Paris.”

      “What makes you think he’s been there?”

      Claude pushed my head down. “They’ve all been to Paris. Some of those European countries have a long Breed history. Most of them have old friends they like to visit.”

      I peeked through my hair at his reflection in the mirror. “What exactly does Patrick do?”

      “He serves on the panel. The higher authority has officials in every major city, and they take turns rotating who’s going to sit in on trials. They know more about what’s going on in their district than anyone.”

      I yawned noisily. “And I have to chat with this guy for how long?”

      “If Shepherd has more than four drinks, it’s time to go home. Maybe if you bring up something innocuous like lager or stogies, it’ll give them a topic to discuss. Shepherd isn’t the most talkative male, but careful not to pick the wrong topic or he’ll get on his soapbox.”

      “Lovely.”

      After a few more snips, Claude circled in front of me where I could see him. The other employees wore black button-up shirts, but not Claude. He had on a black tank top with the store logo Razor Sharp on the front, a pair of scissors snipping off the bottom of the P. His tank top showed off his amazing shoulders—the kind a man is born with and doesn’t need to sculpt. Claude could ascend our rock-climbing wall faster than anyone in the group… and using only his hands.

      “How are you getting along with Poe? Feeling better about Viktor’s decision to pair you up?”

      I shrugged. “He’s okay.”

      Claude arched a single brow, and that’s when I remembered he could smell my emotions. Lies, truths, doubt, fear—the only way to avoid Claude sniffing out the truth was to avoid answering questions.

      “I noticed earlier you’re still wearing that heart-shaped necklace. Didn’t he give you that?”

      I could almost feel the stone burning against my skin. “Don’t read into it or else I’m going to have to spread rumors about all the snuggling you do with Gem.”

      “Gem likes my cuddles.” He smirked while snipping the ends of my hair at an angle. “It’s good to see you loosening up.”

      I furrowed my brow and shook my hair away. “What do you mean?”

      Claude crossed around to the other side and trimmed a few ends. “When you first came into the house, your guard was up. It’s like that for everyone. I have to admit, when I first heard about the Shadow killing people in Breed bars, I never imagined the ruthless killer to look like you.”

      I leaned my head back and grinned. “A lot of sleepless nights?”

      “A few. Viktor’s decision to offer you a spot took me by surprise. I couldn’t figure out why Gem liked you so much, but now I get it.”

      “Enlighten me. I still haven’t figured that one out.”

      He combed out my tresses and held a long section straight up, a ribbon of hair falling loose as the scissors sliced together. “Blue’s disciplined, hardworking, and serious. She also likes to be one of the guys. Gem is drawn to people with a sense of humor, which you have. Albeit black humor. You’re not the first person I’d choose to deliver my eulogy, but you’re easy to talk to.”

      “Thanks.”

      “I’m not suggesting that Blue isn’t,” he quickly added, “but Gem gravitates toward people who are like her in some ways.”

      That made me think of my odd little bond with Christian. I was already forming different connections with everyone in the house. I hadn’t grown up in a big family, and even though this was work, it was probably the closest thing to family I’d ever know again.

      “There. Done.”

      I blinked at myself in the mirror. “Already?”

      He flung the scissors into an open drawer and mussed up my hair. “Regretting your decision? Because I could shave a little spot in the back⁠—”

      I slapped his hand. “Get away from me, Claude Scissorhands.”

      He removed the gown tied around my neck and shook it out. “I’m closing up here soon—after I finish with Gem.” Claude lowered my chair using the foot pedal.

      A woman handed him something, and the next thing I knew, he was wrapping a hot towel around my face, leaving just enough space in the center for me to breathe.

      “Just relax and close your eyes,” he said, massaging my neck.

      “That’s what I say to all my victims.”
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      Something jarred me out of my nap, and it took me a second to remember that I’d nodded off in Claude’s salon, and I wasn’t actually blind, but there was a towel on my face.

      My hair stood on end when another pulse of energy crackled against my skin. It was stronger than a Mage flaring, like a spike in power you feel during a fight. I shot up in my seat and flung the towel to the floor. The salon was empty except for the sound of Gem and Claude talking loudly over the blow-dryer in the back. The floors were swept up, the drawers closed, and the employees gone.

      The hair dryer switched off. Gem appeared, her wavy hair blown in every direction as if she’d stuck her finger in a light socket. The pale-lavender color was more vibrant and had an ombré effect that faded to silver.

      “Did you feel that?” she asked, brushing her hands up her arms.

      Claude’s nostrils flared as he stalked toward the front door. Gem and I followed behind him. Though it wasn’t completely dark outside, the lights in the parking lot had switched on. I rubbed my itchy neck and tried to dust away some of the tiny hairs.

      The second Claude unlocked the door and cracked it open, he turned his head, and I watched his golden eyes morph to black.

      “Claude, what’s wrong?”

      “He can’t hear you anymore,” Gem whispered. “He’s flipped his switch.”

      The door swung open, and Claude flew out, a whirlwind of snowflakes melting as soon as they hit the floor. I didn’t bother grabbing my coat. Gem and I flashed to the left to catch up with him, but I skidded out of control when I turned the corner around the side of the building.

      We both stopped at the same time, staring in disbelief at Claude crouched on the hood of a car parked between his salon and another building. A thin layer of snow glistened on the concrete, but most of the parking lot was a slushy mess. The businesses were closed, so it seemed peculiar to see a car backed up against his building. A thick layer of snow covered the trunk and hood, leaving me to believe it had been out here for at least a day.

      Whatever internal switch that kept him human had shut off, and what remained was a Chitah in his primal state. Still a man, but ripples of spotted patterns flashed across his arms and neck, deadly upper and lower fangs gleaming in the dim light and animalistic instincts driving his every decision.

      I sharpened my light and slowly approached the car. He punched through the windshield with his fist, glass shattering in a spiral around the point of impact.

      “What’s he doing?” Gem asked.

      Claude ripped away large chunks of the windshield. While he crawled through the opening, we hurried to the passenger side.

      Gem wiped the snow off the glass so we could see inside. When Claude reached into the backseat, I noticed something.

      “Claude, open the door!” I pounded on the window and jiggled the handle. “Open up!”

      Gem hurried to the front of the car and circled to the driver’s side. “They’re all locked! Claude, you need to snap out of it. Open the door so we can help!”

      She brushed away some of the glass from the hood, but I was already leaping onto the car. Without a second to lose, I crawled into the passenger seat, not even caring if he turned on me. I unlocked the door, but before I could open it for Gem, I glimpsed a woman in the backseat, fresh blood covering her hands and neck.

      Claude turned to look at me, and his eyes were no longer onyx. Tears welled in them—angry tears. His lips peeled back, revealing sharp canines. “She’s gone.”

      “What happened?”

      Gem got the door halfway open and then jumped back when she saw the body. “I’ll call for help.”

      “Don’t bother,” Claude said in disgust. “Just call the cleaners.”

      Still breathing hard, he turned around and sat in the driver’s seat, his cheeks flushed. He didn’t seem to notice or care that his hands were bleeding.

      I got a better look at the woman. The spike in energy that I’d felt in the salon had to be related. Someone had just murdered this woman; the blood was still trickling down her neck where someone had cut her throat.

      I faced forward, the frigid wind blowing through the open windshield. “Why were the doors locked?”

      “The killer didn’t want anyone to find her for a while. She’s buried beneath clothes.”

      “The tall snow on the hood makes me think the car’s been here for at least a day or two. Do you think she lived in here?”

      “I park out front and never have a reason to come this way. Had I known a female was living in her car, I would have done something about it. Helped her.”

      I studied the victim, trying not to make the same mistake as I had last time by getting emotionally involved. It was hard to guess her age, but if I had to, I’d say approximately upper thirties. Frizzy black hair framed her face, and by the looks of things, she lived in her car. The space above the backseat was jam-packed full of items most people don’t keep in a car. Clothes, blankets, diapers…

      “She had a baby.”

      Claude snapped his head around. “Why do you say that?”

      I jerked my thumb over my shoulder. “Diapers and bottles. The packages are open, so she wasn’t pregnant and hoarding supplies. I think she’s homeless. I’ve seen a lot of people living out of their cars. Sometimes they steal gas and move the vehicle into the Breed district, though I never paid attention if they were human or not. Nobody cares if a car sits unattended in a parking lot.”

      Claude shut his eyes and reclined his head. “Now I know what this is about.”

      “Domestic violence? Maybe she was a prostitute and her pimp didn’t want her to keep the kid.”

      He shook his head. “Black market.”

      Gem stood in front of the car while talking on her phone.

      “Usually when they steal the child, it’s violent. The mother rarely survives.”

      I shivered. Babies were prized on the black market—that much I knew. “Why don’t they just get a kid from the orphanage? Why go through all this?”

      He rubbed his jaw. “Most orphans are discarded because something’s wrong with them. They’re defective in some way. I’ve heard stories about men killing their wives who produced an inferior child. Anyhow, orphans are tracked, and there’s a screening process to adopt. The filthy ghouls who buy children aren’t the type of men who would put their name on paper for adoption rights.”

      “Your hands are bleeding.”

      He turned them over and proceeded to lick his wounds. I watched, mildly fascinated as every stroke of his tongue healed the superficial cuts. When he finished, he wiped his hands on his pants to get rid of the bloodstains. “Come on. I can’t sit in this car any longer.”

      I stepped outside, cupping my elbows and joining him at the front of the vehicle.

      “They’ll be here in ten minutes,” Gem announced. Her lip quivered, and I remembered her story about being a child of the black market herself. Seeing this must have struck a nerve.

      “Why don’t you go back inside and call Viktor,” I suggested. “We’ll take care of everything out here.”

      Claude touched her shoulder and steered her away. “Go inside and get warm, female. Keep the door locked.”

      Once Gem disappeared around the corner, I leaned against the hood beside Claude.

      “Sometimes they cut them out,” Claude said on a breath.

      I looked up at him in horror. “What?”

      “If the woman is a vagabond and doesn’t have anyone to protect her, she becomes an easy target. Black marketeers will stalk a woman they think is single and living alone. When she nears full term, they cut the baby out.”

      “That’s sick. Wouldn’t the baby die?”

      “We’re Breed. Our children are stronger than humans. They steal the baby from the womb so that no one can identify the child, not having seen nor touched it. No Chitah will have imprinted their smell, no Sensor will know their touch, and no doctor or father will recognize a birthmark or face.”

      I slid my jaw to the side. “Maybe I was hunting down the wrong people all these years. Had I known that kind of thing was going on, I would have targeted those assholes instead. What could they want with a Chitah baby? Or a Shifter? Do they only sell them to couples? Do these parents realize that they’re indirectly responsible for a mother’s death?”

      Claude put his arm around me—not to offer me comfort, but because it was too cold to do anything else but huddle. “The children are collected and sold regardless of who wants them, and most people bidding are not loving couples. Lucky is the child who is sold to real parents. Chitahs are excellent trackers; train them right and they’ll grow up to become obedient killers. There’s a dark side to our world, Raven. Even darker than you can imagine. Immortality breeds the most evil men imaginable.”

      The sky took on a deep sapphire hue as the day came to an end. The orange glow from a streetlamp illuminated the snowflakes, which were falling at an angle.

      “A Mage did it,” I said.

      “How do you know?”

      “Well, she’s obviously not a Mage since they can’t have babies. And back in the salon, I felt a strong flare of energy—the kind that happens during a fight when there’s a lot of adrenaline going. Some guys don’t know how to level down when they get excited. Gem felt it too.”

      He rubbed his nose. “The smell of fear burns,” he said absently. “It seems to permeate through walls. The female doesn’t have the characteristics of a Chitah,” Claude offered. “I’ll ask the cleaners to give us her identity after they search the vehicle. Wyatt can run a check on her name to see what turns up.”

      “Did you pick up another scent?”

      He nodded. “Didn’t matter. She was my priority.”

      I turned around and looked at the car. “You know what’s bugging me? The doors were locked and the windows unbroken.”

      Claude frowned.

      “No sign of a struggle,” I pointed out. “Why does a woman, who’s living in her vehicle with her baby, open the door for someone? She wouldn’t have been sitting in her car with the doors unlocked.”

      Claude pushed off the car and strode around to the driver’s side, his eyes downcast and scanning the ground. “She knew him.”

      “He got away fast. Maybe his energy spiked when he was driving off.”

      “This is the Breed district,” Claude reminded me. “People who commit murders don’t tarry.”

      I kicked the tire. Had I not snoozed in the chair with a towel on my face, would I have gotten bored and walked around outside? Would I have been close enough to help her in time? It must have happened fast.

      Claude briefly stuck his nose inside the car, and when he reappeared, his mouth was open, his eyes hooded. “Stay here.”

      “Wait, where the hell are you going?”

      “Hunting.”

      In a flash, he took off, leaving me alone with a dead body and no jacket.
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      Later that evening, after the cleaners had shown up and taken our statements, I headed out on foot. Claude had returned after searching the streets in vain for the killer, his shoes and pants soaking wet. Apparently it was much harder to run at Chitah speed in snow and ice to catch up with a moving vehicle. Everyone at Keystone was probably sitting around, waiting for me to show up and cook dinner, so I used my phone to order them a pizza. After seeing a dead woman, I didn’t feel like going home, and I sure as hell didn’t feel like cooking a meal for nine people.

      After a long walk, I wound up in a club called Nine Circles of Hell, also known as Club Nine. They had nine specialty drinks, each representing a circle of hell. Skilled Sensors, who were also mixologists, spiked the drinks with just enough emotional flavor to make the drink worth every penny. Treachery was green, wrath red, limbo yellow, lust violet, gluttony orange, greed pink, heresy blue, violence turquoise, and fraud chartreuse.

      I was currently enjoying a glass of wrath. “Can I have another?”

      The bartender—a sketchy-looking man named Hooper with three lip rings and designs shaved on each side of his head—placed his palms on the bar and forced a smile. “One specialty drink per person. Otherwise, this place would be hell for real.”

      “Tequila.”

      While Hooper set a shot glass in front of me and filled it to the brim, I scanned my text messages. The only one I’d received was a Vampire emoji from Christian. Viktor didn’t keep us on a tight leash, and we were free to come and go as we pleased. Getting out was good for my sanity, and even though Breed clubs had never been my scene, I was learning to appreciate the company of my own kind. Maybe it had something to do with not being the scavenger anymore, not fearing someone would turn me over to the law. Now I had protection, and that offered me more freedom than I’d once had.

      I caught my reflection in the mirror. Claude’s trendy cut was hardly noticeable amid the tousled clumps of wet hair, thanks to my standing in the snow without a hat.

      Instead of knocking back the tequila, I sipped it.

      “Nice hair,” a man said.

      I glanced to my left, and recognition sparked my memory. “You’re the guy from the salon. No pink tips, huh?” The roots of his hair were dark, but a good chunk of it was bleached white and styled in every direction like an anime character. If it weren’t for his alternative hairstyle, his faded jeans and button-up shirt were so ordinary that he could have easily blended into a crowd.

      “Is this seat taken?”

      I closed my eyes and smiled.

      “I know. It’s cliché.” He set down his glass and made himself comfortable.

      I nodded at his specialty drink. “Which one is that? I keep forgetting all the colors.”

      He lifted the green glass to his lips. “Treachery.” Then his eyes flicked down to my tequila.

      I raised it up. “Apparently I’ve hit my limit on wrath.”

      “All in good fun. This isn’t my usual, but then I thought, what the hell.”

      I knocked back the rest of my tequila and stared absently at the bottles behind the bar.

      The man beside me bit his thumbnail, and I could see in the mirror that he was watching me.

      I glared at him. “What?”

      “Can I have your number?”

      “No.”

      He turned his head and looked at me in the mirror. “I didn’t think it would be that easy. Just thought I’d ask.”

      “You don’t even know me. I could be your worst nightmare.”

      “We’re each our own worst nightmares.”

      “I’ll drink to that.”

      “How is it you don’t have a boyfriend?” He chuckled warmly and lifted his glass. “Just a hunch.”

      “I guess I’m lucky,” I quipped.

      “Ah. A spinster at twenty-five. Such a tragic tale. Maybe you should give me your number after all. I’d like to buy you a cat.”

      I snorted, still talking to him through the reflection in the mirror. “Why? So when I slip in the bathroom and hit my head, he can nibble on my remains?”

      “At least he’ll be well-fed.”

      “What makes you think I’m twenty-five?”

      When he shifted to face me directly, I felt more comfortable looking into his hazel eyes than through a mirror. They were inquisitive and friendly, and his dark eyebrows sloped down in the middle just enough that it made it look like he was concentrating. “I’m an excellent guesser. When you’ve been around as long as I have, it comes naturally. By your manner of speech, I’m going to guess you’re newly made, but you’re more seasoned than most.”

      “You’re assuming I’m a Mage?”

      He propped his elbow on the bar and played with the ear stud in his left lobe. “Chitahs and Vampires are automatically ruled out. You mentioned having a boss, so that means you’re not likely a Relic since they work with partners and don’t waste time at social events, like the dinner you mentioned back at the salon. Most Sensors are self-employed traders. You could be a Shifter, or maybe something else.”

      “What else is there?”

      He winked. “Lots of things.”

      Two women grinding against each other caught my attention. Their eyes scanned the bar, and it was clear they were searching for a third party to join in on the action. I was dressed down, and my body language wasn’t inviting anyone over to play. So why was this guy wasting his time with me?

      “You should go talk to them,” I suggested.

      He turned all the way around to admire the women, his elbows resting on the bar. “Eh. Same tits, different night. I never thought I’d be so sick of looking at tits.”

      “Maybe women aren’t your thing.”

      “Maybe flagrant misuse of sexuality and wielding it like a toy isn’t my thing. We’re immortals, and look what we’ve become. Could you ever have imagined that men who have been around since before the Roman Empire would be doing this with their time?”

      “Better this than bringing back gladiator fights.”

      He finished off his drink. “I think I’d prefer that.”

      When the music switched to a slower beat, I studied him for a moment. He had a friendly face. Not overly handsome or particularly ugly, just somewhere in the middle. His nose was straight and narrow, giving him a regal look that made him seem out of place in this century. Most of the time, his eyes narrowed as if he were squinting from a bright light or smiling. And for a man, what pretty lashes he had.

      “What’s your name?” I asked, wondering if that would shed any light on whether or not he was an ancient.

      He slowly turned to face the mirror again and met my gaze in its reflection. “Let’s keep it simple.”

      “Fine by me.”

      “What’s your name? What do you do? Where do you live? How old are you, and what is your Breed? You’ll eventually learn that none of those questions matter. Not one of them helps you to know a person better.”

      I gave him a sardonic smile. “How many men have you killed? What was the last crime you committed? Would you rather be good or evil?”

      That must have been my drink talking.

      His brows sloped down, and when he grinned, deep lines etched on the sides of his face. “Now you’re getting the hang of it.”

      I played with the napkin in front of me. “Questions no one will answer, so we’re back to square one.”

      “Ever want to break the rules?”

      “Sometimes.”

      “Why do people make rules?” he asked conversationally.

      I shrugged.

      “Control,” he answered. “And why do people need control?”

      “Power?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Rules keep us from turning into animals. If this club had no rules, no one would pay for their drinks, and the owner would go out of business because of broken bottles and rowdy customers.”

      The man folded his arms and tilted his head. “In Greek mythology, Chaos was the first thing to exist. Without Chaos, there would be nothing.”

      “That’s fiction.”

      “Maybe you should go home and read about the chaos theory.”

      “You mean the butterfly effect? Bugs can’t create hurricanes. I’m not buying it.”

      “You can’t know that, and it’s beside the point. Nothing in this life would ever change without chaos, and I’m not talking about revolutions and the downfall of the higher authority. Chaos isn’t about good or evil; it’s about unpredictability. Aren’t you ever inquisitive about the effect of your actions, no matter how small?”

      “My job lets me see the results of my actions.”

      He ticked his index finger back and forth like a pendulum on a metronome. “That’s not the same. That’s predictability. The same way coming in and ordering a drink is. But what if instead of drinking that glass of wrath, you left it on an empty table? Those drinks are spiked by Sensors. Maybe all someone needs to do the unexpected is a little nudge.”
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