
  
    [image: End Street Box Set]
  


  
    
      END STREET BOX SET

    

    
      
        RJ SCOTT

        AMBER  KELL

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Love Lane Books Limited]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            End Street Box Set

          

        

      

    

    
      Including

      
        	The Case of the Cupid Curse

        	The Case of the Wicked Wolf

        	The Case of the Dragon’s Dilemma

        	The Case of the Sinful Santa

        	The Case of the Purple Pearl

        	The Case of the Guilty Ghost

      

      Copyright ©2013-2015, 2024 Amber Kell, Copyright ©2013-2015, 2024 RJ Scott

      Cover design by Meredith Russell,

      ISBN: 9781785645679

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      This literary work may not be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, including electronic or photographic reproduction, in whole or in part, without the express written permission. This book cannot be copied in any format, sold, or otherwise transferred from your computer to another through upload to a file sharing peer to peer program, for free or for a fee. Such action is illegal and in violation of Copyright Law.

      All characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead is strictly coincidental.

      All trademarks are the property of their respective owners.

    

  


  
    
      For everyone who loves End Street, and always for our families.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Cupid Curse]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      Sam Enderson stood outside his building and smiled with pride. The fresh sign painted on the door in crisp black letters read ‘End Street Detective Agency’. Examining the overall effect, he nodded in satisfaction. This move to becoming a private investigator was as far from being a timid bookseller as he could get. No one would walk all over someone who investigated crimes for a living.

      Three months of correspondence school and a shiny new multi-weapon license had given his confidence a much-needed boost. After the hellish past year in which he’d found his boyfriend in bed with his now ex-best friend, followed by the death of his favorite uncle, Sam was ready for a new start in life.

      Uncle Hanson. Just thinking about him made Sam feel sad. He had fond memories of visiting his uncle at work. The man had always liked Sam. He evidently had carried that affection into Sam’s adult life. After all, he had left Sam an entire building in his will, the building Sam now stood in front of. An office with accommodations over the top, worth quite a bit of money despite its proximity to an undesirable area.

      “You should sell,” his friend Oscar had said. Oscar had no love for Uncle Hanson. In a sniffy tone, he often consigned Hanson to the idiot pile and called him ‘odd’.

      “I don’t want to sell,” Sam had protested.

      “What are you going to do with it?” Oscar had asked.

      “Open up my own agency.”

      Oscar still wasn’t speaking to him, even now, three months later.

      Sam sighed at the memory and mentally pushed it all to one side to admire his property. The lower half consisted of a business office and reception area, with the upper two floors divided into four apartments. Three were empty, but his uncle had filled the fourth one with notes from his own investigative practice. That room was high on Sam’s list of things to sort out, but he first needed to concentrate on renting out one of the empty apartments.

      Sam might have inherited the house, but it hadn’t exactly come with a burgeoning bank account to match. Forty years of being a detective and all Uncle Hanson had to show for it was this building, a small bank account, and a room full of papers. Sam was determined he was going to be different. He had a five-year plan in place. Sam didn’t doubt for one minute that he knew exactly why his uncle had little money to speak of. Uncle Hanson had done too much pro bono work for them.

      Filing cabinets and boxes overflowed with notes from years of being a private detective. A lot of those papers included cases involving aspects of the paranormal, things Sam thought better left alone. Sam didn’t have a drop of supernatural blood in his entire body, and he didn’t plan on associating with those who did. It hadn’t exactly worked out well for his uncle.

      Paranormals had their place. Hell, they owned half the city. Vampires and werewolves, witches, fae, and pixies—they all had their own parishes. Neighborhoods where they lived amongst their own kind. Like enjoyed living with like, and although they often mixed and matched, no one in Sam’s family had ever crossed the romantic boundary between the magical and the not.

      Sam didn’t count his second cousin Christa, who had taken up with a blood demon. There was a bad seed in every batch.

      Worried he’d use up the rest of his small inheritance, Sam had put an ad in the local paper to rent out two of the four apartments. They were empty but spacious rooms that had no one currently occupying them. After a quick mop and dust, they were ready for renters. Why his uncle had a space with no one living there didn’t make much sense. Of course, if his cousin Erik hadn’t been estranged from his father, Sam wouldn’t have inherited anything. A twinge of guilt went through Sam, but he hadn’t heard from his cousin in years and had no way of getting hold of him.

      “Excuse me!”

      A soft voice had Sam spinning around to see an old lady looking up at him. Her wrinkled skin and the way she leaned against her cane betrayed her great age.

      “Can I help you?”

      She squinted at him as if trying to make him out through her foggy white eyes. “You owe me a favor.”

      “What?” Sam examined the lady carefully, but he hadn’t ever met her before in his life. What possible kind of favor could he owe her?

      “The man here before. He promised he’d help me out,” she explained.

      “I’m sorry⁠—”

      The old lady didn’t give Sam a chance to explain. She jabbed her finger into the air at Sam, pursed her lips, then began shouting. “He owes me. He owes me!” she repeated twice, her voice rising to a screeching pitch.

      Ahh, now it becomes clear. “You must be talking about my uncle. Why don’t you come inside and we can discuss what I can do for you.” Although he didn’t feel the need to keep a dead man’s promise, if he could help the woman out, he would.

      After opening the front door, he motioned for her to go ahead of him.

      She settled into his visitor chair while Sam scooted past her to sit on the leather chair opposite, patting his uncle’s gargoyle statue as he walked past. Uncle Hanson had the strangest collection of art he’d ever seen. Eventually, he’d get rid of it all, but right then the weird pieces reminded him of his beloved relative and better times.

      “My name is Sam Enderson. How can I help you?”

      Scowling over at him, she shook her head. “The guy here before never told you not to share your name, did he?”

      “The man here before was my uncle. No, he didn’t tell me not to share my name.”

      She shook her head as if not understanding Sam’s stupidity. “You never share your name with a witch unless you want her to do a spell.”

      Sam jerked in his seat, appalled at what he’d let through his front door. “You’re a witch?”

      The woman slammed her cane onto the wooden floor. “Of course I’m a witch. I’ve got the wrinkled skin, the hunch, the cane, and the rheumy eyes. What did you think I was?”

      He shrugged. “I-I thought you were just an old woman.” An old scary woman who gave him the creeps, but an old woman nonetheless.

      “Old!” the witch shrieked. “How dare you call me old? I’m only a hundred and sixty!”

      “Forgive me.” Sam raised his hands in alarm. “I didn’t mean any offense.” Secretly he wondered how old a witch had to be before she fell into the ‘old’ category.

      “Well, I am offended,” she snapped.

      “Sorry. I don’t know much about your world.” Witch or not, he couldn’t help the little slip of derision into his tone.

      The witch regarded him carefully. “What are you?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “What blood flows in your body?” she asked, as if expecting him to come up with some sort of interesting paranormal cocktail.

      “Human. Just human,” Sam answered.

      “You don’t like paranormals, do you?”

      “No.” Sam saw no reason to deny the fact.

      “So what are you doing here?” she asked suspiciously.

      “I’ve inherited this building.”

      “And you intend to do what?”

      “Carry on business as usual. Private investigations. It’s what I’m qualified for.” And he had the multi-weapon license to back him up.

      “Then you’ll have to do paranormal cases.” She gave him a taunting smile.

      Sam’s stomach churned. “Why?” He didn’t plan to ever take a paranormal case.

      “Because the law states no business can discriminate against a paranormal due to his or her status,” she explained. “It’ll get you shut down, it will.” There was definite glee in the old woman’s expression.

      All Sam wanted to do at that moment was place his head in his hands and curse. He didn’t. He was much too professional for that. Instead, he shrugged. His mom always said if you had nothing good to say, then don’t say anything.

      The witch cackled in true witch fashion, and Sam shuddered inwardly. The scent of something dead and decaying pervaded the room. Add in the crooked teeth and the rags for clothes and he couldn’t understand why he hadn’t immediately pegged her as something different.

      “Now about that favor…” she continued.

      “What?” He couldn’t look her in the eyes. Maybe if he didn’t look, whatever she said wouldn’t be real. He was comfortable with his denial. In fact, he might just lock the door, pull down the shades, and wallow in it for a few days.

      “I need help tracking down a werewolf.”

      Sam looked at her. “Why?” Paranormal hunting paranormal? That couldn’t end well.

      The witch scowled at him while tapping her cane on the floor. “What do you mean, why?”

      Had he stuttered? “I mean, why do you need a werewolf?”

      “It’s none of your business why I need a werewolf, boy. I just do,” the witch snapped.

      “It is, if you want me to do your dirty work.” Sam knew all kinds of uses witches had for werewolves and none of them was nice. “Not to mention hunting werewolves is illegal.”

      “Pfft.” She waved away the law as if it were nothing. Probably was since she didn’t plan on breaking it but had asked Sam to do it instead. “I’ve got a rare potion to make, and I need some werewolf bones.”

      “No.” Sam might not like paranormals very much, but he wasn’t going to hunt one down, either.

      “Your uncle owes me!” she screeched.

      Sam wanted to cover his ears at the high-pitched noise. “My uncle is dead,” he began to explain as patiently as he could. “I was willing to hear you out, but I’m not going to go kill an innocent werewolf so you can make a potion.” Were werewolves actually innocent? Hadn’t there been that whole rampaging werewolf-pack mess last year? Sam seemed to remember people—human, non-magical, regular people—getting killed in that little incident. Still, whatever issues he had with werewolves, he didn’t do that kind of work. He had enough problems without getting jailed for killing werewolves, innocent or not.

      “This potion can save a loved one!” the witch announced dramatically. “I need those bones.”

      “Find a different potion. I’m sure any given werewolf is someone’s beloved too.”

      The witch scowled at him, then abruptly leaned back in her seat and smiled. The smile exposed a mouthful of yellowed teeth, and Sam winced inwardly at her lack of dental care. “Do you have anyone you love, Mr. Enderson?”

      Sam’s mind shifted back to the image of his boyfriend of ten years screwing his best friend. “Not anymore.” Despite his ex pleading for forgiveness, some things Sam wouldn’t forgive. He’d moved out and away from his lover within days and blocked both work and mobile numbers from his phone. His uncle had been his last close relative that had stayed in his life. So really, with his uncle dead, at this point in time, he had no one he could call a loved one. But he’d give her his own bones before he admitted the extent of his loneliness.

      The witch stood with a purposeful air. “When you’re on the verge of losing someone you love, come find me and maybe I’ll free you. Until then, enjoy my present.”

      With a poof of smoke, the witch vanished.

      Gasping, Sam tried to wave away the stench that accompanied the smoke, acrid and with a hint of burnt almonds. Finally, when that didn’t work, he rushed over and opened a window to let the ashy smell out. Great start to his first day as a PI.

      “You’re an idiot.”

      “Ahh!” Sam jumped back from the window to face the empty room. What the hell? Was she still there? Was the witch invisible?

      “An idiot,” the voice repeated. This time Sam confirmed the source, emphasized when the statue on his desk turned its head and regarded him with eerie yellow eyes.

      “What the hell are you?” he managed to ask coherently.

      The statue’s stone wings moved, creating a sound like gravel underfoot. “I’m a gargoyle. What are you?”

      “I-I’m a human.” Sam swallowed rapidly, trying to get some moisture into his dry throat. “What are you doing here?”

      The statue stretched out of its crouch until it stood about a foot tall on the corner of the desk. Its baleful glare pinned Sam to the spot. “You’re an idiot. That witch has something planned for you, and it isn’t good.”

      “H-how do you know?” Sam’s heart beat faster than a rabbit chased by a werewolf.

      The gargoyle rolled his eyes. “You’re not too bright, are you? Your uncle trafficked with that witch.”

      Sam frowned. His uncle had been a kindly old PI, who hadn’t seemed to actually do much from day to day. There was no way he had trafficked anything. He had been the type of man who always had a ready supply of candy for eager young visitors like Sam.

      “The sweet old man who brought you candy didn’t exist,” the gargoyle answered his thoughts. Wait? How the hell…?

      “How did you know what I was thinking?”

      The gargoyle ignored the question, “He would’ve had that werewolf for the witch by the end of the day and walked away with enough cash to eat for months.” He didn’t sound like he approved, and there was sadness in his tone.

      “N-no, that can’t be true.” Sam shook his head in denial. Surely the gargoyle had his facts wrong?

      “Have you actually looked at the paperwork upstairs yet? I heard you banging about. I assume you actually read some of them?”

      “I was moving furniture for my future tenants.” Sam shook his head. “And no, not yet. I thought they were just old case files that needed organizing.”

      Defending himself to a freaking gargoyle made Sam feel like an idiot. The damn thing had been sitting there every time Sam had visited, and never once had it appeared to be anything more than an ornament. The creature must be wrong. Sam would have seen it if Uncle Hanson had been a bad guy. He wasn’t stupid. How could he not have understood his uncle’s true nature?  Nope, this ‘gargoyle thing’ had to be wrong.

      The gargoyle clomped across the desk. “Look at the files and check out the back closet in the file room. Your uncle had more going on than anyone knew about. That includes exposing himself to a lot more than just a witch with teeth problems and a ready hand with curses.”

      With those parting words, the gargoyle sank back into his original position. A loud, crackling noise filled the room, and the creature became a statue once more. Sam poked at it with his index finger, but it didn’t move again.

      “Huh.”

      Maybe he was in the middle of a dream, one where he was going to wake up in his sun-lit apartment in Johnstown with his boyfriend in bed with him.

      File room.

      The gargoyle’s words sank in. Maybe he did need to check out the apartment with all the files a little more carefully. It wouldn’t hurt to see what other pies his uncle had his fingers in. As he stepped out of the office, a knock on the front door had him turning away from the stairs and back towards the front door. Why would someone be knocking? The door was unlocked. At least, he didn’t think he’d locked the door. But then, it was an old place. Maybe the latch had closed behind him when he’d escorted the witch inside.

      His mind still on the files upstairs, he opened the door and stopped, frozen.

      Vampire.

      The man could be nothing else. Tall, elegant, and having an unearthly beauty, the vampire gave him a smile that exposed his fangs. “I hear you have an apartment to rent.” The vampire’s voice was like scotch over ice and dripped with sensuality.

      A vampire here? In the daylight? Sam glanced past the vamp. Yep, the sun shone brightly in the sky.

      “Ah, you’re not used to us.” The vampire flashed another smile. “We don’t actually burn up in the sun.”

      That’s a shame. That would be one less paranormal to cause trouble.

      “Um, you need an apartment?” Sam had never heard of a vampire living in an apartment. “I thought you people had mansions and crypts and stuff.”

      The vampire threw back his head and laughed. “That’s only in the movies. Now, can I see your place?”

      “…Umm” Sam searched his mind for a good excuse. Anything to keep the skeevy, blood-sucking supernatural out of his house.

      The tall vampire smiled. “You know that part about vampires reading your mind?”

      With a sinking stomach, Sam nodded.

      “That part’s true.”

      Sam sighed. “You’d better come in. It’s right this way.”

      The day had started out so well, too. Now, Sam just wanted to go back to bed and hide under the covers.

      “I’d be happy to keep you company,” the vampire said in a low, sultry tone. For a second, Sam didn’t understand what the hell the vampire was talking about, and then he recalled what he had just thought about beds and covers. Sam looked over his shoulder to see the vampire checking out his ass. Rolling his eyes, he headed up the stairs, leading the vampire to the top floor. He pulled an old-fashioned key from his pocket, unlocked then opened the door.

      “No spell locks?” the vampire asked with concern in his voice.

      Sam shook his head. Like he’d had any time to do things like that. The vampire was lucky the room had been tidied and cleaned. “You’re welcome to add your own, of course.” Fuck, he was going to rent to a vampire. He could hope the creature didn’t want the place. “It’s nothing fancy.”

      Please want something fancy.

      Before Sam could take more than two steps into the apartment, the vampire pinned him to the wall. “I’m not a creature. I’m a man, and I’d be happy to show you exactly how manly I am.”

      To Sam’s shock, he could feel the vampire rubbing his erection against him. “U-um, s-sorry.” Was this what vampires did just before they drank every drop of blood from your body?

      “I don’t want you sorry. I just want you to want me.”

      Sudden, inexplicable desire burned through Sam and his body hardened in reaction to the proximity of another man. The vampire smiled, exposing a flash of fang. A shiver of fear trembled down Sam’s spine.

      “No!” He shoved at the vampire, who, surprisingly, broke his hold and released Sam.

      The vampire watched Sam with a wary look. “What are you?”

      Why does everyone keep asking me that?

      “I’m human, okay? Just human.” Sam scowled at the vampire.

      “No human has ever shattered my glamor.” The vampire sounded thoughtful, and his appraising look unnerved Sam.

      “Well, good for me.” Sam folded his arms. He might not like paranormals, but he knew enough about vampires and their way of controlling people to know he didn’t want that within six feet of him. “I’m not going to rent a room to someone who tried to glamor me. You might as well go.”

      The vampire smiled. “My name is Bob.”

      A snort of laughter burst out of Sam. “Your name isn’t Bob.”

      The vampire tilted his head, and his eyes glowed with amusement. “How do you know?”

      “Because I just had a witch tell me not to share my name with a paranormal so I doubt you would be telling me your real name.”

      Bob grabbed Sam’s wrist. His grip was firm, and instinctively Sam yanked his arm to try to break the vampire’s hold. “There was a witch here?” Bob snapped urgently. “What did she look like?”

      “A witch.” What did it matter what she looked like? “She was old, crony, and witchy. You know—” He gestured expansively with his free hand— “A witch.”

      “What did she want?” Bob still hadn’t let go of his wrist. The vampire didn’t know his own strength. One last tug and Bob finally let him loose. Idly, Sam rubbed at the sore skin burn.

      “From what she said, werewolf bones.”

      Bob scanned the room as if he expected the witch to jump out of the wall or something. “Never trust a witch and never, ever, tell a witch your real name.”

      “Okay, um… Bob.” Sam could barely hold back the laughter building inside him.

      “My real name is Roberto, but I go by Bob,” Bob finally said. “Vampires don’t have last names outside a coven. Your last name reveals the group you belong to. I am an independent.”

      Sam couldn’t hold back the laugh inside him. Dire warnings about witches aside, he couldn’t wrap his head around a badass vampire calling himself Bob. Hell, a vampire named Bob. That was wrong on so many levels.

      “Vampires are supposed to be sexy. There’s nothing sexy about a Bob,” Sam finally managed to say without laughing. Why he cared what the vampire called himself, he didn’t know, but there was no way he was going to call a vampire Bob.

      Bob seemed to forget his need to warn Sam about witches and names and instead pulled Sam into his arms. Evidently he had returned to his first agenda. “I’m sure I can convince you I’m sexy,” he drawled. What was it about this man—vampire, whatever—feeling like he could manhandle him at every turn?

      Sam narrowed his eyes at the vampire. The man might be the sexiest thing Sam had ever seen, but he wasn’t going to admit it…

      Damn. He had just thought that. And damn—Bob had heard him. Shit. Bob was definitely smirking.

      “Do you have a multiple personality disorder or something? You bounce around more than anyone I’ve ever met. From scary vampire to smirking idiot in a second.”

      Bob smiled and didn’t appear to take offense at Sam’s comment. “You’ll have plenty of time to examine my personality when I move in. How much is the rent?” The quick change of subject threw Sam, but it didn’t keep him from trying one last time to stop Bob from moving in. He mentioned an exorbitant amount for the monthly rent to attempt to deter the vampire.

      Bob released Sam, and then walked through the living room and down the hall. There were two bedrooms and a small kitchen, though Sam doubted Bob would need a kitchen. Vampires didn’t eat real food. Right? But wouldn’t he need a fridge or something for all the blood? Or would he be one of those vampires with a live donor?

      What did Sam know? He had thought vampires could only come out at night.

      Sam pushed aside thoughts of blood.

      Bob returned to Sam’s side in long, confident strides. “I’ll take it.”

      Shit!
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      Not for the first time, as Sam inhaled the dust in his uncle’s storeroom, he wondered if he should have worn a mask. Dust was everywhere. The damned stuff covered years of undisturbed chaos piled in the corner of his uncle’s filing system. Spider webs, dark and thick, coiled in and around files that were faded with age. The top one, labeled Aster vs. Aster, was dated fifteen years ago, so God knows what the rest was like.

      Throwing back the full black drapes brought light into the otherwise dismal space. He finally got a good look at the room his uncle had always called ‘the bookroom.’ Objects, boxes, letters, and photos covered every conceivable surface. A pile of notes here, a file of case observations there. With no discernible organization at all, the sight of it almost sent Sam running back out and shutting the book room door behind him.

      He opened Aster vs. Aster and traced a finger down the spidery writing.

      “Edgar Aster, Elf, aged…” He peered closer. “Aged one hundred eighty-three. Against Agnes Aster, daughter of… pursuant to… what the hell?” Even with his reading glasses perched on the end of his nose, it was difficult to work his way through both the handwriting and the legalese. The notes were sketchy, and then all of a sudden there was a switch in language. He couldn’t understand the English parts, let alone the symbols that lined the page.

      “Edgar Aster cheated on his wife.” The voice came out of one of the other dark corners, and Sam spun around, brandishing the file in front of him.

      “What the hell?”

      “He cheated on his wife. It says so on page fifty-seven. That is the conclusion reached.” The voice was so damn formal. Sam squinted at the shadowy corners but didn’t see anyone. Not even a little gargoyle statue sitting around waiting to come to life.

      Just as he decided he’d lost his frigging mind, the disembodied voice was joined by a body. Well, half of a body so far, actually. The full form was manifesting from wisps of smoke, and a man’s figure formed in front of Sam’s eyes.

      He’d seen ghosts before. On television. Not real ghosts; make-believe ghosts. He knew they existed for real, but they generally kept to themselves.

      “Then you’ll never guess what he did.” The ghost floated nearer as a nose joined his face and ears aligned on each side of his head. The ghost’s voice dripped with the tone of someone sharing salacious gossip. Glee danced in his pale misty eyes. Definite glee. “He got his wife and girlfriend pregnant at the same time.”

      “At one hundred-eighty-seven years old?” Sam blurted, painfully aware he was having a conversation with a ghost, who appeared trapped in a time from centuries past. The britches and a flowing white shirt put the ghost a few hundred years earlier than current, and the long ringlets cascading to his shoulders gave him a more feminine look than the man’s voice suggested.

      “That’s nothing,” the ghost said conspiratorially. Sam found himself unconsciously leaning closer to hear. With a snort of disgust, he pulled himself back. The ghost didn’t appear to notice, now fully formed and standing—floating—in front of him. “Turns out he had seven mistresses and…” His voice trailed off as he raised his eyebrows. “He had so many children, he ran out of elvish names to call them.”

      “Oh,” Sam offered helplessly. The ghost held out his hand as if to shake it, and Sam, on instinct, made to grasp the offered fingers only to watch his own hand pass straight through the misty one. The ghost giggled. Seriously chuckled with mirth. Then, to Sam’s shock, he floated straight through Sam.

      Sam shivered at the icy sensation that passed through him and jerked forward as soon as it was done. Swiveling on his feet, he turned to face the ghost, who was staring at him with an odd expression.

      “I didn’t like that,” the ghost said quietly.

      “You didn’t like it?” Sam spluttered. He felt violated and mildly nauseous. “I feel⁠—”

      “What are you?” the ghost asked.

      “What? I’m the owner here. My uncle⁠—”

      “No. What are you?” the ghost repeated his question in a slow, patient manner as if he were talking to a child.

      “What? Why does everyone ask me that? I’m the normal one here. I’m human.”

      “Oh.” The ghost looked puzzled. Then he wrinkled his nose and shrugged. Apparently he didn’t understand that Sam was the human here. “Sorry about the…about before—you know the whole, umm…”

      “Ghosting through me and violating me?” Sam snapped the question. The ghost appeared offended and perched on the side of one of the desks. Sam could see the files through the pale form, like some kind of weird special effect.

      “I was just teasing you,” the ghost said idly. “I’m Theodore McCurray Constantine III. For some reason, your uncle Hanson liked to call me Teddy. I’m the file keeper.” His voice spilled over with pride as he straightened his ethereal shoulders. “It’s a big responsibility.”

      “The file keeper,” Sam repeated carefully.

      “Can I join in?” The voice was a welcome respite from making sense of why there was a ghost sitting on his desk. A ghost whose name appeared to be a mishmash from different continents. Teddy looked across to the door, and with a girly shriek, he vanished from sight, leaving only a few random wisps of smoke that trailed around where he had been sitting.

      Sam ran his fingers through his hair and sighed loudly.

      “You may be renting from me, Bob, but this is my room and vamp…tenants are not allowed in this part of the building.”

      Bob looked around the space, with its tangle of files, boxes, and books, then, disregarding Sam’s statement, he strode the few steps to Sam and took the file from his hand.

      “Aster? I remember him.” Bob looked up at the ceiling with a smile on his face and reminisced. “What a guy.”

      Sam immediately reacted negatively. This Aster, if he could believe the ghost, had been a serial adulterer. There was nothing remotely fabulous or amazing about that. “He sounded like a bastard. Cheating on his wife.”

      “Wives,” Bob corrected quickly.

      “Wives? It gets worse.”

      “So you don’t like the idea of a cheat?” Bob asked thoughtfully. Sam’s mind wandered to thoughts of his ex. He narrowed his eyes as Bob stared, suddenly remembering the vampire could read his thoughts.

      “Did you know that vampires mate for life?” Bob began conversationally. “We don’t cheat. Ever. A cheating vampire is a dead vampire.”

      “Yay for vampires,” Sam replied sarcastically. Bob took one step closer, and Sam took a measured step backward. His ass hit one of the filing cabinets, preventing him from backing up any further. “You scared Teddy.” Changing the subject was probably a good thing at this point.

      Bob waggled a hand from side to side. “Vampires don’t get on with ghosts and vice versa.”

      “They don’t?” Why? Why did I give him the chance to explain? He’s freaking me out, and he’s between me and the door.

      “I think the veil is thinnest between a vampire and a ghost,” Bob offered in explanation.

      That was possibly one of the most insightful things Sam had heard since he had been a child sitting through interminable hours of remedial paranormal studies with Mr. Esterhoon.

      “Because you’re both dead people,” Sam offered.

      Bob took that final step forward until there was nothing more than a single breath between them. Damn it. There was a flash inside Sam, a curl of lust that climbed higher while sweat trickled down his back. His dick was so hard he could swear it was going to break the zipper on his pants. Bob had the most incredible eyes. Amber and gold, they shone with an unearthly light, and Sam could see every striation of color in the irises. And the scent of him? Of Roberto? A mix of earth and sky and oh so damn intoxicating.

      Placing his hands on either side of Sam, Bob pressed into him, clearly just as hard. Bob bent his head, and instinctively Sam tilted his head in response. Bob brushed a gentle kiss against Sam’s exposed neck. He couldn’t stop himself. He was going to let Bob feed on him, kiss him, fuck him and…

      Bob pulled back with a smirk on his face.

      “I can promise you I am not dead.”

      Sam pushed at Bob. “Stop that,” he snapped. “You’re up in my space, and I don’t like it.” Sam made his words firm and unyielding. Bob would have to understand exactly where he was coming from. No touching. Bob narrowed his eyes then shrugged. Evidently, Sam’s firm stance had hit a chord. Bob took a few steps back, and, crossing his arms over his chest, he only stared. They locked gazes. Bob’s focused look made Sam more and more nervous. In the end, Sam snapped.

      “You can go now,” he said.

      “I’m happy here.” Bob resolutely stood his ground, and Sam could feel the tension knotting inside him at the brooding vampire and his inability to just go.

      “This is my office and⁠—”

      “You have a visitor,” Bob interrupted. He tilted his head to one side and closed his eyes. “Two actually. Of the same mind.”

      Sam hadn’t heard the door, but moved past Bob to peer over the banister and down the stairs anyway. Bob was right. Two figures stood huddled together in the wide entrance hall. Jeez. If Bob hadn’t said anything, Sam wouldn’t have known they’d arrived. There and then, he resolved not to spend time trawling through the file room at the expense of possibly losing a paying customer. He needed a bell, an alarm, or something.

      “You have visitors,” a voice whispered in his ear. Sam cursed in surprise as he turned to find Teddy, half there and half not, with a look of concern on his pale face.

      “I know, thank you,” Sam said sharply.

      “Are you going to ask them what they want?” And now Bob was there as well, right up next to him and tracing one of his long fingers down Sam’s arm. “I’m not sure you should leave clients standing in the hallway.”

      “Your uncle would have been down there already,” Teddy warned.

      That was the final straw. “Enough. I’m perfectly capable of dealing with clients.”

      Ignoring the sigh from Teddy, Sam pushed past Bob and went down the stairs as calmly as he could. Excitement built inside him as he observed the two tall, slim gentlemen, currently with their backs to him, talking quietly. With short blond spiky hair and dressed in jeans and sweaters, they looked normal. He could handle normal. Normal was easy. They apparently hadn’t noticed him arrive behind them, and it gave him a chance to brush the dust off his clothes.

      “Can I help you?” he asked. They stopped talking and, in perfect unison, turned to face him.

      Twins.

      Twins with narrow, delicate features and wide, silver-blue eyes.

      Twins with runes and other markings tattooed in exact replica on each perfectly sculpted right cheek. Not to mention the pronounced widow's peak and the silver threaded into their short hair. He racked his brain, trying to remember a classification for this particular type of non-human but failed. Tall. Slim. Silvery. Tattooed faces. Sighing inwardly, he realized now was the test of his promise to himself to only work for humans. The twins didn’t seem so bad. No fangs or huge sharp teeth, no fur, and they appeared fairly harmless.

      “We have lost our third,” one of the twins said directly. He held out a hand, which Sam instinctively grasped to shake.

      “Our third is lost,” they said together to emphasize the reason for the visit. Sam shook his hand also. Sparks chased up his arm, and he felt curiously dizzy for an instant. The twins looked at each other, and the first took a step forward to release the other's handshake.

      “Not now,” he said.

      “Not now,” the second repeated.

      Shaking off the dizzy feeling and not at all understanding this strange conversation, he gestured with a hand toward the office. The two visitors walked into the room first. They stopped just inside the door, and Sam shuffled around them as best he could before sliding into his chair.

      “Please. Sit.” He wondered if he should have offered coffee, but after casting a quick look at his uncle’s old coffee machine, he wasn’t entirely sure he could work the damn thing. Nothing led him to imagine for one minute that he could fix a proper cup under the watchful gaze of the strange silver-eyed twins. They sat in perfect unison, and both wore the same expectant expressions on their faces. Pulling his brand-new notepad from the side of his desk, he sat poised with the pen hovering over the paper.

      “You said you’re missing your third. Can you elaborate at all? Your third what?” It was a safe question. They had mentioned losing a third.

      “Us,” Twin on the left said.

      “Us,” Twin on the right repeated.

      “Us. You. Um…” Sam scribbled in the notebook. One word. ‘Us’. A good start.

      “Can I maybe get some more details?” More lucid details that actually made sense, maybe?

      “We created a list.”

      “A list,” he repeated. This was going nowhere fast.

      Left twin passed the paper over along with a photo of a man who looked just like the two men sitting across from Sam. He set aside the picture, grabbed his reading glasses, and peered down at the writing. He didn’t know what he’d been expecting, but it wasn’t this simple list written in English No runes or hieroglyphics, but actual writing. Of course, the normality ended there. He didn’t understand one thing on the list.

      “Places he was seen.”

      “Places he went.”

      Sam did recognize one name as that of a local nightclub, but it could be a coincidence. He looked back up at the twins. Both of whom appeared to be close to tears. Hell. He hated it when people cried. He never knew what to say or do.

      Okay. The third is a person. Someone who means a lot to two men who look like twins.

      He sat back in his chair and steepled his fingers. He had seen his uncle do that on more than one occasion, and he had always thought it made his uncle look brilliant and considering. Finally, he put his thoughts into words.

      “So,” he started carefully. “Your third, your brother or triplet, is missing, and these are the places he has been spotted. You are hiring me to track down your missing brother.”

      “With haste,” left twin intoned gravely.

      “Utmost haste,” right twin enforced.

      Sam looked back down at the paper. “Can I get some contact details for you?” He looked up, but the twins had stood and were already at the office door. “Wait.” Clambering to stand, and cursing his leg that somehow had become trapped between chair and desk, he finally stumble-tripped out to the hallway.

      Gone. Both ethereal twins were gone. Throwing open the front door, he stepped out into the sunlight and blinked at the sudden change in brightness. Scanning the street for a car, or at least two walking men, he stared up and down the road. Nothing. Totally gone.

      Damn it. He had nothing much in the way of information, no names…and no money. Maybe that piece of paper would reveal more than he thought, but he hadn’t even agreed to a damn fee. Shit.

      Freaking paranormals.
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      Sam went back into his office and threw himself into his chair. Nibbling on his fingernail, he reviewed the list.

      “You shouldn’t take this case.”

      He looked up to see Bob watching him with a worried expression in his eyes.

      “What? Why not? I need this.” He wasn’t going to turn away his first client, especially since they looked so distraught. Paranormals might not be his favorite type of people, but he wasn’t going to ignore anyone looking for their missing relative.

      “They lusted after you.” Bob frowned at Sam as if it were his fault.

      “Bullshit. They barely looked at me. They want me to find their brother.”

      Bob shrugged. “Fine, don’t believe me, but don’t go anywhere alone. Make sure you have backup.”

      Where the hell was he going to find backup?

      “Okay, whatever you say,” he placated the vampire.

      Bob rolled his eyes. “You are a terrible liar, especially with someone who can read your mind.”

      “Oh, yeah.” He’d sort of forgotten that part. “Listen, Bob. I know you’re only trying to help, but frankly, I don’t have any backup. I’m alone and probably going to stay that way. I just want to take enough cases to pay my bills and be independent.” He’d hoped to avoid paranormals, but they appeared determined to find him.

      “Take me with you.”

      Sam laughed. “I don’t need a big, dangerous vampire to watch my back.”

      Bob shook his head. “You need someone to look out for you more than anyone I’ve ever met.”

      Sam ground his teeth together. “Get out of my office!”

      “Remember what I told you!” Bob pointed his finger warningly at Sam. “Don’t go anywhere alone.”

      “Go!”

      “Fine!” Bob stomped out of the room.

      “He has your best interests at heart.” The gargoyle’s feet made a grinding noise against the wood of the desk. Now Sam knew where all the gouges on the surface had come from.

      “Shhh, go be a statue,” Sam told the gargoyle, making a shooing gesture with his hand.

      With a shrug as if he’d done his best, the gargoyle turned back to stone.

      Sam plopped his chin in his hand and proceeded to look over the list the twins had left.

      “The gargoyle is right, the fae triad is trouble.” Bob stood in the doorway, scowling. The vampire hadn’t stayed away long enough for Sam’s peace of mind.

      “Fae? Is that what they were?” The power pulsing off the twins had sent tingles through Sam’s body. He almost didn’t want to know how strong they would be with their third.

      Bob rolled his eyes. “You don’t even know what they are and you’re dealing with them?” His tone indicated that Sam lacked the brains of a gargoyle in stone form.

      Sam shrugged. “I’m not dealing with them. They want me to find their third. It’s my job to find missing people, even if they are the weird third of a freaky paranormal triad.”

      “They won’t leave you untouched.”

      Bob’s serious tone had Sam setting down the list to give the vampire his whole attention. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, the fae always mark those they consider valuable. If you’re successful in finding their third, they’ll never let you go. You’ll be considered a resource, and they’ll come back time and time again.”

      “What’s the alternative? Let their brother disappear? I might not like paranormals, but I won’t turn away someone in need.” That was the crux of it. As much as he didn’t want to become involved with the otherworldly, he wouldn’t ignore people genuinely in distress. The twins might be odd, but he could tell they were deeply disturbed by the absence of their third.

      “Then I’m going with you.” Bob folded his arms as if that had settled the matter.

      “Um, no. Why would I take you along? I don’t need you following me like a vampire bodyguard. I need to blend into the crowd.”

      Bob threw back his head and laughed. “You will never blend, baby.”

      Blending had never been a problem before. Hell, even his lover had considered him invisible enough to have an affair, as if Sam didn’t even exist. Sam scowled. “Don’t call me baby. And there’s no reason why I can’t melt into the crowd.”

      “You might have been ignored by your loser ex, but to me and most paranormals, you glow like a homing beacon. I’m not letting you go into any club without backup.”

      Sam rolled his eyes, even though he could tell the vampire meant what he said. “Fine, but if you get in my way, I’m going to try out my staking skills.”

      Bob gave him a fang-tipped smile. “I’m at your command.” His low, seductive tone had Sam shaking his head. The last time he’d heard a voice that seductive was in college when he’d accidentally walked into a succubus bathhouse.

      “Are you sure you aren’t part succubus?” Sam asked.

      Bob walked over, planted his hands on Sam’s desk, and kissed him on the cheek. “Not that you can prove.” Straightening, he turned and left the room.

      No matter how he looked at it, Sam was in trouble.
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, after it had reached proper club-hopping time, Sam decided to start at the only clubs he recognized from the list. Not that he’d been inside the place, but he’d driven past Club Virgo several times on his way home from his old job selling books. Club Virgo straddled two worlds and sat on the border of normal and paranormal territories. Sam’s investigation showed there would be a mix of human and non-human there tonight. A good place to start. Humans he could talk to.

      After much internal debate, Sam dressed in his old club clothes, an outfit he hadn’t dusted off in at least a few years. Damn, maybe there was more than one reason his ex had gone elsewhere for excitement.

      The jeans fit Sam like a second skin and the shirt skimmed his body with avid devotion.

      “You don’t look too bad,” he told his reflection as he added some gel to his hair and contemplated his appearance. At least the gym membership looked to be paying off. He might only be sitting behind a desk so far, but he’d started working out in the mornings and some of his soft parts were firming up.

      “Not too bad is one hell of an understatement,” Bob spoke from the doorway.

      “Hey, how did you get inside my apartment?” Sam’s ire faded as he took in Bob’s outfit. Where Sam wore jeans, Bob’s lower half was encased in leather that faithfully followed every line of his body while his top half was covered in a red silk shirt that looked extremely touchable. Sam’s mouth watered. He might not want to become involved with a vampire, but there was nothing that said he couldn’t admire the scenery.

      “I’m a vampire. I can get into anywhere.” Bob’s wicked smile told Sam he didn’t need to voice his admiration—the bastard had read his mind.

      “I don’t suppose I can get you to stay here?” He didn’t need a bodyguard, and he doubted anyone would think the vampire belonged to Sam. He didn’t have the striking good looks to attract a man with Bob’s otherworldly beauty.

      “Nope.” Bob shook his head. “Trust me—you don’t want to go to that club without me. You want to appear claimed by someone, or you’ll be too much of a target.”

      “Fine, but if you grope me, hug me, generally be all over me, or pinch my ass, I’m going to punch you,” Sam warned.

      “If I get my hands on that ass, it’ll be worth a hit.” Bob smiled. Sam didn’t trust the hunger in Bob’s eyes. He only wished the answering need in him could be tamped down as it was messing with his control.

      “Let’s go,” Sam sighed, hoping Bob read his frustration but not his attraction.

      Bob remained silent as Sam gathered his wallet, and then left the apartment. He ignored his companion as he headed to the club, which was only a few blocks away. He could see its neon sign glowing up ahead. As they passed an alley, a low growl stopped him in his tracks.

      The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end as a pair of glowing yellow eyes peered out at him from the darkness. At that moment, Bob’s presence didn’t feel so suffocating. When the vampire put his hand on Sam’s back to let him know he was there, Sam felt relief rather than resentment.

      “Are you Sam Enderson, the detective?” a deep voice growled.

      “Yes.” He didn’t offer further information. The scary yellow-eyed creature already had the advantage. The paranormal who stepped into the light might have odd colored eyes, but the rest of him made Sam’s libido jump up and take notice. Dark, shaggy hair topped a ruggedly handsome face. The stranger had wide shoulders and wore a stretched T-shirt that tried to confine his bulk. The jeans he wore fared little better, as they had tears here and there at the seams, but it was the hunger in his eyes that made Sam take a step back into Bob’s arms.

      “Is there something we can help you with?” Bob asked. The chill in his voice should’ve caused icicles to form in the air.

      “Not you,” the werewolf growled. “Him.” He pointed a finger at Sam.

      Sam cleared his throat. He tried to step away from Bob, but the vampire held him tight. “Um, what can I help you with?”

      Bob’s fingers dug into Sam’s shoulders. “We’re together,” he snarled at the man-beast.

      “No, you’re not,” the werewolf insisted. “You might want to be, but he’s not yours yet.” He sniffed the air like Sam had seen bloodhounds do on television. “He doesn’t carry your scent.”

      Sam shoved Bob away from him and stepped forward. Any other time, he might worry about approaching an unknown paranormal without at least a gun in his possession, but curiosity won out over caution.

      “What do you want with me?”

      “I heard you don’t like paranormals, but I have enough money to persuade you to help me anyway.” The man tilted his head as if he could hear something out of the range of a mere human.

      “I’ll help anyone for a price,” Sam agreed.

      “What’s your price?”

      “What’s your case?” Sam countered.

      Surprisingly, the werewolf pulled a picture out of his jacket pocket. “My daughter is missing.”

      Sam accepted the photo. The image of a smiling girl with her daddy’s yellow eyes hit him in the gut. She couldn’t be more than five. “H-how old is she?” A lump stuck in his throat made it difficult to speak. Shit, it didn’t even matter that the man wasn’t human. Sam had a soft spot for children.

      “She’s four. She disappeared two days ago. I’ll give you anything if you find my little girl. Her name is Shelby.”

      “Where was she last seen?” Sam racked his mind for all the proper questions. He doubted he could find a werewolf girl, not if even her father couldn’t catch the scent.

      “Wolf Creek Park on Seventh.”

      Shit, it was deep in the shifter park; Sam doubted the werekin would appreciate him poking his nose into their private business. “Who was with her when she disappeared?”

      “Her nanny. Her mother and I aren’t together, and we both work. We hired a nanny to watch her during the day until she can go to school.”

      Sam nodded. Werekin had the same problems as any other parents. Gone were the days where there were big pack nurseries and pack subsidized housing. These days, most packs were happy to earn enough money to afford the taxes on their hunting lands. Sam doubted even if he found the girl alive and healthy that he would get much money from the man standing before him. Looking up at the yellow-eyed shifter, Sam saw for the first time a concerned father instead of a werekin waiting to eat an unwary human.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Hartman Hunter.”

      Crap.

      Sam might not recognize the man, but he did recognize the name. Hartman led the biggest pack in the state. His list of enemies probably circled the globe. Sam sighed. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “Can I have your hand on it?” Hartman held out his hand.

      Giving a werewolf your handshake on a deal was as good as a blood bond. If he broke it, Sam knew his blood would decorate the streets, the sidewalks, and probably splatter the sides of buildings as a warning to others. Bob held him back. Sam glanced up into Bob’s worried eyes. Sam shook his head subtly. There was a child involved here.

      “A little girl, Bob,” he thought. Bob closed his eyes briefly then released his hold on Sam, as good as giving his approval. Taking a deep breath, Sam took the werewolf’s hand. Hartman shook it gently as if worried about harming Sam.

      “Thank you.” Hartman turned to leave.

      “Before you go, could you tell me who sent you to me?” Sam hadn’t been there long enough to earn a reputation.

      “Some ghost who said he worked for you,” Hartman said. Then with a quick nod and a growled “I’ll find you,” he disappeared into the night.

      “Huh.” Sam didn’t know if he should thank Teddy, his friendly neighborhood ghost, or give him a firm talking-to.

      Bob slid his hand around Sam’s arm. “I don’t think you should’ve taken the case.”

      Sam held up the picture for Bob to see. “You think I should stand by and let something happen to this little girl?”

      Bob nodded, unperturbed by Sam’s sharp tone. “You heard him. She’s been gone a few days. Odds are, if she hasn’t been found alive yet, you aren’t going to find her.”

      Jerking his arm out of the vampire’s hold, Sam stepped away from Bob and toward the club. “Excuse me if I care.” Annoyed with the vampire’s attitude, Sam strode off to the club entrance.

      The bouncer looked down at Sam. “Do you have an invitation?”

      “Damn, I didn’t know I needed one.” Before he could think of a good excuse, Bob spoke up behind him.

      “He’s with me.”

      The bouncer stepped aside. “Go right in, sir.”

      Bob’s lips formed a smirk as he turned to Sam. “I told you, you need me.”

      “I guess, for once, you were right,” Sam retorted. Inwardly cursing, he made sure his face didn’t reveal his turmoil. What kind of detective didn’t investigate the place he planned to case out for a client? He should have known he would need an invitation. He really had to work on the basics if he didn’t want to get killed.

      “You’ll learn.” Bob placed a hand on Sam’s back, leading him toward the bar. “The best person to answer questions is always the bartender.”

      “I know that,” Sam snapped. He’d watched enough detective shows and heard his uncle’s stories.

      Bob kissed him on the cheek, and Sam barely resisted the urge to punch him.

      Approaching the bar, Sam smiled at the perky brunette who whipped out drinks faster than the naked eye could follow. She didn’t give off a paranormal vibe, but Sam decided her speed showed she was a bit more than human.

      “What can I get you, gentlemen?” She looked from Sam to Bob and back again.

      “Whiskey,” Bob said before Sam could speak.

      “What?” He turned to face the vampire.

      “Detectives drink whiskey, everyone knows that.”

      “I hate whiskey.”

      Bob shook his head sadly. “You’ll never be a proper detective.”

      “I’m going to punch you before the night is over,” Sam vowed. He turned back to find two glasses of whiskey lined up on the bar.

      The bartender slid one toward Sam. “This one is on the house,” she said with a wink.

      Rolling his eyes, Sam tossed back the drink, trying to make sure none of it actually hit his tongue.

      “And Sam?”

      Sam snapped his gaze to the bartender. He hadn’t given her his name, he was certain of it. He must have misheard her. “Sorry?”

      “Grandmother says hi.” With a cold smile, she turned around and walked to the other end of the bar.

      A strange tingling shot through Sam’s body. “Oh hell, what the fuck did she give me?”
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      “Sam… Sammmmmmm.” Bob’s voice was elongating into a mess of syllables inside Sam’s head. Lights spun behind his eyes, and he grasped at the nearest thing he could hold. The feel of leather and material in his hands and the strength of Bob were the only things stopping him from giving in and fainting like a girl on the club floor.

      Has she killed me? Is it poison? Bob?

      “Sam.” Bob was shaking him like a rag doll and nausea rose in Sam, threatening to add an unpleasant decoration to the vampire’s shirt.

      “St-stop shay-ayking me,” Sam managed to force out. Bob did. Then he did something worse—he held Sam so tight that Sam couldn’t breathe. Sickness gave way to panic as his claustrophobia hit him hard, and he began seeing spots behind his eyes. Using every ounce of his strength, he pushed at Bob and staggered backward and away until the bar was behind him.

      “Sam? Sam. Sam… Sam!”

      “Shhhh,” Sam pushed the plea out there as the cacophony of SamSamSam was making his head hurt. Whatever was in that drink felt like ice trickling through his veins. Experimentally he flexed his fist and attempted to focus on his fingers as they clenched together. Peering close, he swore he could see silver tracing through his skin, but when he blinked to focus, it had gone.

      “Are you okay?” Bob asked worriedly. He had a firm hand on Sam’s arm, clearly concerned that Sam was going to keel over at any minute. He pulled his arm out of Bob’s grasp.

      “I need a drink,” he said firmly. The words sounded okay in his head, and he hoped they were making sense. “Not whiskey. Water.”

      “Water,” Bob ordered imperiously. Sam looked back over his shoulder at the short guy who was staring at Sam and Bob like he had never seen a vampire or a poisoned human before. “I said water,” Bob emphasized. The guy, some kind of derivative of a dwarf clan by the looks of it, scurried over to the bottles of water and filled a glass. In seconds, he was back to Sam and slid the full glass across the wooden surface of the bar. Bob snatched it away before Sam could reach it. He swallowed two gulps then waited.

      “It’s okay,” Bob said, before handing Sam the water.

      “Don’t you have different chemistry, being… not being alive?” Sam waved a shaky hand to indicate what he meant, which in no uncertain terms was about Bob being dead anyway.

      Bob huffed but didn’t argue the point. “Drink the water.”

      So Sam did. Cool and wet, it slid down his throat like an icy balm. Shaking his head of the residual fuzziness, he peered down at his hand again. He really could have sworn he saw silver strands under his skin. He opened his mouth to tell Bob, but his vampire keeper wasn’t there. Curiously, he scanned the groups of people in the immediate area, none of whom seemed to have noticed the fact that someone had tried to kill Sam. Kill him, or poison him, or…shit, anything.

      “Hello, gorgeous.” The voice was low and very close to Sam’s ear. So close it took him by surprise and he yelped in shock. Jeez, his nerves were hanging by a thread. Spinning on his heel, which wasn’t that clever considering his head was a mash-up of dizzy and spaced out, he turned to face the owner of the voice.

      Stunning. That was the first word that came to mind. Six feet of ethereal perfection was inches from him.

      “Hello,” Sam said politely. All the while he was shuffling along with the bar at his back an inch at a time. He was stopped by the feel of a hard body behind him, and he relaxed slightly, thankful Bob had returned. He wasn’t sure what this guy with the long dark hair and the body to die for wanted from him, but now that Bob was there, he could handle it.

      “They have rooms in the back.” The voice was a new one. Belonging to the strong body he was leaning on. Which clearly wasn’t Bob.

      With another unmanly yelp, Sam spun to face the new guy and for his sins had the first guy pressing against his ass.

      “I think I love him,” the owner of the hard dick at his back said. Sam’s head spun.

      “I love him as well. He’s everything I want⁠—”

      “He’s everything I need⁠—”

      “He is so beautiful⁠—”

      “He smells so good⁠—”

      “I want him forever⁠—”

      “I would die for him⁠—”

      “Guys,” Sam interrupted the one-upmanship and wriggled to free himself from the men. Where was Bob? Sam was starting to feel hemmed in. Hands wandered up his body and around the front of him. But this wasn’t a casual club feel-up. This was something very different. He attempted to push himself away, but whatever was in that drink had left his limbs like jelly and they refused to cooperate.

      “Come with me,” the second guy crooned. “I love you. We could be so happy.”

      “No, with me.”

      “Guys.” Another voice interrupted both men. A statuesque blonde with wild hair, who was dressed in little more than a necktie and a transparent sheath, pressed her ample breasts up against Sam’s arm.

      “Gay…” Sam said weakly. This was getting out of hand.

      “You need me,” the blonde simpered. She pressed harder, and her scarlet-tipped nails tracked a path from Sam’s temple to his navel. Sam could feel his balls draw up almost inside his body in fear. “I want you. We could make the most amazing children.”

      “Hang on….” Sam was trying to be polite. Children? Love? Need? What the holy hell was going on here?

      He only had one thought as he continued to extricate himself from grabby snugglers. “Bob, where the hell are you?”

      “Tracking whoever did this to you.” Bob’s voice was like a spring breeze in his overheated thoughts.

      “Come back.” Sam sent the plea as directly as he could. “Help.” He didn’t stop to think why he could hear Bob’s voice inside his head or how he suddenly felt it was okay to answer.

      Bob was back at his side in seconds. His strong grip removed the three who were entwined with various parts of Sam’s body. The tall, strong, and very insistent vampire was a damned effective barrier to the rest of the club who, one by one, were turning their attention to Sam.

      “You can’t do this. It’s against the law to use love spells in open spaces,” the barkeeper snapped at them. Sam raised his eyebrows and knew he stood there with his mouth wide-open. Love spells? What? Like a love potion? Is that what he had drunk? He turned to Bob, who had a face like thunder. “You’ll have to go,” the barkeeper insisted.

      “Your girl did this,” Bob explained, with the emphasis on the your.

      “What girl?”

      “The barmaid,” Bob said.

      The short guy looked pointedly left and right. “It’s only me here. You need to take your human and remove him from my premises before I call an enforcer.”

      Sam listened to the exchange, but the press of bodies against him was suffocating. He could feel the familiar tightness in his chest as the air stopped circulating around his face. More and more people were coming closer.

      “Bob!”

      “Back off!” Bob roared in an uncharacteristic way. Bob was all about silent and sardonic; he wasn’t this demanding, emotional mass of fang-tipped anger. Yet another face was up in Sam’s space, demanding that he love him, and Bob actually hissed his disapproval. If Sam weren’t close to losing consciousness, he would find angry Bob damn sexy.

      Bob’s hands were on him, under his arms. In a smooth movement, he was pulled out from the clawing hands with their declarations of love, need, babies, and marriage, then shoved behind the bar. For a second, it appeared to be a good place to be; the solid counter between Bob, him, and the barkeeper held back the masses. Until the first of them placed a hand on the counter and hoisted themselves up and over.

      “Back door?” Bob asked urgently. The barkeep, whose expression had changed from annoyed to suddenly enamored, gestured to the other end of the bar. He actually took a step toward Sam, but Bob’s snarl had him stepping back again. In seconds, Sam was outside the club and away from the people. He was stumbling, being half supported and half carried. Only with the late night air hitting his face did Sam feel able to inhale deeply and clear his lungs. Bob took more of his weight; he felt drunk and uncoordinated. The sounds of the club were dissipating, but Bob didn’t stop walking at his faster than normal speed, and Sam’s feet barely touched the ground. Finally, it appeared Bob was happy with the distance between them and the club, and he deposited Sam on a bench.

      Glancing around, Sam recognized the place as Victory Park, a well-known hangout for younger wolves. The old fenced fields with sparse coppices of old oak trees were not the place for a lone human to be wandering, especially one who appeared to have some kind of attraction poison in his blood.

      “I need to go home,” Sam groaned. He rested his elbows on his knees and bent his head, inhaling fresh air as if his life depended on it.

      “You need a keeper,” Bob grumbled under his breath. Not too low that Sam didn’t hear him.

      “What was in that drink?”

      Bob frowned and crouched down on the ground between Sam’s knees. Sam had a flash of what Bob could do properly on his knees at this level. He pushed the image down ruthlessly. Not before Bob heard his thoughts, though, if the vampire’s fang-tipped grin was anything to go by.

      “I imagine that first bartender wasn’t really someone who worked there,” Bob began thoughtfully.

      “You think?” Sam couldn’t keep the sarcasm from his tone.

      “I also imagine her grandmother must be someone you have wronged, and she was just the provider of justice.”

      “I haven’t wronged a single damned person,” Sam snapped. Hell, he apologized for things if they were his fault—he was the last person to wrong anyone.

      “Well, whatever.” Bob shrugged. “It wasn’t my whiskey that was spiked.”

      “Love spell—he said that. The bar guy. I don’t know much about magic, but you can’t tell me love spells are real. Why would they do that to me anyway? People don’t go around dumping random spells on people.”

      “But they do,” Bob said earnestly. He placed his hands on each of Sam’s forearms, sending a jolt of heat through Sam’s body. Bob’s touch unnerved him. Sam had always imagined vampires to be icy cold, but Bob’s hands were heated and insistently firm. “What about that witch who wanted the werewolf bones?”

      “What about her?” Sam asked. A sense of foreboding swept through Sam. “Oh my God, she did say for me to enjoy my present. I bet she arranged this.”

      Bob nodded. “You cross a witch, and you’re lucky to escape with your life. Consider yourself fortunate you got dumped with a Cupid's curse.”

      Sam lifted his gaze and met Bob’s expressive eyes. “Cupid curse,” he repeated. He really tried to inject humorous disbelief into the two words, but, he had nothing.

      “It’s what they call it. Love spell, or love potion, is what you probably know it as. At the root of it is a very real curse bound to the magic.”

      “So I somehow wrong a witch, and I end up with some guy in diapers dancing in my head?” Bob gave another of his frowns as if he hadn’t understood the reference to the god Cupid and artists’ renditions of him. “Whatever,” Sam added. “How do we break this, and what the hell does it do?”

      “It renders the observer immediately in love. They will feel as if their life is incomplete without you and they face nothing but a chasm of despair should their love not be reciprocated. The whole point of a Cupid curse is to encourage murder and suicide and other not so savory results. The curse itself is ancient, but you can buy watered down versions of it from pseudo-witches. They’re just never usually good enough to actually work.”

      “This one clearly works,” Sam moaned. Then it hit him. “Why aren’t you all over me?” he asked.

      Bob shrugged. “Maybe it’s slower at affecting vampires?”

      “How long does this curse last?”

      “The original witch needs to remove it. To begin the spell, all she needed was something of yours, and of course, your name.”

      Sam groaned as the realization hit him. “I bet it is that witch I met when I first opened. She said my uncle owed her. Said she wanted me to catch her a werewolf. She spouted some nonsense about needing werewolf bones.”

      Bob tightened his grip on Sam’s arms momentarily, but otherwise he gave no sign that he found Sam’s statement important. Only clearly he did, because, in seconds, he’d scooped Sam up off the bench and was striding out of the park.

      Okay, so Sam wasn’t little, and he sometimes loved it when a man got all toppy on him, but being carried around didn’t make him happy at all.

      “I can walk,” he protested. “Let me down.”

      “I need you safe,” Bob insisted.

      “I am safe. I’m with you.” As Sam said it, he realized he truly did feel safe with the tall man who held him as effortlessly as he would a small child, despite feeling humiliated over not being allowed to walk.

      Bob stopped and allowed Sam to slide down his body to a standing position. Slightly dizzy, Sam placed a supporting hand on Bob’s chest. The vampire pulled him in for a tight hug before quickly releasing him. Cupping Sam’s face in his hands, he looked down at him. Fear created shadows in his eyes as he locked gazes with Sam.

      “If this witch is trying to track down werewolf bones, then a little Cupid curse is the least of our worries,” Bob said.

      “What was my uncle involved in? How did he owe a witch? And… Shit.” Sam stepped away from Bob’s touch, too antsy to stand still.

      “What?”

      “Would the witch have asked someone else when I said no to hunting down a werewolf?” Energy drained from Sam, leaving him shaky. He couldn’t get his thoughts together. “What about the missing girl?” Horror filled him as Sam imagined Hartman’s little girl taken for her bones.

      Bob shook his head. “Stop it,” he stated firmly. “None of that is on you. The wolf girl has been missing for two days. Before you met your witch.”

      “But could it be connected?” Turning down a witch didn’t mean she wouldn’t select the next on her list to do her dirty work. Nor did it mean she hadn’t asked someone before him and had a child delivered to her.

      Bob shook his head. “I don’t know.” They started walking again. Sam wasn’t entirely sure about the route they were taking to get home, but somehow Bob avoided meeting anyone. Sam wondered how long this damn curse would last. Was it permanent? Or maybe something to teach him some kind of weird witchy lesson?

      “We didn’t exactly get any further on finding the fae third either,” he grumbled. They turned down the road where the agency was located, albeit from an entirely different direction than they had gone to the club. A man stood by the bushes lining the path, and Sam instinctively moved closer to Bob. The last thing he needed was someone going all psycho wannabe lover on him.

      “Wait here,” Bob said. He propped Sam against the gate and pulled the other man away from the lights of the house and into the dark. Sam watched from his spot in the shadows and didn’t move. He wished he could hear what Bob was saying. He tried the whole telepathic link, but Bob glanced back at him and shook his head. Clearly he didn’t want Sam in his head. Great.

      Sam turned his attention to the other man. Slightly shorter than Bob, he was fair-haired where Bob was dark. There was something about his stance that spoke of a connection to Bob. Probably another freaking vampire.

      They exchanged words, and the guy didn’t seem overly happy. He, too, glanced back at Sam, then crossed his arms over his broad chest, openly staring. He really was one hell of a stunning man, aristocratically gorgeous. Sam felt the impulse to straighten under the observation. Bob said something else, and with a shrug, the second vampire walked toward Sam, turning direction at the last minute to brush past him with a muttered curse. He headed back the way Sam and Bob had come, leaving them alone at the threshold of the agency.

      “Mikhail will take care of the problem of you being tracked,” Bob explained. “Otherwise you will be besieged here, and it will only get worse.”

      “How is he going to help?”

      “He’s half vampire, half siren,” Bob said as if that explained everything. Too tired to ask for clarification, Sam fumbled with his keys a bit before Bob took them and unlocked the door to let them both in. Teddy floated across the entryway, wringing his hands as he drifted from one side of the wide hallway to the other. He stopped when Sam slumped tiredly on the bottom step of the staircase.

      “I tried to stop them,” Teddy said immediately.

      “Stop who?” Bob asked. Teddy went back to wringing his hands and moving from wall to wall. Bob stepped into his path. Sam imagined the ghost would pass straight through the vampire, but instead, Teddy stopped and wrinkled his nose in distaste. Clearly ghosts didn’t like to pass through vampires. Sam smiled at the thought and realized he really was heading for exhaustion.

      “Stop. Who?” Bob repeated.

      “They forced their way in, without a by-your-leave, and passed straight through me. Said they wanted Sam and some files.” Teddy frowned and tapped an ethereal finger to his pale lips. “Or was it the files and Sam?”

      “Who?” Bob walked away from Teddy, opened the door to the office, peered inside,  then moved to stand at the bottom of the stairs and looked up into the darkness beyond. “There’s no one in the house.”

      Teddy puffed out his chest. “They left when I threatened them.”

      “Just tell us who it was, Teddy,” Sam intervened.

      Teddy’s expression changed from proud to anxious again. He knelt at Sam’s feet, or more like disappeared into the floorboards until he was at Sam’s level. Sam instinctively leaned forward as Teddy hissed one word, dripping with horror and grudging respect.

      “Sirens.”
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      “Sirens?” Sam didn’t like how often supernatural beings were showing up in his life. For a man who’d planned to stay away from the non-human population, he was failing spectacularly.

      Teddy floated closer to Sam. “You look really good. Your aura glows.”

      “Back off, spook,” Bob snarled, flashing his fangs as if that would do anything to a spirit.

      “What? I’m not doing anything. Besides, what can a ghost do?” Teddy asked.

      “We both know the sort of damage a ghost can do,” Bob replied in a hard tone.

      Sam wanted to ask, but exhaustion sank into his bones as he leaned against the railing.

      “Come on, babe, we’ll discover what’s going on tomorrow. The sirens left, so whatever they were after is already gone. We can look around for it later. You need some rest.” Bob wrapped his arm around Sam’s waist and helped him upstairs. As soon as his head hit the pillow, Sam tumbled into sleep. He thought Bob said something right before darkness took over, but he only caught a few words about watching him while he slept. Sam didn’t know if he should be reassured or creeped out.
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        * * *

      

      A soft humming broke into Sam’s subconscious. The sound, soft and alluring, drew Sam out of the comforting darkness of sleep. Reluctantly, Sam opened his eyes to see who caused the tempting music.

      “Shh,” he said irritably. He needed more rest. Nestling into his pillow, he tried to block out the seductive sound.

      “Wake up, beautiful.” A smooth, masculine voice spoke in his ear.

      “Aagh.” Sam jolted awake and jerked away from the speaker.

      Mikhail’s gorgeous face came into view. “Good morning,” Mikhail said.

      “Um, good morning.” Sam searched the room frantically, looking to see if anyone else had snuck in during the night. He barely remembered climbing into bed.

      “You sleep like a child, without fear,” Mikhail commented.

      Sam frowned. “Until now I didn’t think I needed to worry about someone attacking me in my sleep.” Before, Sam hadn’t worried about people attacking him while awake.

      “What are you doing here?” Bob entered Sam’s bedroom, a look of disapproval on his face as he took in Mikhail’s presence.

      Sam had never been so happy to see a vampire in his life.

      Mikhail shrugged. “I came to see what I was protecting. He’s awfully pretty.” The vampire reached out to touch Sam, only to have his hand smacked away by Bob who had moved with supernatural speed to intervene.

      “Don’t touch him!” Bob growled. “Don’t ever touch him.”

      “What makes you think you’re the one he wants?” Mikhail taunted.

      “Oooh, Mikhail, you know Bob’ll kill you,” Teddy said, floating up through the floor.

      “Everyone get the hell out of my bedroom!” Sam shouted. How could his room be busier than a subway system and he still didn’t get any action?

      Both vampires stopped their spat midsentence and turned to face him.

      “What?” Sam snapped.

      “If you want some action, sweetheart, I’d be happy to help you out.” Mikhail’s eyes glowed with lust as he raked Sam with his gaze.

      “You can wait outside,” Bob said to Mikhail pointedly. He tilted his head at the door.

      “Fine. Next time you want a favor, I’m going to remember how you didn’t want to share.” Mikhail slid off the bed and marched out of the room.

      Sam didn’t let out his breath until the other vampire had left.

      “Hey, it’s all right,” Bob said in a calming tone. “I wouldn’t let Mikhail touch you.”

      Before Sam could decide if that was a good thing or not, Bob kissed him. Sam expected a jolt of heat or excitement. What he received was more like coming home.

      Bob’s mouth brushed across his over and over, until Sam grew dizzy from the lack of oxygen. Reluctantly, he grabbed Bob’s shoulders and pushed him away. Gasping for air, he examined Bob’s expression.

      “Sorry, I need oxygen,” Sam explained.

      Bob smiled. “It’s been a while since I bedded a human.”

      A chill went through Sam’s body. Hearing his growing affection reduced to the level of mere sex was like throwing icy water over his arousal. He scooted away from Bob’s touch.

      “Aww, don’t be that way.” Bob was evidently not taking Sam seriously. “I scared off the big, bad vampire-hybrid. Don’t I get a reward?” Bob gave him a pleading look like a puppy waiting for his treat.

      “I’m not a reward,” Sam snapped.

      “You are underselling yourself. You are definitely a reward.” Bob leered at him, and Sam had about had enough.

      Rolling his eyes, Sam slid out of bed, surprised to find he still wore his underwear.

      “Nice look,” Teddy said, drifting around Sam to check him out. Jeez, Sam had forgotten the creepy ghost was still in the room.

      “Leave, ghost-boy,” Bob snarled.

      “I’m going.” With a scornful look at the vampire, Teddy floated back down through the floor.

      Sam grabbed his jeans off the floor and slipped them on, feeling better with more than a thin bit of cotton covering his ass.

      “Sam! You should get back into bed,” Bob said in a coaxing tone. “We were connecting. I’ll be happy to show you how good it can be with a man who doesn’t need to breathe.”

      A laugh burst out of Sam, breaking the tension of the moment. How could he be angry when Bob came out with one-liners like that? “As tempting as that is, I think it best if I resist. I’ve got too many complications right now without sleeping with someone.”

      “Don’t worry, we wouldn’t sleep,” Bob reassured him.

      Shaking his head, Sam snagged a shirt and put it over his head. “Let’s gather everyone and find out what we can do next. I think we need to go after the werewolf girl. If the witch is hunting werewolves, we should at least warn them they are about to become spell components.”

      Bob lost his sunny smile. “They might not be quick to accept a warning from a human. Your species isn’t known for your concern for the welfare of other beings. If you’re not careful, you’ll get a reputation,” Bob warned.

      “As what? The happy werewolf friend? I’ve got enough on my plate with the curse. I’m not going to worry about appearing too friendly to a supernatural. We need to find Broomhilda and have the damn spell curse shit reversed. We can’t expect Mikhail to guard me forever.”

      Sam didn’t know how he felt about the other vampire guarding him. He’d never needed protection before, and now he had a supernatural bodyguard to protect him from crowds of people swarming to have sex with him.

      “Don’t worry about Mikhail; he owes me. He’ll watch over you until the end of time if I need him to,” Bob said confidently.

      “O-okay.” Sam didn’t know what else to say. Too much appreciation towards the other vampire brought out Bob’s territorial instincts. He slowly headed for the door. He didn’t see the vampire move before Sam found himself pressed against the wall.

      “What?” He leaned in close. “No goodbye kiss?” Bob teased.

      “I’m going downstairs, not off to war,” Sam countered.

      “You shouldn’t leave your man hanging.” Bob pinned Sam’s wrists to the wall and plastered a kiss on his lips. The banked fire from the kiss they’d shared before had tripled in strength, bursting through Sam’s body like an inferno. Bob was pushing, guiding, kissing him deeply, and holding him so tightly against the wall he couldn’t move. Fuck. He’d never felt anything so erotic in his life.

      When Bob released his hands, Sam dropped them to Bob’s shoulders and fisted the material of Bob’s shirt to hold him close. He couldn’t get enough of the vampire’s taste, and when Bob pulled back, Sam chased him for more.

      “Wait,” Bob said. He bowed his head, his hands flat against the wall on either side of Sam’s head, and inhaled deeply. Did Vampires even breathe? Whatever Bob was doing he was attempting to find control.

      “What?” Sam asked. His voice sounded unnaturally hoarse.

      Bob smiled. No, wait. It wasn’t a smile. Bob’s canines had extended. Sam watched in fascination as the vampire ran his tongue over them. Was Sam supposed to be scared? Gently, he reached out and touched one very sharp tip. Teeth like this could rip through his skin. Sam tilted his head to expose his neck. What he was asking for, he didn’t know—his body was calling the shots.

      “No,” Bob said. Using Sam as a balance support, he sank to his knees in front of Sam, looking up at him, amber eyes filled with questions. Bob began to unzip Sam’s pants, pulling his boxers to one side and finally holding Sam’s erection in his hand. Sam wasn’t able to talk as he watched the tip of his dick disappear into the hot, wet cavern of Bob’s mouth. Was he imagining the scrape of teeth on the tip, or catching on the thick vein that ran the length of his cock?

      “Fuck,” he managed to force out. Bob swallowed him down, all the way to the root. God, there were benefits to having a blowjob from someone who didn’t need to breathe. The combination of Bob’s fingers fondling the weight of his balls and the rhythmic suction had Sam close to coming before his brain caught up with his dick.

      “Bob… Bo—I’m…—”

      Bob increased the movement, more erratic than systematic, and Sam couldn’t tell what was next, a move or a sucking swallow, then it was game over. He tried to push Bob off, but the vampire wouldn’t be moved and Sam could swear he could hear Bob telling him to come echoing in his head. His orgasm ripped through him, and only Bob’s tight grip kept him upright. Slowly, Bob stood, and as he did so, he kissed every small part of exposed flesh between his buttons and Sam’s throat. Finally, he captured Sam’s lips in another heated kiss, and the taste was there between them. Would he ever get enough of Bob’s taste and touch? Sam sighed, boneless, completely drained of energy.

      “You need to…” His voice trailed off. He wasn’t a selfish lover and, hell, for that blowjob, he would do anything in return.

      “No, babe,” Bob whispered. “Watching you lose control got me off. That hasn’t happened in hundreds of years.” Bob spoke very low, with those sharp fangs literally a breath from Sam’s ear and throat.

      “Mmm,” Sam hummed. He really needed to build a stronger immunity, but Bob’s lips were softer than Sam could ever remember another man’s lips being, certainly softer than his ex’s…

      Bob tore his mouth away. “I’d prefer if you never compared me to your ex ever again,” the vampire drawled.

      “If you stayed out of my head, you wouldn’t know who I compared you to,” Sam pointed out.

      “Then I’d never learn all the other interesting things that go through your head.” Bob kissed him again.

      Sam’s cock hardened again, as he fought to keep things cool between them. His body wanted naked time with Bob, buried deep inside Bob, owning him. Sam wanted to feel.

      “We should go and see what the sirens were after last night,” Sam gasped. He struggled to find the words while Bob ground his equally hard body against Sam. That earthy, piney, have-to-have-now scent of the vampire filled Sam’s nose, and he couldn’t stop the groan from passing his lips.

      “I’m sure the siren problem can wait a few more minutes.” Bob nipped at Sam’s throat.

      Oh, yes.

      Coherent thought evaporated from Sam’s mind as Bob proceeded to show him how nothing held more interest than the vampire’s touch. For a brief, mad moment, he wanted to urge Bob to bite him, but when Bob’s fangs grazed Sam’s throat, he jerked back out of reach.

      “I don’t think so,” Sam said. He pulled his scrambled thoughts together and tugged at Bob’s hold. “Release me.”

      “You don’t really want me to let you go,” Bob said in a persuasive tone.

      The vampire’s sincere expression had trapped Sam for a second before he realized what was happening. Bob was inside his head. He had to be. Fury surged through him. Sam watched with satisfaction as he proved beyond a reasonable doubt that a knee to the groin worked just as well on male vampires as it did with human males.

      Bob crumpled to the floor.

      “You ever use your glamor on me again, and you’ll be lucky if that’s all I do,” Sam said. Disappointment made his chest ache. He’d thought Bob a different type of vampire, but apparently when push came to shove, Bob would do anything to get his way.

      “Ow, I wasn’t…” Bob whined.

      Sam ignored the pitiful man on the floor and left the room.

      He had made it to the hall before Mikhail joined him. “Where’s Bob?”

      “We had a difference of opinion,” Sam said.

      Mikhail peeked around him to where Bob was curled up on the floor, cursing with his hands clutching his balls. “Ouch,” Mikhail replied.

      “You vampires should learn a little discretion. Humans don’t always appreciate being manipulated.” Sam continued down the stairs, not caring if Mikhail followed or not.

      Bob’s actions upstairs had proven to Sam that even the most sincere vampire would revert to his true behavior if he didn’t get his way.

      Mikhail’s hand on Sam’s arm pulled him to a stop. “Don’t judge. You don’t know what it’s like to be us.”

      Sam jerked his arm away. “And you don’t know what it’s like to be human. I think that understanding can work both ways.”

      “Good point,” Mikhail agreed. “We’ll both try to be more accommodating of each other’s quirks.”

      “I don’t consider trying to control my mind a quirk. I consider it damn rude!” Sam frowned at the vampire. He could see Mikhail truly didn’t understand the problem, and Sam had too much to do to waste any more time on vampire-human relations. “How are you keeping the masses away from my curse?”

      Mikhail gave a twisted smile, not as cheery as his usual expression so far. “My mother is a siren. I’ve learned a lot of distraction spells from her. I cast a siren call around the block so anyone who thinks to follow you will suddenly want to go in the other direction to follow my song.”

      “But what if a client wants to find me?” Sam asked.

      “It only affects those under a spell. Usual clients shouldn’t be a problem. Besides, from what Bob told me, having enough clients right now isn’t a problem for you,” Mikhail said pointedly.

      “True. What happens when I leave the area of the spell? Will I be inundated with followers again?” Sam wondered how he’d be able to make a living if he constantly had to fight back admirers.

      “I thought of that.” Mikhail pulled an object from his pocket and waved it towards Sam proudly. “This will keep the majority of them at bay. It has a siren call built into it to neutralize the curse.”

      The necklace, made entirely out of shells, looked like tropical tourist trap merchandise. Sam almost shuddered at the thought of putting the thing around his neck, but Mikhail’s hopeful expression had him quickly accepting the jewelry and sliding it over his head. He definitely wouldn’t be called up to decorate the cover of any fashion magazine anytime soon.

      “Why do I need the spell on the block if I have the necklace?” Sam truly didn’t understand this entire curse thing. It didn’t seem fair that the one person who vowed to avoid supernatural people was now neck deep in their affairs.

      “The necklace is only good for about six hours at a time. After that, it will need to come back here to recharge. I enchanted the silver tray in your office to refresh the spell when you’re not wearing it. Set it there when you get home for about an hour, and it’ll be ready to use again. Be careful not to stay out past six hours, because when the siren spell stops, the Cupid’s curse will take hold again.” Mikhail’s serious expression had Sam nodding his understanding.

      He shuddered at the thought of being out there exposed to dozens of people when his spell took effect again.

      With a quick thanks to Mikhail, Sam headed for his office. After he was certain Bob had left, he’d take a shower and get ready for the day. Right then he wanted to see what the sirens might have done to his stuff.

      Opening the door, Sam didn’t have to be a psychic to figure out the problem. A dagger stabbed into his chair held up a picture of the missing member of the triad. The words ‘Stay Away’ were written in red pen.

      “Damn,” Sam muttered. Why would one set of paranormals not want him to find another of their kind?

      “I think because they’re the kidnappers,” Bob said, walking into the office behind him.

      The vampire limped a bit, but Sam refused to feel guilty.

      “Why would they kidnap a member of a triad?” Sam asked.

      “Because you completely unbalance their power. I’d say they either want to stop the triad from doing something or get them to agree to something in return for their third,” Bob commented, looking at the picture.

      “They didn’t need to attack my innocent chair.” Sam scowled. “After this is over, I’m only going to take cases from humans. I don’t care who threatens or sues me, it isn’t worth the hassle.”

      “Yeah, because humans never fight amongst themselves,” Mikhail said dryly.

      “Or have different factions,” Bob added.

      “Go ahead, enjoy your amusement,” Sam muttered. “But I bet a gangland war would be a mere inconvenience compared to this damn curse.”

      “Possibly,” Bob agreed. “What are you going to do now?”

      “Concentrate on the kid. She’s the only real innocent in this thing. I don’t know much about the triad, but if the guy left the other two to trawl clubs, then surely he isn’t much of a priority. The werewolf girl’s only crime was being born a shifter. We need to find her before the witch does and rescue her before it’s too late.” Sam could feel a sense of rightness in his decision settling in his bones.

      “You’ll want to start at the Hunting Grounds,” Teddy said.

      Sam almost jumped when the apparition appeared beside him. Damn, Teddy would give him a heart attack someday, the way the guy floated between floors and appeared unannounced.

      Instead of screeching like a girl during a horror flick, Sam took a deep breath before addressing the ghost.

      “What are the hunting grounds? A park?” Sam had hoped for a park, but the malicious glee on the ghostly face didn’t put his fears to rest.

      “It’s the best werewolf bar in the city. All the werekin go there to let off steam,” Teddy replied.

      “I somehow doubt a werewolf child is going to be at a bar,” Sam scowled.

      Teddy shook his head. “You’re pretty, but kinda stupid. If any werekin saw your missing girl, they’ll be at that bar. It’s two days before the next full moon, and they always start to congregate a few days before the main event. You’re going to want to find her before then.”

      “Why?” Sam had a feeling he wouldn’t like the answer, and he wasn’t disappointed.

      “Because if the witch took the girl and she’s mature enough to shift, then the witch is going to want to kill her at the height of her power,” Teddy said.

      Sam frowned. “Her dad didn’t say she was able to shift…”

      “Wolves don’t generally share private information like that, but she’s an alpha’s daughter so she’ll be strong.” Mikhail sounded thoughtful.

      “Then we have a short window of time to find her, don’t we?” Sam said. He wasn’t going to admit he had no idea what he was doing or how the thought of entering a werekin bar made him twitchy.

      “You don’t need to go, Sam,” Bob spoke up. “I can go and report back here.”

      “Don’t be an idiot.” Mikhail scowled. “You know not a single werewolf will talk to a vampire. We’ve been at war for far too long.”

      That was news to Sam. He’d read the newspapers and seen TV documentaries, but he tended to avoid discussion regarding supernaturals for most of his life. So there was tension, but being at war didn’t sound good….

      “He doesn’t mean war,” Bob said. “We don’t like each other.”

      “Why don’t you like each other?”

      “Because once upon a time, we used to fight for the same food. Mikhail’s eyes flashed with menace. “Humans.”

      “Oh.” Sam swallowed, trying to get moisture down his suddenly dry throat. “Well then, it’s probably best that I go alone.”

      He didn’t want to think about werewolves eating human flesh or vampires fighting them for blood rights. The more he didn’t think about it, the better life was. Yep, that was going to be his new approach.

      Denial.
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      Sam had expected it to be difficult to get into the Hunting Ground. He wasn’t stupid. Werekin bars and humans didn’t mix.

      “And you probably smell like vampires have rubbed all over you,” Teddy announced.

      “I’m human. Impartial. And I don’t smell like a vampire,” Sam snapped.

      “Humans and werewolves are about as friendly as vampires and werewolves,” Mikhail added helpfully. “The last group of humans who wandered too close to the club?” He shook his head. “Two of them were never seen again.”

      Sam attempted to ignore them all and focus instead on what he was going there to do. He was as close to a cop as he could be without actually carrying a badge, and he was working on a case for Hartman Hunter, the biggest baddest werewolf of them all. Surely that would count in the not-eating-him column. The gargoyle on his desk sided with whoever was talking, which helped not one bit.

      Bob was suspiciously absent from the general advice and warnings, and Sam hoped he would be able to leave without running into the vampire. He didn’t need his self-proclaimed protector upping the fear Sam already had inside him with dire warnings about becoming werewolf kibble. Ushering out both Teddy and Mikhail, he locked the door to his bedroom, then opened his closet and looked in.

      Deciding on clothes took his mind off the fear eating away the lining of his stomach. He chose jeans. Boots. A black T-shirt and a red button-down. His leather jacket with his license tucked in the pocket…and the completely tacky shell necklace. A final look in the mirror and he was ready to go. For a second, he leaned on his dresser and closed his eyes. He needed to focus.

      “Sam?”

      Sighing, Sam turned. A solemn looking Bob stood at the threshold. He’d locked the door, for God’s sake. How the hell had the vampire opened a locked door? Probably some kind of freaky mind trick. Bob frowned and held out his palm.

      “No tricks. I, um… have a key,” he explained. Clenching his fist around the large ornate key, he pocketed it, not taking his eyes from Sam.

      “Of course you do,” Sam said. Now was not the time to worry about where the hell Bob had found a freaking key to his room. He turned on the spot and held out his hands. “How do I look? Is this more or less likely to offend anyone and get me eaten?”

      “Don’t joke about things like that.” Bob’s uber-serious voice, his narrowed eyes, and his thinned lips conveyed his true feelings. Great. The triple whammy of Bob being serious, pissed, and worried.

      “You know I’ve been asked to investigate this by Hartman Hunter himself,” Sam explained. “He’s alpha of the biggest pack in the state. No one is going to hurt me.”

      “Sam, you don’t understand. His name may not carry as much weight as you think. A wolf not able to protect his family is considered weak. The word on the street is that Hartman is vulnerable and if people learned he begged for your help⁠—”

      “He wasn’t exactly begging, Bob.”

      “He went outside the pack, so he may as well have begged for human help.”

      Sam pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed tiredly. “What are you saying? That I need protection? I can’t take you or Mikhail in case you all kill each other. Teddy can’t leave the house, and the stone ornament on my desk can’t move more than five inches. I’m on my own. I’m going in unarmed, but I am going in and I am asking my questions.”

      Bob began pacing from the door to the bed and back again. It looked curiously like a kind of dance. Step step turn step step turn. In the end, Sam moved in front of the vampire and stopped him with a hand on his chest.

      “No one has to know Hartman asked me for help,” Sam began. “How about I play it that I stumbled on a link to a missing werewolf child by accident? How about I just case the place?” He was constantly amazed that he was picking up the whole PI language so quickly—casing, logging, and tracking weren’t words he had much use for before. Bob lifted a hand and placed it on Sam’s, over his non-beating heart. Sam pressed a little harder, anything to get this final connection before he ran off into God-knows-where and faced God-knows-what.

      “I’ll be close. You know that, right?” Bob looked so serious, and if Sam didn’t know any better, he would have thought he saw fear in the vampire’s beautiful eyes.

      “Not too close,” Sam said. He couldn’t help the worry in his voice any more than Bob could stop the fear that nearly radiated from him. Gone was snarky, confident Bob, and in his place stood a man fearful for Sam’s life. He didn’t think vampires could feel fear—weren’t they at the top of the food chain?

      “We only fear when we don’t have control,” Bob whispered.

      Sam leaned in to hear Bob’s soft response to his unspoken thought. For a second, they stood close and Sam wanted to touch. He didn’t think it was Bob using his glamor, this felt very different. A real connection.

      “You’ll be close,” Sam confirmed. “And we have this thing.” He tapped his head with his free hand then tapped Bob on the end of his nose. “This link. I’ll call you, okay?”

      Bob subsided with a sigh of acceptance. “Are you sure I can’t make you stay here?” he asked.

      “Not unless you tie me up,” Sam said. He wished he could take the words back as a lustful glow appeared in Bob’s amber gold eyes. Sam sighed heavily. “No, you’re not tying me up.” Bob released the grip he had on Sam’s hand and stepped back.

      “Ready?”

      Sam took one last look in the mirror and straightened his shoulders.

      “As I’ll ever be.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      From the outside, the club couldn’t be more opposite from Club Virgo. That place had been neon and flash; this place was nothing more than a pair of double doors in a long wall. Only a small sterling silver plaque identified it as the Hunting Grounds, defined it as a business. Striding confidently to the door, Sam pulled at the handle. Locked.

      “You’ll need to be moving on, human,” a voice came from the darkness to his left.

      “I’m here on business,” Sam explained to the shadows. He pushed down the instant fear at the low, growly voice. It probably belonged to a seven-foot monster wolf with fangs and claws. Of course he’d watched the Discovery Channel and had seen all the informational documentaries. Everyone knew a wolf was merely human-looking when unchanged. Still didn’t stop him from feeling suddenly like his bravado was leaving faster than Sam could ever run.

      “There’s nothing but trouble for non-wolves here,” the voice boomed. Sam peered into the darkness, and the glow of yellow eyes looked back at him. They seemed awfully low down for his imagined werewolf.

      “Nevertheless, I need to get in,” Sam insisted.

      Suddenly, Sam faced the second werewolf he’d ever met. He relaxed. Standing a good few inches shorter than him, the slimly built man/wolf looked harmless enough. Okay, so his hair was thick and black and long, but other than that, he wasn’t very wolf-like. In fact, nothing like Hartman Hunter. Nothing to be scared of here. The small wolf scented the air and wrinkled his nose.

      “A Night Man,” he said dismissively. “You reek of him. Wait. Two of them?”

      Sam kept his cool. Bob and Mikhail could be smelt on him. Big deal. They weren’t here now. “I need to get inside,” he repeated. Say it enough times and the door wolf might just back down. He took a step toward Sam and scented the air again. He had the most stunning bright green eyes, and he reached out a hand toward the tacky necklace Sam wore around his neck. At the last moment, he pulled his hand back as if burned.

      “Something’s wrong… What are you?” he asked with a curious tone. He tilted his head to one side as if sizing Sam up. Sam swallowed his fear and placed a hand protectively over the necklace. He was a God damned cursed human, and he couldn’t do a thing about it. If this thing came off in the middle of a werewolf club, there would be a bloodbath. But, if he didn’t go in, he wouldn’t get jack-shit about where the little girl could be.

      “I’m human,” Sam snapped. “Now let me in.”

      The small werewolf finally reached a decision. He placed his hand on the door.

      “On your head be it, human.”

      Sam heard a click, then the door silently swung inward. As it opened, he was hit by a virtual brick wall of noise. For a moment, he didn’t move. Only when the werewolf pushed at his back did Sam take his first cautious step inside, into a world that he knew would be alien to him.

      Except, as his eyes adjusted to the bright lights with dancing beams cutting the dark, he realized it wasn’t alien to him at all.

      In fact, inside it was like any other club. A sea of bodies on the dance floor, music, and drink. Groups of guys, groups of girls, some guy on guy, some girl on girl, others where you couldn’t tell where one person started and another ended. Nothing different than any other place he had been to. Making his way around the edge of the dance floor, he kept his head down and focused entirely on reaching the bar. That was always the place to start; go to the man who held the secrets of many a disgruntled, or tired, or talkative patron.

      The bartender, definitely not a werewolf type, was tall, impossibly thin and incredibly pale. The guy fitted the description of a dryad that Sam had learned about in his paranormal studies class. They often became bartenders once their trees were cut down for bar tops. Renowned for their empathic skills, they made very good barkeepers. The dryad got to remain with its tree, and its calming aura helped keep peace among the bar’s clientele, a beneficial relationship for both parties. The dryad didn’t blink an eye when Sam ordered a Coke, just slid it toward him and took the money. Sam noticed a slight narrowing of his expression, but he didn’t ask questions. Like any good bartender, he kept his own counsel.

      Pulling out the photo from his pocket, Sam placed it face up and toward the dryad.

      “I’m looking for someone to talk to about a girl,” Sam said. The barkeeper frowned. “A missing girl, a werewolf child,” he qualified. Briefly the dryad looked down at the photo.

      “I don’t know her,” he said with a shrug of indifference.

      “I need to ask some questions, and I thought you may be able to point me in the right direction as to who I should be talking to?” He was shouting when the music chose that moment to go quiet. For a second, his question hung between them, then Sam became aware he no longer stood at the bar on his own. Two seriously muscled werewolves surrounded him in a buff man sandwich. The music started again, but that didn’t stop Sam getting the very heavy-handed message. He scooped up the photo and placed it back in his pocket. Evidently, he wasn’t going to get anything else from the dryad.

      “Boss needs to see you,” Big Wolf One said succinctly.

      Sam looked into his face, but there was definitely no smile of understanding or indeed a glimpse of anything other than steely-eyed determination. As they walked away from the bar, Sam gauged the possible success of darting through the heaving crowd to the door. He couldn’t see it working. Then he wondered if he should call for help. Not one wolf in the whole establishment would meet his gaze or acknowledge the human being led out of the main club and into a corridor. A dark corridor at that.

      “Guys, I’m not sure⁠—”

      “Here.” The second wolf spoke, or rather began to issue a set of monosyllabic orders along the lines of inside, now, and stay here. They left him in a room lit by two small lamps in a corner and containing luxurious leather office furniture. When the door opened again, Sam flinched.

      “What the hell are you doing in my club?”

      Face to face with possibly the biggest person he’d ever seen, bigger than Hartman Hunter, Sam felt his knees lock to hold him in place. Fuck. The guy gave a new definition to huge.

      “I need to ask some questions,” Sam said. He knew he sounded shaky, and refused to call for help, but when the werewolf flashed a toothy half grimace, Sam took a few steps back.

      “No humans in here,” the wolf said. “You’re lucky my Beta found you before you became an appetizer.”

      “They’d eat me?” Sam believed it.

      The wolf sighed. “We don’t eat humans anymore. I meant appetizer in a sexual way.  Never mind.” Thrusting out his hand, the big guy introduced himself. “Evan Wolfe—with an e—owner of the Hunting Grounds.”

      “Sam Enderson, uh, human. Sorry, no, that isn’t what I… Hell… I’m a private investigator, following a lead.”

      “A lead here?”

      Sam held out the photo of Hartman’s daughter.

      Evan’s face went from interested to blank in an instant. He turned to his fellow wolf who was hovering by the open door. “Zach, get me someone in here from the Hartman pack.”

      “Yes, boss.” With a nod, Zach disappeared into the darkness beyond the room.

      “Sit,” Evan instructed. He indicated a chair at the edge of the room. Sam didn’t argue. Evan began pacing just like Bob had done earlier. He only stopped when a man entered the room and tilted his head in a werewolf sign of respect.

      “Alpha,” the new wolf said firmly.

      “Marcus, you need to take this human home.”

      “Wait. No. I’m not going anywhere until I get some answers,” Sam objected. He was not going to be passed on to another wolf simply to be escorted off of the premises.

      “You’ll find nothing here,” Evan said. “No one will discuss another Alpha’s daughter with you.”

      “But she’s a missing child.”

      Evan inhaled deeply and exchanged looks with the only slightly smaller Marcus, who was watching the exchange avidly.

      “I promise you I will look into it,” Evan said. Sam looked into the wolf’s dark brown eyes and thought he caught a glimpse of compassion in their depths. It disappeared so quickly that he might have imagined what he had seen.

      Sam sat back down. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Interspecies and pack rules dictate⁠—”

      “Rules mean nothing when there is a missing child. The longer we sit here and argue the point, the less likely it is that we find her alive,” Sam snapped immediately.

      Evan reared back as if Sam had physically assaulted him. Sam imagined that being the big bad Alpha meant everyone who talked to Evan were all "yes sir, no sir". Well, Alpha or not, it meant nothing to Sam. Evan leaned over him, to the point where Sam could feel the soft puffs of breathing against his skin. He was being scented, and, seriously, that was something he would never get used to.

      “Go home to your Night Men,” Evan spat, “and leave wolf business to the wolves.” He backed away. Sam pushed himself up and out of the leather chair until he stood toe-to-toe with Evan.

      “If a human isn’t wanted in wolf business, why did the Hartman pack approach me for help?”

      Evan frowned, but this time it was Marcus who spoke.

      “He is talking nonsense. No wolf would lower themselves to request human help,” Marcus dismissed. “Come on, little man,” he said. Sam drew himself to his full height, refusing to be intimidated. “We are going.”

      Someone wasn’t telling him everything here. Marcus looked both focused yet uncomfortable. Evan was pacing again. Sam admitted he had clearly crossed some invisible paranormal line that no one could see except wolves, but this was ridiculous.

      “I’m not leaving until I ask some questions.” He really was not going anywhere with anyone.

      “You are leaving,” Evan said almost gently. “Marcus will take you to the vampire who waits outside for you, then you need to go elsewhere. The Alpha’s daughter is lost to him, he can only learn to bear that loss.”

      An unspoken message passed between Evan and Marcus, and in the space of a heartbeat, Sam found himself out on the street. The cold air was welcome after the heat and confusion of the club. Sam saw Bob immediately as he detached himself from the shadows.

      Marcus growled low in his throat as Bob approached, and they circled each other warily until Bob had his hand on Sam’s arm and Marcus was back at the club exit door.

      “See to it he doesn’t come here again, vampire.” The last Marcus spat with disdain. “I can’t vouch for him leaving alive next time.”

      Bob stepped toward him with a fang-tipped snarl, but the wolf simply turned his back, the ultimate insult, and slammed the door shut.

      In the quiet of the midnight street, Sam felt nauseous as the energy that had flooded him began to leave.

      “And?” Bob asked carefully.

      “And what?” Sam couldn’t focus.

      Bob continued patiently. “Did you get what you came for?”

      Sam shook his head. He didn’t know what he had learned, but what he hadn’t received was an answer to anything. Another Alpha warned him off from Hartman Hunter and a Hartman pack member told him to go home. In fact, he’d got nothing except trouble.

      There were no leads and a little girl, a wolf child, still missing only two days before full moon. There was the witch who wanted werewolf bones and who for some reason felt he owed her a favor. He had a case with no leads, where there was a missing fae from a triad, and a threat stabbed by sirens to his office chair. Not to mention the curse that meant wearing a god-awful necklace, and a vampire that followed him everywhere.

      Let’s face it. I’m shit at this detective stuff.

      “No, you’re not,” Bob said. Sam sighed. He’d forgotten to add that to the list—someone who could read his damn thoughts.

      Sam crossed his arms over his chest and looked back at the closed club exit door. “I get the feeling there was more going on in there than I was getting a read on. Some kind of pack thing. Evan Wolfe-with-an-e knows more than he’s letting on, and Marcus had this overwhelming—I don’t know—sadness or something about him.”

      “Sam, we need to go home, regroup, and see what we can find in the files. Maybe we could trace the paper or draw a board of information up or something.”

      “You’ve been watching too many cop shows,” Sam said. Although to be fair, regrouping and pulling together facts was probably the best way forward.

      “We need to stop and think,” Bob replied thoughtfully.

      It was only when Sam and Bob reached the front door of the office that Sam realized Bob had said ‘we’. Not only that, but the thought of ‘we’ left Sam with the warm fuzzies.

      It was late. He was clearly losing his marbles. Freaking paranormal monsters and their creepy lives. Too late he realized what he had thought. Bob glanced back at him briefly, and his eyes were narrowed.

      “Tomorrow” was all Bob said before climbing the stairs. His tone was final and pissed. Great. That was all Sam needed. A complete bust on one of his cases, a threat on the other, and now an offended vampire. He hadn’t meant to hurt Bob, but his head was full to bursting with crazy and he had reached a limit.

      Going into his office, he avoided the desecrated chair and instead slumped on the small sofa in the corner. Exhaustion stole over him. Laying his head back on the headrest, he closed his eyes. He told himself he wasn’t going to sleep there, but ten minutes to think before he went to bed would be good.

      Maybe he would get inspiration with his eyes closed.
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      “Wake up, Sam. You’ve got a package.”
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