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      Chapter One

      
      The night was quiet.

      
      Almost too quiet.

      
      Though it was after midnight, it was a Friday night, and Friday nights were usually party nights – at least for those of us
         who were single and not working night shift. This section of Melbourne wasn’t exactly excitement city, but it did possess
         a nightclub that catered to both human and nonhumans. And while it wasn’t a club I frequented often, I loved the music they
         played. Loved dancing along the street to it as I made my way home.
      

      
      But tonight, there was no music. No laughter. Not even drunken revelry. The only sound on the whispering wind was the clatter
         of the train leaving the station and the rumble of traffic from the nearby freeway.
      

      
      Of course, the club was a well-known haunt for pushers and their prey, and as such it was regularly raided – and closed –
         by the cops. Maybe it had been hit again.
      

      
      So why was there no movement on the street? No disgruntled partygoers heading to other clubs in other areas?

      
      And why did the wind hold the fragrance of blood?

      
      
      I hitched my bag to a more comfortable position on my shoulder, then stepped from the station’s half-lit platform and ran
         up the stairs leading to Sunshine Avenue. The lights close to the platform’s exit were out and the shadows closed in the minute
         I stepped onto the street.
      

      
      Normally, darkness didn’t worry me. I am a creature of the moon and the night, after all, and well used to roaming the streets
         at ungodly hours. That night, though the moon rode toward fullness, its silvery light failed to pierce the thick cover of
         clouds. But the power of it shimmered through my veins – a heat that would only get worse in the coming nights.
      

      
      Yet it wasn’t the closeness of the full moon that had me jumpy. Nor was it the lack of life coming from the normally raucous
         club. It was something else, something I couldn’t quite put a finger on. The night felt wrong, and I had no idea why.
      

      
      But it was something I couldn’t ignore.

      
      I turned away from the street that led to the apartment I shared with my twin brother and headed for the nightclub. Maybe
         I was imagining the scent of blood, or the wrongness in the night. Maybe the club’s silence had nothing to do with either
         sensation. But one thing was certain – I had to find out. It would keep me awake, otherwise.
      

      
      Of course, curiosity not only killed cats, but it often took out inquisitive werewolves, too. Or, in my case, half weres.
         And my nose for trouble had caused me more grief over the years than I wanted to remember. Generally, my brother had been
         right by my side, either fighting with me or pulling me out of harm’s way. But Rhoan wasn’t home, and he couldn’t be contacted.
         He worked as a guardian for the Directorate of Other Races – which was a government body that sat somewhere between the cops and the military. Most humans thought the Directorate was little more than a police force specializing
         in capture of nonhuman criminals, and in some respects, they were right. But the Directorate, both in Australia and overseas,
         was also a researcher of all things nonhuman, and its guardians didn’t only capture, they had the power to be judge, jury,
         and executioner.
      

      
      I also worked for the Directorate, but not as a guardian. I was nowhere near ruthless enough to join their ranks as anything
         other than a general dogsbody – though, like most of the people who worked for the Directorate in any capacity, I had certainly been tested. I was pretty damn happy to have failed – especially given that eighty percent of a
         guardian’s work involved assassination. I might be part wolf, but I wasn’t a killer. Rhoan was the only one in our small family
         unit who’d inherited those particular instincts. If I had a talent I could claim, it would be as a finder of trouble.
      

      
      Which is undoubtedly what I’d find by sticking my nose where it had no right to be. But would I let the thought of trouble
         stop me? Not a snowflake’s chance in hell.
      

      
      Grinning slightly, I shoved my hands into my coat pockets and quickened my pace. My four-inch heels clacked against the concrete,
         and the sound seemed to echo along the silent street. A dead giveaway if there were problems ahead. I stepped onto the strip of half-dead grass that separated the road from the pavement and tried not to get
         the heels stuck in the dirt as I continued on.
      

      
      The street curved around to the left, and the rundown houses that lined either side of the road gave way to run-down factories
         and warehouses. Vinnie’s nightclub sat about halfway along the street, and even from a distance, it was obvious the place was closed. The gaudy red-and-green
         flashing signs were off, and no patrons milled around the front of the building.
      

      
      But the scent of blood and the sense of wrongness were stronger than ever.

      
      I stopped near the trunk of a gum tree and raised my nose, tasting the slight breeze, searching for odors that might give
         a hint as to what was happening up ahead.
      

      
      Beneath the richness of blood came three other scents – excrement, sweat, and fear. For those last two to be evident from
         that distance, something major had to be happening.
      

      
      I bit my lip and half considered calling the Directorate. I wasn’t a fool – not totally, anyway – and whatever was happening
         in that club smelled big. But what would I report? That the scent of blood and shit rode the wind? That a nightclub that was usually open on a
         Friday night was suddenly closed? They weren’t likely to send out troops for that. I needed to get closer, see what was really
         happening.
      

      
      But the nearer I got, the more unease turned my stomach – and the more certain I became that something was very wrong inside
         the club. I stopped in the shadowed doorway of a warehouse almost opposite Vinnie’s and studied the building. No lights shone
         inside, and no windows were broken. The metal front doors were closed, and thick grates protected the black-painted windows.
         The side gate was padlocked. For all intents and purposes, the building looked secure. Empty.
      

      
      Yet something was inside. Something that walked quieter than a cat. Something that smelled of death. Or rather, undeath.
      

      
      A vampire.

      
      
      And if the thick smell of blood and sweaty humanity that accompanied his sickly scent was anything to go by, he wasn’t alone.
         That I could report. I swung my handbag around so I could grab my cell phone, but at that moment, awareness surged, prickling
         like fire across my skin. I no longer stood alone on the street. And the noxious scent of unwashed flesh that followed the
         awareness told me exactly who it was.
      

      
      I turned, my gaze pinpointing the darkness crowding the middle of the road. ‘I know you’re out there, Gautier. Show yourself.’

      
      His chuckle ran across the night, a low sound that set my teeth on edge. He walked free of the shadows and strolled toward
         me. Gautier was a long, mean stick of vampire who hated werewolves almost as much as he hated the humans he was paid to protect.
         But he was one of the Directorate’s most successful guardians, and the word I’d heard was that he was headed straight for
         the top job.
      

      
      If he did get there, I would be leaving. The man was a bastard with a capital B.

      
      ‘And just what are you doing here, Riley Jenson?’ His voice, like his dark hair, was smooth and oily. He’d apparently been
         a salesman before he’d been turned. It showed, even in death.
      

      
      ‘I live near here. What’s your excuse?’

      
      His sudden grin revealed bloodstained canines. He’d fed, and very recently. My gaze went to the nightclub. Surely not even
         he could be that depraved. That out of control.
      

      
      ‘I’m a guardian,’ he said, coming to a halt about half a dozen paces away. Which was about half a dozen paces too close for my liking. ‘We’re paid to patrol the streets, to keep humanity safe.’
      

      
      I scrubbed a hand across my nose, and half wished – and not for the first time in my years of dealing with vampires – that my olfactory sense wasn’t so keen. I’d long ago given
         up trying to get them to take regular showers. How Rhoan coped with being around them so much, I’ll never know.
      

      
      ‘You only walk the streets when you’ve been set loose to kill,’ I said, and motioned to the club. ‘Is that what you’ve been
         sent here to investigate?’
      

      
      ‘No.’ His brown gaze bored into mine, and an odd tingling began to buzz around the edges of my thoughts. ‘How did you know
         I was there when I had shadows wrapped around my body?’
      

      
      The buzzing got stronger, and I smiled. He was trying to get a mind-lock on me and force an answer – something vamps had a
         tendency to do when they had questions they knew wouldn’t be answered willingly. Of course, mind-locks had been made illegal
         several years ago in the ‘human rights’ bill that set out just what was, and wasn’t, acceptable behavior from nonhuman races
         when dealing with humans. Or other nonhumans for that matter. Trouble is, legalities generally mean squat to the dead.
      

      
      But he didn’t have a hope in hell of succeeding with me, thanks to the fact I was something that should not be – the child
         of a werewolf and a vampire. Because of my mixed heritage, I was immune to the controlling touch of vampires. And that immunity was the only
         reason I was working in the guardian liaisons section of the Directorate. He should have realized that, even if he didn’t
         know the reason for the immunity.
      

      
      ‘Hate to say this, Gautier, but you haven’t exactly got the sweetest scent.’

      
      ‘I was downwind.’

      
      Damn. So he was. ‘Some scents are stronger than the wind to a wolf.’ I hesitated, but couldn’t help adding, ‘You know, you may be one of the undead, but you sure as hell don’t have to smell like it.’
      

      
      His gaze narrowed, and there was a sudden stillness about him that reminded me of a snake about to strike.

      
      ‘You would do well to remember what I am.’

      
      ‘And you would do well to remember that I’m trained to protect myself against the likes of you.’

      
      He snorted. ‘Like all liaisons, you overestimate your skills.’

      
      Maybe I did, but I sure as hell wasn’t going to admit it, because that’s precisely what he wanted. Gautier not only loved
         baiting the hand that fed him, he more often bit it. Badly. Those in charge let him get away with it because he was a damn
         fine guardian.
      

      
      ‘As much as I love standing here trading insults, I really want to know what’s going on in that club.’

      
      His gaze went to Vinnie’s, and something inside me relaxed. But only a little. When it came to Gautier, it never paid to relax
         too much.
      

      
      ‘There’s a vampire inside that club,’ he said.

      
      ‘I know that much.’
      

      
      His gaze came back to me, brown eyes flat and somehow deadly. ‘How do you know? A werewolf has no more awareness when it comes
         to vampires than a human.’
      

      
      Werewolves mightn’t, but then, I wasn’t totally wolf, and it was my vampire instincts that were picking up the vamp inside
         the building. ‘I’m beginning to think the vampire population should be renamed the great unwashed. He stinks almost as much
         as you do.’
      

      
      His gaze narrowed again, and again the sensation of danger swirled around me. ‘One day, you’ll push too far.’

      
      Probably. But with any sort of luck, it would be after he’d gotten the arrogance knocked out of him. I waved a hand at Vinnie’s. ‘Are there people alive inside?’
      

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘So are you going to do something about the situation or not?’

      
      His grin was decidedly nasty. ‘I’m not.’

      
      I blinked. I’d expected him to say a lot of things, but certainly not that. ‘Why the hell not?’

      
      ‘Because I hunt bigger prey tonight.’ His gaze swept over me, and my skin crawled. Not because it was sexual – Gautier didn’t
         want me any more than I wanted him – but because it was the look of a predator sizing up his next meal.
      

      
      His expression, when his gaze rose to meet mine again, was challenging. ‘If you think you’re so damn good, you go tend to
         it.’
      

      
      ‘I’m not a guardian. I can’t—’

      
      ‘You can,’ he cut in, ‘because you’re a guardian liaison. By law, you can interfere when necessary.’

      
      ‘But—’

      
      ‘There are five people alive in there,’ he said. ‘If you want to keep them that way, go rescue them. If not, call the Directorate
         and wait. Either way, I’m out of here.’
      

      
      With that, he wrapped the night around his body and disappeared from sight. My vampire and werewolf senses tracked his hidden
         form as he raced south. He really was leaving.
      

      
      Fuck.
      

      
      My gaze returned to Vinnie’s. I couldn’t hear the beating of hearts, and had no idea whether Gautier was telling the truth
         about people being alive inside. I might be part vampire, but I didn’t drink blood, and my senses weren’t tuned to the thud
         of life. But I could smell fear, and surely I wouldn’t be smelling that if someone wasn’t alive in the club.
      

      
      Even if I called the Directorate, they wouldn’t get there in time to rescue those people. I had to go in. I had no choice.

      
      I took the cell phone from my bag and quickly pressed the Directorate’s emergency number. When the operator answered, I gave
         them my details and told them what was happening. Help would be there in ten, they said.
      

      
      Those people inside would probably be dead in ten.

      
      I shoved the phone into my bag and strode across the road. Though I’d inherited a vampire’s ability to shadow, I didn’t bother
         using it. The vampire inside would know I was approaching. He’d hear the rapid beating of my heart.
      

      
      Was it fear? Hell, yeah. What sane, normal person wouldn’t feel afraid when about to walk into the nest of a vampire? But
         fear and I had been on many adventures together. It hadn’t stopped me before, and it wouldn’t stop me now.
      

      
      When I reached the pavement, I stopped and studied the metal doors. Though the urge to hurry was beginning to beat through
         my brain, I knew that was the one thing I couldn’t do. Not if I wanted to save lives.
      

      
      The locks on the doors were simple padlocks. When the club was closed, they used a grate similar to the one over the windows
         to stop forcible entry. Which meant Vinnie, at least, was inside, and probably some of the wait staff.
      

      
      I closed my eyes and breathed deep. Three different scents were coming from the left. The vampire and two others from the
         right.
      

      
      I blew out a breath, then kicked off my shoes. Fourinch heels might be okay to party in, but they were shit when it came to fighting. At least, they were shit on the feet. The heels actually made damn fine weapons, especially when
         they were made of wood, like mine. Not only did they provide deadly little stakes when it came to dealing with vampires, but
         they were handy against everyone else, too. Few people ever thought that a shoe could become dangerous, but these were dangerous. Years of finding trouble in unexpected places had at least taught me one thing – always have a weapon handy. Sometimes
         a werewolf’s teeth just weren’t deterrent enough.
      

      
      I rolled up my jeans so I didn’t slip on the excess material, then tossed my bag into the right-hand corner of the doorway,
         out of the way and out of sight. After flexing my fingers, I stepped forward and kicked the door. It shook under the impact
         of the blow, but didn’t open. Cursing softly, I kicked it again. This time it flew back with enough force to shatter the nearest
         window.
      

      
      ‘Directorate of Other Races,’ I said, standing in the doorway and letting my gaze roam the darkness. I couldn’t see the vampire
         hiding in the shadows, but I could certainly smell him. Why wouldn’t most vampires wash? ‘Come out, or face the consequences.’
      

      
      Which wasn’t exactly legal speak, but I’d been around guardians long enough to know they generally didn’t bother with legalities.

      
      ‘You ain’t no guardian,’ a soft, almost childish voice said.

      
      I rolled my shoulders, trying to ease the tension tightening my muscles. The voice came from the left, yet the unwashed scent
         was still coming from the right. Could there be two vampires? Surely Gautier would have told me … Then I remembered his nasty
         smile. The bastard had known, all right.
      

      
      
      ‘I never said I was a guardian. I said I was Directorate. And the rest of my statement still applies.’

      
      The vampire snorted. ‘Make me.’

      
      Make me, not make us. The vamp was betting I didn’t know there were two of them.

      
      Last chance, vampire.’

      
      ‘I can smell your fear, little wolf.’

      
      So could I. Could feel the tremor of it through my veins. But the smell of my fear was nothing compared to what was coming
         from the humans in the room.
      

      
      I stepped inside the club.

      
      The air to my right stirred, and the pungent aroma of death sharpened. I dropped. A shadow soared over my back, his stench
         so bad I almost gagged. The soft thump of his landing told me where he was, even if his scent was too close, too overwhelming,
         to pinpoint it exactly. I spun, and lashed out with a bare foot. The blow connected with solid darkness and the vampire grunted.
         Again air moved, giving me warning. I twisted, whipping the spiked heel across the darkness. Felt it scrape across flesh even
         as the vampire howled in pain. Again, it wasn’t the voice of an adult – more that of a kid. Someone had turned youngsters.
         The thought sickened me.
      

      
      Movement caught my eye. The first vampire had shaken free of the shadows and climbed to his feet. He swung around to face
         me, his eyes red with bloodlust, his thin features contorted with rage. Not only youngsters in human terms, but youngsters
         in vampire years, as well. But that didn’t make them any less dangerous. Just a little less devious.
      

      
      He ran at me. I dodged, then swung the shoe, hitting his jaw with an audible whack. He howled and lashed out with a clenched
         fist. I leaned back, felt the breeze of the blow brush past my chin. The reek of unwashed flesh swamped me again. Not the scent of the first vampire, but the second. And he was approaching fast. I grabbed a fistful
         of the first vamp’s shaggy brown hair and yanked him around into the second vampire’s path.
      

      
      They hit with enough force to rattle my teeth, but it wasn’t enough to knock either of them out. The first vamp somehow twisted around, his fist catching the side
         of my face with enough force to knock me off my feet. I hit the floorboards with a grunt, the shoes flying from my hands.
         For a moment, I even saw stars. Then the weight of one of the vamps hit, his body covering my length and pinning me to the
         ground. His stench flooded my senses, making it hard to breathe as his canines lengthened in the expectation of a feed.
      

      
      Not on my neck, he wasn’t.
      

      
      I bucked, trying to get him off me, but he had his legs wrapped around mine to anchor himself. He laughed, and suddenly all
         I could see was bloodied teeth, slashing down.
      

      
      ‘No way, you bastard.’ I forced an arm between us. His teeth slashed my wrist, slicing deep, and pain roiled white-hot through
         my body. Some vampires made the experience of taking blood pleasurable, but this one sure as hell didn’t. Maybe he was too
         young. Whatever the reason, I screamed.
      

      
      The other vampire laughed, which only served to fuel my anger. Strength surged though my limbs, momentarily obliterating the
         pain. As the vampire sucked greedily at my blood, I thrust my free hand through his hair, grabbed a fistful, then yanked his
         head back, dragging his teeth from my arm. As he squawked in surprise, I clenched a bloodied fist and hit him in the mouth
         as hard as I could. Blood and bone and teeth flew, and his squawk became a howl of agony. I bucked again and flipped him backward over my head. He landed with a crash on his back, hard up against the bar,
         and didn’t get up.
      

      
      One down, one to go.

      
      And that one was flying through the air, diving straight for me. I scrambled upright and got the hell out of his way. The
         vamp twisted in midair, landing catlike, then swept with a booted foot, trying to knock me off my feet. I dodged the blow,
         then repeated it, battering him off his feet. He landed with a thump on his butt but quickly twisted around and dove forward. One fist smacked into my thigh
         and sent me staggering. The vamp was up almost instantly, teeth gleaming in the cold darkness.
      

      
      I faked a blow to his head, then spun and dove for one of my shoes. It would kill the sucker if I hit the right spot, but
         the chances of his standing still long enough were next to nil.
      

      
      Still, no matter where I hit, a wooden spike hanging out of his chest would not only slow him down, but burn the shit out
         of him. No one was actually sure why, especially given that vamps could touch wood without problem. Current theories suggested
         it was some sort of chemical reaction between a vampire’s blood and the wood – and that reaction was the reason a stake through the heart could kill a vampire. It set off a response that resulted in the cindering
         of all internal organs, in much the same way as sunlight crisped new vampires stupid enough to go out in it.
      

      
      He snarled in rage and leapt for me. I grabbed the shoe, snapped off the heel, then rolled out from underneath him and jumped
         upright. As he spun around to face me, I drove the spike as hard as I could into his chest.
      

      
      He moved, and I missed the right spot. It didn’t matter. At that moment, anywhere was good. He stopped abruptly and stared down in surprise at the flickers of fire erupting
         from the wound. That’s when I dropped him. He hit the ground and didn’t move.
      

      
      For a moment, I simply stood there, desperately battling to get some air back into my lungs. When I could breathe again, the
         pain hit – a tide that was almost all-consuming. I took a deep, shuddery breath and called to the wolf that prowled within.
      

      
      Power swept through me, tingling through vein and muscle and bone, blurring my vision, blurring the pain. Limbs shortened,
         shifted, rearranged, until what was standing in the club was wolf not human. I remained in my alternate form for several seconds,
         panting softly and listening to the silence for any hint of movement, then began to shift back into human form.
      

      
      The cells in a werewolf’s body retained data on body makeup, which was why wolves were so long-lived. In changing, damaged
         cells were repaired. Wounds were healed. And while it generally took more than one shift to heal wounds as deep as the ones
         on my arm, one would at least stem the bleeding and begin the healing process.
      

      
      Of course, changing shape while fully clothed is never a good thing for the clothes – especially when they were as fragile
         as the lace top I was wearing. At least my jeans were made of stretchy material, and usually managed to survive the change
         in reasonable shape.
      

      
      Once back in human form, I knotted the remains of the shirt together, then swung around, my gaze searching the darkness for
         the humans who were here, somewhere. That’s when the clapping began. It was a solitary tattoo that somehow managed to sound
         sarcastic.
      

      
      
      I knew it was Gautier without even smelling him.

      
      ‘You bastard,’ I said, as I turned back around to face him. ‘You just stood there and watched?’

      
      There was nothing pleasant about his sudden grin. ‘You’re right. You can handle yourself.’

      
      ‘Why didn’t you help?’

      
      He shoved his hands into his pockets and strolled into the club. ‘Only arrived back in time to see you shoving your shoe into
         the kid’s chest. Interesting innovation, by the way.’
      

      
      I felt like raging at him, or, better yet, grabbing the other shoe and spiking it into his chest. But what would be the point?
         Gautier was twisted enough actually to enjoy the caress of fire across his flesh.
      

      
      ‘I called the Directorate. Is that the reason you’re here?’

      
      He nodded and squatted beside the vamp I’d spiked. ‘It isn’t every day the Directorate gets an emergency call from a liaison.
         Jack put out an all-points to any guardians close to the area.’ He looked up. ‘Imagine the luck, me being so close.’
      

      
      Imagine, I thought sourly, and spun on my bare heel, walking to the corner where Vinnie, and a woman I presumed was one of
         the waitresses, lay. The big man had slashes across his arms, chest, and one cheek, but they weren’t all that deep. His leg
         was twisted at an odd angle, and even in the dim light, I could see the white of shinbone. He’d somehow managed to wrap a
         tourniquet around his thigh, but even so, he’d lost a lot of blood. I wondered why the baby vamps hadn’t sucked it up.
      

      
      The woman hadn’t escaped so lightly. Her shirt had been ripped open and her breasts deeply lanced. The vamps had suckled her
         like children would their mothers, and from the look of it, they’d bled her dry.
      

      
      
      I squatted beside Vinnie. His gaze, when it met mine, was distant, shocked. ‘They followed me in when I opened. I didn’t even
         see them.’
      

      
      I placed my hand over his. His skin was cold. Clammy. ‘I called an ambulance. They won’t be long.’

      
      ‘Doreen? Is she okay? God, what they did to her—’

      
      I glanced at the dead Doreen. Saw the echoes of terror in her lifeless blue eyes. What a goddamn awful way to spend your last
         moments.
      

      
      My stomach stirred and rose. I swallowed back bile and squeezed Vinnie’s hand. ‘I’m sure she’ll be okay.’

      
      ‘What about the others?’

      
      I hesitated. ‘If I go check, will you be okay?’

      
      He nodded. ‘Me and Doreen, we’ll just wait here.’

      
      ‘I won’t be long.’ As I rose, there was an audible snap of bone. Gautier, finishing what I’d started.

      
      Not that snapping vampires’ necks actually killed them, but it certainly incapacitated them for a while. Long enough to drive
         a stake through their black hearts, anyway. Though Gautier didn’t actually need to disable any vampire while he used the stake – he just enjoyed it. Enjoyed seeing the fear gather in their eyes as he raised the stake
         and drove it into their hearts. Which probably meant he was extremely pissed off at me just then, because I’d knocked both
         of the baby vamps unconscious, thereby robbing him of his pleasure. Why he was breaking their necks was anyone’s guess. Maybe
         it was habit.
      

      
      Maybe he just liked the sound.

      
      I walked on past him like there was absolutely nothing wrong, like it was an everyday occurrence that rogue vampires were
         executed in my presence. Any other reaction could be deadly, because he was watching me like a cat does a mouse.
      

      
      And I had no intention of ever being Gautier’s mouse.

      
      
      The distant wail of sirens bit through the silence as I squatted beside the three other women. All three of them were badly
         cut, and at least two of them raped. And as the soft squelch of wood being pressed into flesh, past bone and into heart whispered
         across the silence, part of me was fiercely glad. Those bastards didn’t deserve a fair trial or justice. They didn’t even
         deserve the quick staking they were being given.
      

      
      The emergency crews finally arrived. As Vinnie and the women were tended to, I made a statement to the cops. Gautier flashed
         his credentials and walked out. But the look he gave me as he wrapped the shadows around his body suggested he and I were
         going to be at odds for a while yet. No real surprise there.
      

      
      As soon as I was able, I picked up my handbag and got the hell out of there.

      
      The night air was sweet compared to the nightclub, and I breathed deep, letting it fill my lungs and sweep away the foulness.
         Blood still rode the wind, but that was natural, especially since a lot of it was now on me.
      

      
      What I needed was a nice hot shower. I slung my bag over my shoulder and headed home barefoot.

      
      But I’d barely gone a dozen steps when the wrongness hit again, this time stronger than before.

      
      I stopped and looked over my shoulder. What the hell was going on? Why was I feeling this when the situation inside the club
         had been sorted?
      

      
      Then it hit me.

      
      The wrongness wasn’t coming from the club or the night. It was coming from a more distant place. A more personal place. A
         place that was forged from the bond of twins.
      

      
      My brother was in trouble.



   

      
      
      Chapter Two

	      
      Panic surged. Ten guardians had disappeared under suspicious circumstances in the last few months, and only two of them had
         been found. Or rather, only bits of two of them had been found. I swallowed heavily. My twin couldn’t be the eleventh. He was the only family I had left since our pack had thrown us out. He was the only person who meant anything
         to me, the one person I couldn’t live without. Losing him would kill me as surely as a silver bullet.
      

      
      I took a deep breath and tried to calm my fears. Rhoan wasn’t hurt, and he wasn’t dying, because I’d have felt either of those.

      
      He was just in some form of trouble, and, my fault or not, he’d been in trouble most of his life. He could handle it, whatever
         it was.
      

      
      The last thing I needed to do was panic. But I could check. I retrieved my cell phone, pressed the vid button, then quickly dialed my boss, Jack Parnell. He was the current head
         of the guardian division, and one of the few vampires I actually liked. The other, Kelly, was a guardian and one of my few
         friends. Not only were they both nice, but they actually bathed like regular people.
      

      
      
      Jack’s bald features came online. He gave me a toothy grin, but there was an intentness in his green eyes that belied his
         jovial expression.
      

      
      ‘Nice to see you’re unhurt after your evening jaunt,’ he said, his tone cheerful and gravelly. ‘I’ll expect your report in
         the morning.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll write it up at home and e-mail it in. Tell me, have you heard from Rhoan?’

      
      ‘About two hours ago. Why?’

      
      I hesitated. I had to be careful what I said, because no one at the Directorate knew Rhoan and I were related, let alone twins.
         The fact that we shared the same last name was no clue, simply because every individual in a wolf pack shared the same surname.
         So everyone in our pack, related or not, had Jenson as a last name. And whenever someone new came into the pack, they legally
         changed their names to the pack name. It was the one way to differentiate origins between packs that shared the same coat
         color.
      

      
      Most of those at the Directorate actually presumed we were lovers simply because we lived together – a theory neither of us
         corrected because it was far easier on us if they believed that. Of course, if they actually knew anything about Rhoan, they
         would have realized how unlikely our being lovers was.
      

      
      I wasn’t sure what Jack believed – he’d never said anything about the two of us, never asked anything about our situation.
         He gave the appearance of not caring either way, but after working for him for six years, I knew that was never the case.
      

      
      ‘You’re aware that werewolves often know when pack mates are in trouble?’

      
      He simply nodded.

      
      ‘Well, I’ve got that feeling now, with Rhoan.’

      
      ‘Life-or-death-type trouble?’

      
      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘Is he injured in any way?’

      
      ‘No. Not yet.’

      
      He frowned. ‘So you simply feel he is in trouble?’

      
      ‘Yes.’ Felt it through every fiber, and as strongly as I could feel the heat of the moon.

      
      ‘I don’t disbelieve you, Riley, but as he’s not overdue, I prefer to wait. The mission he’s on is a delicate one, and sending
         rescuers in could make the whole thing fall apart.’
      

      
      Like I cared about anything but my brother …

      
      I took another deep breath and blew it out slowly. ‘But given the other disappearances, isn’t it worth checking?’

      
      ‘The others disappeared from a specific area. Rhoan’s mission shouldn’t take him anywhere near it.’

      
      ‘So you know where he is?’

      
      ‘Yes.’ He hesitated. ‘Though you and I are both aware he doesn’t always report changes of direction.’

      
      Wasn’t that the truth. And if he wasn’t where he was supposed to be, then finding him was going to be a whole lot of fun. ‘When will he become overdue?’
      

      
      ‘He’s due to report at nine tomorrow morning.’

      
      ‘And if he doesn’t?’

      
      ‘I shall decide then what to do.’

      
      ‘I want in.’

      
      ‘Riley, you’re not a guardian.’

      
      Yet. I could almost hear the unspoken modifier. I could certainly see the amusement crinkling the corners of his eyes. Though
         I’d failed the tests, Jack, for some reason, held the firm belief that I had the makings of a great guardian. He’d told me
         so, lots of times. But because I’d already taken the test, he couldn’t force me to take another. I was safe – at least until
         he found a way to make me do the damn thing again. Or until I played into his hands, as I suspected I might be doing.
      

      
      
      ‘He’s my pack mate. I don’t intend to sit back and twiddle my thumbs if he’s in trouble.’

      
      ‘Then report to work in the morning, and we’ll see what happens.’

      
      Which was neither a yes nor a no, but about as much as I was going to get that night. ‘Thanks, Jack.’

      
      ‘Try not to scent anything else on the wind tonight,’ he said, voice dry. ‘It looks like an ant could knock you over right
         now.’
      

      
      ‘But only a very toned ant.’

      
      He laughed and hung up. I stared at the phone’s blank screen for several seconds. If Jack wasn’t going to be forthcoming with
         information, maybe I should try someone else. Like Kelly.
      

      
      Guardians often discussed missions, so maybe she knew where Rhoan had been headed. I had no idea if she was actually home,
         but I knew for a fact she wasn’t working. It was worth a try.
      

      
      I dialed her number, but after three rings it clicked over to the answering machine. ‘Kel, it’s Riley. Give me a call when
         you get home, no matter what the time.’ I hesitated, then added, so as not to panic her, ‘Nothing urgent. I just have a question.’
      

      
      I hung up, shoved the phone back in my bag, and walked home.

      
      Only to find the night’s weirdness had not finished with me yet. A vampire stood at my door.

      
      A naked vampire, in fact.

      
      I stopped and stared. I couldn’t help it. He was naked, after all. And damn, he was built.
      

      
      He had hair that might have been black, but just then looked brown with all the mud caked onto it, dark eyes that were anything
         but soulless, and a face angels would kill for.
      

      
      His body was just as caked with mud as his hair, but underneath the dirt, it was lean and powerful – in an athletic sort of way. And to complete the perfect packaging, he was
         well endowed. Not the largest I’d ever seen, but mighty fine all the same.
      

      
      The stairwell door slammed shut against my back, knocking me out of my admiring stupor.

      
      ‘Hello,’ I said.

      
      ‘Hello,’ he repeated.

      
      A polite vampire. Amazing. ‘Is there any particular reason you’re standing naked at my door?’

      
      I was hoping there was. Hoping that maybe he was some kind of present. Granted, my birthday was quite a few months off, but
         a girl can always dream.
      

      
      Though my dreams didn’t usually contain naked vampires, especially mud-covered ones.

      
      He answered my question with one of his own. ‘Is there any particular reason you’re covered in blood?’

      
      ‘I got into a fight. What’s your excuse?’

      
      He looked down, as if his state of undress was something he hadn’t noticed until that moment. ‘I really have no idea how I
         ended up like this.’
      

      
      His voice was a low vibration that shivered through my soul and made my toes want to curl. Damn if it wasn’t the sexiest voice
         I’d ever heard on a man – dead or alive.
      

      
      ‘But you do know why you’re standing at my door?’

      
      He nodded. ‘If you live here, then I am here to see you.’

      
      ‘Well, I can tell you, I don’t get many bare-assed guys turning up on my doorstep.’ Which was partly what I’d been bitching
         about to my brother before he’d disappeared on his mission, and the main reason I’d half hoped this vamp might be a present.
         Rhoan tended to do things like that. Though admittedly, few vampires had a sense of humor, and most would not have gone along with such a stunt. ‘So, unless you can explain what’s going on, you can march your pretty body down the stairs
         and out of our building.’
      

      
      ‘I need help.’

      
      Which more than likely meant he wanted Directorate help more than my personal help. Which was a damn shame. My gaze did another
         tour down his naked torso, and I couldn’t help an almost wistful sigh. Okay, so I saw a lot of nice naked bodies at the werewolf
         nightclubs, but this vampire was definitely the best-put-together specimen of manhood I’d seen recently.
      

      
      ‘Why do you need help? Did you flash your bits at the wrong man’s wife?’

      
      Annoyance flickered through his dark eyes. ‘I’m being serious. Someone is trying to kill me.’

      
      He might be serious, but it was hard to take him that way when he was standing there so calmly. Wouldn’t the obvious action
         have been to report problems to the police, or even the Directorate? ‘There’s always someone trying to kill vamps, and generally,
         you guys deserve it.’
      

      
      ‘Not all of us kill to survive.’

      
      Well, no, but the ones who did certainly gave the rest a bad rep. ‘Look, tell me what you want or go away and flash at someone
         else.’
      

      
      ‘You’re a guardian for the Directorate of Other Races, are you not?’

      
      ‘Nope. That’s my flatmate.’

      
      ‘Is your flatmate here?’

      
      I sighed. Why did all the pretty ones want to see Rhoan? ‘I don’t expect him back until sometime tomorrow.’ Or later, if the
         feeling of wrongness in the pit of my stomach was anything to go by.
      

      
      ‘Then I shall wait.’

      
      
      I raised an eyebrow. ‘Really? Where?’

      
      ‘Here.’ He indicated the floor with an elegant gesture.

      
      ‘You can’t stay here.’ Mrs. Russel, the owner of this ramshackle ex-factory they now had the cheek to call an apartment block,
         would have a fit. The only reason she’d rented us a room in the first place was because it was against the law to discriminate
         against nonhumans – and because having werewolves in the building had the fortunate side effect of keeping vermin away. Rats,
         it seemed, didn’t like us.
      

      
      But finding a vampire sitting in her hall would tip the old cow over the edge and us out of the apartment. Mrs. Russel had
         a long-standing hatred of vamps – even though she celebrated every day the fact that her husband had become the meal of one.
      

      
      ‘Especially when you’re naked,’ I added. ‘It’s against the law to loiter naked in public.’

      
      A fact I knew after having been arrested for doing the same thing a couple of months ago – though I’d been in a park rather
         than a hallway. I’d escaped with only a small fine, but then, I had the full moon as an excuse. The silk dress I’d been wearing
         had fared no better against the change than my lacy shirt. Not that either event would stop me from wearing inappropriate
         clothing. The law might have problems with people running around naked, but werewolves didn’t.
      

      
      ‘The light is broken,’ he said, his voice so soft, so warm, that I again felt that shiver up my spine. ‘There are no windows,
         and the hall lies in shadows. No one will see me.’
      

      
      I’d seen him, but then, though he must have heard me coming up the stairs, he hadn’t bothered shadowing. And that fact stirred
         uneasiness. As did the fact he was naked. It was no secret that I was a werewolf, and no secret that the full moon was only seven days away. And it was a very well-known fact that a werewolf’s sexual urges rose
         dramatically in the seven days before the moon reached fullness. He might be bait.
      

      
      Though why would someone want to bait me? Other than having a guardian brother, I was a nothing, a nobody. Maybe my apprehension
         for Rhoan was making me paranoid.
      

      
      ‘If you’re in trouble, why not go to the Directorate? There are plenty of guardians there to help.’

      
      ‘I cannot.’

      
      ‘Why not?’

      
      Confusion flicked through the midnight depths of his eyes. ‘I can’t remember.’

      
      Yeah, I was really believing that. ‘Would you mind stepping away from my door?’

      
      He did so. I grabbed the keys from my bag and approached the door cautiously. He raised his hands, his expression a little
         amused as I unlocked the door and thrust it open. Once I’d stepped through, I relaxed. While many of the legends concerning
         vampires weren’t true, the one about thresholds certainly was.
      

      
      I tossed my handbag onto the nearby green sofa, then met his night-dark gaze. ‘Don’t bite any of my neighbors, or I’ll drag
         you down to the Directorate myself.’
      

      
      He gave me a smile that had my hormones doing excited little cartwheels. ‘I have perused the contents of this building. You
         are the only one here worth biting.’
      

      
      I couldn’t help a grin. He might have been naked, he might have been covered in mud and up to no good, but he looked gorgeous
         and he smelled positively sweet compared to most of the vamps I worked with. Another time, another place, I might have been tempted to take his mud-covered bait, and to hell with the consequences. ‘Compliments
         won’t get you through my door.’
      

      
      He shrugged, a small, somehow graceful gesture. ‘I speak only the truth.’

      
      ‘Ah huh.’ I half closed the door, then hesitated. ‘You really can’t remember why you’re naked?’

      
      ‘At this moment, no.’

      
      Didn’t remember, or was too embarrassed to say? I suspected the latter, though I didn’t really know why, especially considering
         embarrassment was not an emotion any of the vamps I worked with ever felt.
      

      
      ‘Fine. I’ll see you later, then.’

      
      I closed the door, then headed into the bathroom for a shower. After that, I crawled into my rumpled bed and tried to catch
         some sleep. But the certainty that my brother was in some sort of trouble, combined with the fact that I had a hunky naked
         vampire sitting outside my door, up to God knew what, pretty much ensured that sleep was the one thing I couldn’t find.
      

      
      After an hour of tossing and turning, I gave up and got up. I pulled on my favorite Marvin the Martian T-shirt to ward off
         the slight chill in the night, then headed into the kitchen and grabbed a large glass of milk and the jar filled with chocolate
         chip cookies. Then, from the well-padded comfort of my favorite armchair, I ate, drank, and watched the night give way to
         a brilliant red dawn. When the sky show was over, I typed up my report on Rhoan’s laptop, then e-mailed it to Jack. The phone
         rang a second later.
      

      
      I leaned back in the chair and grabbed the receiver off the wall. ‘Hi, Kel.’

      
      Husky laughter drifted down the line. Kelly had one of those voices that would have made her an instant hit on the phone-sex lines. ‘And how did you know it was me?’
      

      
      ‘Because I left a message on your phone, and because everyone else knows better than to ring me at this unholy hour of the
         morning.’
      

      
      ‘And yet you are up, which means you have a problem.’ She hesitated. ‘Is it just a desperate need for sane feminine conversation?
         Or is it something more serious, like needing that all-dick, no-brain of a mate taken off your hands?’
      

      
      I grinned. Kelly didn’t like Talon any more than Rhoan did, but at least she could see the benefits of keeping him around.
         Men as well hung as Talon weren’t all that common. ‘Actually, I just had a question.’
      

      
      ‘Well, damn. I wouldn’t have minded a bit of well-endowed werewolf action right now. But ask away.’

      
      ‘Did you talk to Rhoan before he left? Have you any idea where he was headed?’

      
      ‘No, and no. Why?’

      
      ‘I’ve just got a feeling he’s in some sort of trouble.’

      
      ‘Not the sort that has taken ten of our number already, I hope?’

      
      ‘No. Not yet, anyway.’

      
      ‘Good.’ She paused. In the background was the soft ticking of a clock, meaning she was in her quarters at the Directorate.
         The only clock in her own home was the mother of all grandfather clocks. It was so large – and so loud – that I was forced
         to leave the room when it chimed. ‘I’m due to go out again tomorrow night. I’ll see what I can find if he’s not back by then.’
      

      
      ‘Thanks. I owe you one.’

      
      ‘Get me into a club during the moon fever, and we’ll call it quits.’

      
      I grinned. ‘Done deal. See you later.’

      
      
      ‘Arrivederci, bella.’

      
      I replaced the receiver, then rose and headed back to the kitchen.

      
      I wasn’t the world’s greatest cook, and most days I tended to burn whatever it was I was cooking. But I could usually manage
         muffins, eggs, and bacon without too much damage. Luckily for my stomach, it was one of those days. As I dished it all up,
         I glanced toward the door and wondered if my naked vamp wanted anything to eat. Not that I intended offering myself. Rhoan
         always kept a good supply of synth blood in the fridge, simply because he needed it. We might be twins but I was more werewolf,
         my brother more vampire. He didn’t have the extendable teeth, ate and drank normally, and could walk in sunlight as well as
         I, but when the full moon began to rise, so too did his need to consume blood.
      

      
      I grabbed a synth pack from the fridge, then picked up my plate and walked across to the door.

      
      My grubby but sexy vampire was sitting where I’d left him, in the shadows to the right of my door.

      
      ‘Have you eaten?’ I asked.

      
      Surprise flickered through his eyes. ‘Are you offering?’

      
      I grinned and tossed the plastic pack to him. ‘Hardly. But my flatmate always keeps a stock of synth blood. You’re welcome
         to that.’
      

      
      He caught the pack deftly in one hand. ‘Thank you. It’s most considerate.’

      
      ‘In other words,’ I said dryly, ‘the offer sucks, but you’ll make do.’

      
      Humor touched his luscious lips. ‘You are very adept at reading people, aren’t you?’

      
      Only nonhuman races, and only because of what I was. I shrugged, and sat, cross-legged, on the safe side of the doorway. Even though he was a stranger, and probably up to no good, he was at least someone to talk to. While
         the lone wolf image wasn’t one that fitted most wolves, it did apply to both Rhoan and me. We’d grown up in an environment that was hostile to our presence – to our very existence – and
         had become used to keeping to ourselves. Which meant, of course, that the art of making friends easily wasn’t a skill either
         of us had. God, it had taken me forever to drop my guard and let Kelly in a little. We’d known each other for three years,
         and despite the fact that I called her a friend – a good friend – she still had no idea that Rhoan and I were related, let
         alone twins.
      

      
      And while I had two mates I saw regularly, they weren’t exactly friends. Melbourne could be a cold city when you were basically
         alone.
      

      
      His gaze slid down my barely covered bits – a touch that wasn’t a touch, but left me burning. No surprise there. The moon
         heat, which was what we wolves called the weeklong phase in which the need to mate became almost all-consuming, had started.
         And while it didn’t affect me anywhere near as strongly as full-blooded wolves, the burning need for sex was still hard to
         deny.
      

      
      And if the moon-spun hunger was that strong already, I was in for a rough but exciting week.

      
      ‘So,’ I said, trying to shake off images of mating with this vamp right there in the hall – and trying not to think of the
         delicious possibility of shocking Mrs. Russel’s puritan sensibilities. ‘You obviously didn’t come to your senses during the
         night.’
      

      
      ‘Well, that depends on how you define “coming to your senses.”’ Warmth sparkled in his dark eyes. ‘If you’re referring to
         the fact that I’m still here, then obviously not. If you mean did I regain some memories, then yes.’
      

      
      
      ‘So you remember why you’re here?’

      
      ‘I told you that last night.’

      
      That he had. I was just curious as to whether he’d changed his story. ‘And as I said, if it’s something urgent, just go to
         the Directorate. Any of the guardians will be able to help you.’
      

      
      ‘It’s your flatmate I must see.’

      
      I speared some bacon, and dipped it into the yolk. ‘You another of his boyfriends?’

      
      He jerked back so quickly anyone would have thought I’d hit him. ‘No, I am not.’

      
      I grinned. ‘No offense meant. It’s just that many vampires who are older than a century or two tend to swing between the sexes.’

      
      He studied me, face expressionless, eyes deep, dark pools the unwary could easily get lost in. ‘You are a werewolf, are you
         not?’
      

      
      ‘Yeah.’ I tore off a chunk of muffin, covered it in egg, and ate it. Ladylike, that was me.

      
      ‘Werewolves are no more intuitive when it comes to vampires than humans,’ he said softly. ‘So how is it you knew I was a vampire,
         let alone one who was more than two centuries old?’
      

      
      I shrugged. ‘My flatmate is a guardian, and I work with guardians. You pick up on those things.’

      
      One look at his expression suggested he wasn’t buying the lie.

      
      ‘Can I ask another question?’

      
      ‘You can ask. Won’t guarantee I’ll answer it.’

      
      His smile crinkled his eyes. Not only was he polite, but he had a sense of humor. Amazing.

      
      ‘You are not the … shall we say, typical? … shape of a werewolf.’

      
      ‘Meaning I’ve actually got curves and boobs?’ Boobs that had been my saving grace when it came to job-getting in the past. Despite the fact it was illegal to discriminate, few people wanted werewolves in their employ simply
         because the moon cycle meant wolves were away one week in four. But, thanks to said boobs, few people ever guessed what I
         was.
      

      
      His gaze drifted upward. ‘Your hair is red, yet I thought there were only four packs – silver, black, golden, and brown.’

      
      I nodded. ‘Most people think that, simply because the number of red packs is extremely small and they’re all somewhat isolated.
         They originated in Ireland, then migrated to the center of Australia. They mostly still live there today.’
      

      
      ‘Ireland and Central Australia are two vastly different locations.’

      
      Having visited Ireland eight years ago, I could certainly attest to that. I’d never seen so much rain in my life – at least
         until I’d gotten to Melbourne.
      

      
      ‘They were chased out during the race riots of 1795. England was using Australia as a penal colony at the time, but there
         was plenty of land to be had so that’s where they went.’ I shrugged. ‘I guess after the chill of Ireland, the heat of Central
         Australia was a dream.’
      

      
      ‘At that time, they could have had their pick of locations. Why go to a desert?’

      
      ‘Who knows?’ Not me, that was for sure. Pack history had never been my strong point. But then, they hadn’t exactly gone overboard
         to teach us – after all, why would they bother when they had every intention of kicking us out once we hit adulthood?
      

      
      Some wolf packs were tolerant of half-breeds. Ours wasn’t. The main reason we’d been allowed to survive at all was the fact
         that our mother was the daughter of the pack’s alpha – and had threatened to walk away from the pack if we were sentenced
         to death.
      

      
      
      And yet when we had finally left, it had been as much of a relief for her as it had been for us. She loved us, we both knew
         that, but she’d made it very clear that she never wanted to see us again.
      

      
      That decision had hurt – still hurt – and yet I could understand her need to regain a normal pack life. It couldn’t have been
         easy raising pups who were unwanted by everyone but her.
      

      
      ‘And the red pack are not lean, as other wolves are?’ my grubby vampire asked.

      
      ‘Mostly, no.’

      
      He nodded, his gaze rolling languidly down my body, somehow making me feel like I was drowning in sunshine. Which was a weird
         sensation to be getting from a creature of the night.
      

      
      Though, to be honest, vamps generally weren’t the ice blocks humans thought them to be. They only got cold if they weren’t
         feeding enough.
      

      
      I cleared my throat. ‘I wouldn’t do that.’

      
      Amusement danced in his dark eyes. ‘Why not?’

      
      ‘You know why not.’

      
      The amusement touched his lips, and my breath caught somewhere in my throat. Damn, when had dead men become so delicious?

      
      ‘I wouldn’t mind.’

      
      Well, actually, neither would I, but I had principles. At least until the moon fever truly hit. ‘You’re here to see my flatmate, not me.’ I hesitated, and frowned. ‘You said last night someone was trying to kill
         you. If that’s the case, why are you calmly sitting here in my hall?’
      

      
      ‘Because they left me for dead. I doubt whether they’d bother going back to see if they succeeded.’

      
      ‘And you are naked and covered in mud because …?’

      
      ‘I was staked naked to the ground between a mound of mulch and a mound of topsoil.’
      

      
      I stared at him, not sure if he was being serious or not. ‘You were staked out in a garden center?’

      
      ‘Apparently so. Luckily for me, they decided not to put a stake through my heart, but were simply content to watch the rising
         sun burn me.’
      

      
      ‘Which it obviously didn’t.’

      
      He smiled again, but this time there was something ferocious about it. ‘The good thing about being over a few hundred years
         old is a certain amount of immunity to the sun. Something my attackers obviously didn’t know. When dawn rose, I began screaming.
         They panicked and ran.’
      

      
      Suggesting, perhaps, that the men who’d attacked him were new to the vampire-hunting game. I leaned against the door frame
         and placed my half-empty plate on the dusty wooden floor. ‘Why didn’t you just take over their minds and run them off that
         way?’
      

      
      ‘I tried. They were blocked.’ He eyed me for a minute. ‘Much the same as you are.’

      
      I frowned. Rhoan had told me there was a gang of humans cruising the city in search of vamps to hunt down, but I was under
         the impression they were only teenagers. It was doubtful they’d be strong enough to overwhelm this vampire, let alone have developed tough enough mind-shields to keep him out. And while electronic shield technology did exist
         and did work, it was so expensive very few could afford it.
      

      
      ‘Were they young?’

      
      ‘No. Men, all of them, at least thirty.’

      
      That didn’t sound good. ‘Perhaps you’d better go over to the Directorate. If there’s a second gang active in the city, they’ll
         need to know.’
      

      
      ‘I cannot.’

      
      ‘Why? My flatmate might not be back for days, and this really should be reported.’
      

      
      ‘Rhoan asked me to see him, and only him.’

      
      I raised an eyebrow. ‘I thought you didn’t know my flatmate? And if you did, why didn’t you ask for him by name last night?’

      
      ‘Because last night I couldn’t actually remember his name, just his address. And I never did say whether I knew him or not.’

      
      Typical vampire. I’m sure the half that weren’t salesmen were damn lawyers sometime in their lives. ‘Does that mean you’ve
         seen him recently?’
      

      
      ‘Yes. Before those men caught and staked me out. That is how I knew this address.’

      
      Then maybe this vamp could help me find Rhoan if Jack and the Directorate wouldn’t. ‘When was this?’

      
      He frowned. ‘I’m not sure.’

      
      Damn. ‘So where did you see him?’

      
      ‘I can’t say.’

      
      ‘Then why did those men feel inclined to stake you out?’

      
      ‘Something else I can’t remember.’

      
      ‘There seems to be an awful lot you can’t remember,’ I muttered, stuck between belief and disbelief.

      
      ‘A regrettable side effect of being kicked several times in the head.’

      
      My gaze traveled to his forehead. There did seem to be shadowing under the mud, which might have meant bruising. ‘Have you
         got a name?’
      

      
      ‘I have.’

      
      A smile twitched my lips. ‘Can you share it, or is it lost to the fog as well?’

      
      ‘Quinn O’Conor.’

      
      ‘I’m Riley Jenson.’

      
      He leaned forward and held out his hand. I clasped it automatically, which was a stupid thing to do, really. He could have so easily hauled me out of the doorway had he intended me harm.
      

      
      But the only thing he did was wrap his long, strong fingers around mine and squeeze lightly. And with the heat of his palm
         burning into mine, it was all too easy to imagine the gentle strength of those fingers sliding across my body, stirring the
         desire already building deep inside. I swallowed heavily.
      

      
      ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you, Riley Jenson,’ he added, his voice so soft it seemed to echo inside my head rather than through
         my ears.
      

      
      I pulled my hand from his, but clenched my fingers to retain the warmth of his touch. That one reaction made me realize I
         had better be careful. Until I knew more about him, about what he was really up to, I’d better keep some distance. No matter
         how much my hormones were suggesting otherwise.
      

      
      Yet curiosity was still stronger than caution.

      
      ‘And can you remember what you do for a living?’

      
      He nodded. ‘I own Evensong Air.’

      
      I almost choked. Evensong was the biggest of the three transpacific airlines, and had recently taken over the shuttle service
         to the space stations. Which made the naked vampire sitting opposite me a multibillionaire.
      

      
      His face closed over. ‘Does that alter your opinion of me?’

      
      ‘Like I’ve had time to form an opinion?’ I grinned, and added, ‘But if it did, it would only be because I’ve never fucked
         a mega, megarich guy before.’ Though I had certainly fucked your ordinary, everyday, garden-variety millionaire. Still was, in fact.
      

      
      His laugh sent warm shivers down my spine. ‘One thing I love about werewolves – they’re always forthright when it comes to
         sex.’
      

      
      
      ‘Had a werewolf or two in your time, have you?’ Which wouldn’t be entirely surprising. He was rich, he was gorgeous, and he
         was a vampire. They were one of the few races that could actually keep up with a werewolf in moon heat.
      

      
      ‘One or two.’

      
      He didn’t look as if he wanted to elaborate, and I wondered why. I watched him sip his meal for a second, then said, ‘I thought
         Evensong was owned by a Frank Harris?’
      

      
      ‘He’s the director and current face.’ Quinn shrugged. ‘Being a vampire has its restrictions. I will always need someone to
         run the business during the day.’
      

      
      I was betting Frank Harris was kept on a very tight leash, all the same. ‘So what is a successful businessman doing getting
         staked out by humans? I would have thought you’d be surrounded by the latest in security gadgets.’
      

      
      He frowned. ‘I wish I knew. It’s most annoying, waking to find oneself staked out and having no idea why.’

      
      ‘I’m guessing it’s even more annoying to discover you’d been overwhelmed by mere humans.’

      
      ‘Most definitely.’

      
      Amusement flirted with his mouth again, and my heart did the old flip-flop. Time to retreat, before I did something daft –
         like take this vampire’s bait.
      

      
      ‘Listen, I have to get ready for work. Would you like a coat or something? The weathermen reckon it’s going to rain later.’

      
      A sensual smile flirted with his lips. ‘I appreciate the offer, but vampires do not feel the cold.’

      
      ‘Maybe not, but you’re making me cold just looking at you.’ Which was actually the opposite of what was happening, but he didn’t need to know that.
      

      
      He shrugged. ‘If it makes you feel better, then I shall accept the coat.’

      
      I rose and grabbed one of Rhoan’s coats from the back of the door. At least Mrs. Russel’s heart wouldn’t go into overload
         if she did happen to see him. And as much as I liked pushing the old cow, I doubted whether we’d get another apartment this
         large or this cheap so close to the city.
      

      
      After closing the door, I dug through the baskets of clean clothes until I found a suitable skirt and shirt to wear. Once
         I’d ironed them, I got ready for work. Quinn was still sitting in the hall when I left to walk down to the station.
      

      
      The train was packed, and, as usual, I spent the entire journey with my nose pinned against the glass, trying to get some
         fresh air from the cracks between the panels to combat the almost overwhelming scents of humanity, sweat, and perfume.
      

      
      I squeezed out at Spencer Street Station and walked the block to the green glass building that housed the Directorate. After
         going through the security scanners, then submitting my hand for print scanning, I took the elevator down to the basement
         levels, stopping at sublevel three. If the ten levels above ground were the public face of the Directorate – the areas that
         worked mainly by day, receiving the initial reports of crimes by nonhumans, processing the minor offenses, and doing other
         basic stuff like documenting reports of new vampire risings – then the five below were the heart. They were the area the public
         knew little about. There we tracked down, and took care of, the nastier stuff – the nonhumans who raped and killed and sucked
         dry. And we worked twenty-four hours a day, even if the majority of the guardians only hunted at night.
      

      
      
      There were only one hundred of us down there, and seventy of those were guardians. The other thirty were officially known
         as guardian liaisons. We worked mostly on rotating eight-hour shifts, and our duties were basic but far from simple – nothing
         could ever be considered simple when dealing with vampires. We checked and processed information about the more serious crimes,
         gave the guardians their assignments once the sun had set, made their reports legible once the night was over, and kept the
         guardians who were in residence during the daylight hours supplied with food and drink.
      

      
      Of course, most humans still thought vampires were forced to sleep during the sunlit hours, but that was a fallacy – and one
         most vampires were more than happy to perpetuate. Sure, most vamps couldn’t go out into direct sunlight for fear of being
         fried, but that didn’t mean they were comatose, either. Vamps didn’t need to sleep any more than they needed to breathe. If
         vampires did sleep, then it was done either as a leftover habit from their human years, or out of boredom.
      

      
      I was one of only three females doing the job, and the other two were vamps. Guardians weren’t the easiest of folk to deal
         with, and only those capable of protecting themselves were assigned duty there.
      

      
      Jack looked up from his computer screen as I walked into the room and gave me another of his toothy grins. ‘Morning, darlin’.’

      
      ‘Morning, Jack.’ I stripped off my jacket, plopped down on my seat, and looked into the security scanner. My iris was checked,
         identity confirmed, and the screen snapped into action. ‘You been here all night again?’
      

      
      ‘What else would an ugly sod like me do?’

      
      I grinned. ‘I don’t know – get a life, maybe?’

      
      
      ‘I have a life. It’s called the Directorate.’

      
      ‘That’s sad. You know that, don’t you?’

      
      ‘I prefer to call it committed.’

      
      ‘As in, should be committed.’

      
      He smiled. ‘Got your report. Nice job.’

      
      ‘Thanks. Any word from Rhoan yet?’

      
      ‘Not yet.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘But it isn’t nine, and your flatmate is never on time anyway.’

      
      I knew that well enough, and normally it didn’t worry me. ‘Are you going to start a search if he doesn’t report in?’

      
      ‘Not immediately, no.’

      
      ‘Dammit, there’s something wrong.’
      

      
      ‘We only have your gut instinct telling us that. And even then, you say it isn’t serious. Forgive me, Riley, but if it isn’t
         serious, it isn’t enough to blow his mission.’
      

      
      Frustration surged through me. I blew out a breath, lifting the hair from my forehead. ‘Then I’ll just have to do a little
         looking of my own.’
      

      
      Jack studied me for a minute, amusement touching the corners of his green eyes. ‘If you find something, you will let me know.’

      
      I raised an eyebrow. ‘That an order?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘And will you share if you find anything?’

      
      ‘Riley, Rhoan’s a guardian, and the mission he’s on is top secret. I can’t share information.’ He paused. ‘Unless, of course,
         I was sharing it with someone who was willing to take a second guardian test.’
      

      
      ‘That’s blackmail.’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      I shook my head. ‘And here I was thinking you were a nice vampire.’

      
      ‘There is no such thing as a nice vampire,’ he said. ‘Just different shades of the same color. You’d be wise to remember that, especially here.’
      

      
      Wasn’t that the truth. ‘I’m not going to take another test.’ I wasn’t that concerned for Rhoan’s safety. Not yet.
      

      
      I tackled the pile of files in my inbox instead. The morning crawled by, and the sensation that Rhoan was in trouble neither
         waxed nor waned. Which was odd. If he was in trouble, and unable to get out of it, surely the danger should build? What the hell did it mean when it remained at the
         same level?
      

      
      At lunch, I grabbed a sandwich and cola from the machine in the foyer, then headed back to do some info searching on the mysterious,
         but oh-so-delicious, Quinn.
      

      
      There were lots and lots of yummy pictures – whoever started the myth that vampires couldn’t be photographed was either a
         loony or had never actually tried it. And there were lots of articles, which swung between calling him a monster and hailing
         him as a savior of small companies. One article was all about a dead vamp found on one of Quinn’s transport planes. Another
         mentioned expansions in his Sydney pharmaceutical company. And there was a small clipping about his engagement to one Eryn
         Jones – and a snapshot of the two of them together. She was a slender, brown-haired woman, and as pretty as hell. But then,
         I don’t suppose someone like Quinn would end up with anyone dowdy. I glanced at the date on the top of the article – January
         9. Six months ago.
      

      
      He had to love her a lot, because vampires didn’t often commit themselves to one person. Kelly had once told me it was simply too hard to watch someone
         you love wither and die while you stayed eternally young. A vampire’s only other choice was to turn their lovers into vamps, yet few relationships survived the turmoil of turning. Vampires tended to be territorial and two vamps
         couldn’t often live in harmony.
      

      
      A few articles later, I found an interesting one about Eryn herself – or rather, her mysterious disappearance. Quinn had apparently
         been questioned by police, but released, and the inquiries were ‘ongoing.’ Meaning the cops didn’t have a goddamn clue.
      

      
      Was this the reason behind the attack on Quinn? Did someone, somewhere, suspect that he was behind her disappearance? If so,
         why was he waiting at my place to see Rhoan? Was it something to do with the missing Eryn or something else entirely?
      

      
      How did he even know Rhoan if he normally lived in Sydney?

      
      Frowning, I did a search on his fiancée, but didn’t come up with much more than the fact she worked for a well-known pharmaceutical
         company – one Quinn had apparently bought, then dismantled, several months after her disappearance.
      

      
      Interesting, to say the least. Though God only knew how it connected to Rhoan’s current troubles.

      
      Jack came back in from his lunch break, and I got back to work. The afternoon crawled by, and though I kept glancing at the
         clock, no word came from Rhoan. Jack pretended to be totally oblivious to anything but whatever it was he was doing on his
         computer, yet I knew he was watching me. Knew he was waiting for me to say something. To ask about Rhoan and the possibility
         of a search and, of course, that pesky retesting.
      

      
      Which I wasn’t going to do until I’d exhausted my own avenues – and I intended to check them out as soon as I went home and
         changed. Unless, of course, the feeling of trouble sharpened dramatically.
      

      
      
      At six, I signed off and got the hell out of there. Given it was Saturday, and late evening to boot, most of the usual pedestrian
         traffic had already gone home. There was even breathing room on the train.
      

      
      Night was setting in by the time the train pulled into my station. I climbed out and walked up the platform to the exit. But
         the sensation that I was no longer alone crawled over my skin. I looked over my shoulder.
      

      
      As usual, half the lights were out. Shadows lurked along the fence line and crept skeletal fingers across the platform itself.
         No one had gotten off the train but me, and no one or nothing hid in the shadows. Not that I could sense or see, anyway. I
         glanced across to the platform on the other side of the tracks. No one there, either.
      

      
      So why did my skin prickle with awareness? An awareness I knew meant there was a vamp nearby, hiding in the shadows somewhere.
      

      
      Why couldn’t I pinpoint his location?

      
      And why did the night feel suddenly hostile?

      
      Frowning, I slung my bag over my shoulder and continued on up the platform. But as I neared the steps that led up to Sunshine
         Avenue, the sharp scent of musk, mint, and man teased my nostrils.
      

      
      Not the vampire, but a wolf. The male of our species tended to have a slightly sharper basic aroma than males of other species.
         Or maybe it just seemed that way because we females were naturally more attuned to them.
      

      
      I stopped abruptly. He stood to the left of the steps, hiding between the station’s wall and the ramp for disabled folk. He
         was absolutely still, something that is extremely rare for us wolves. Unless asleep, we tend to fidget if we stay in one spot
         for too long. The energy of the beast, barely contained, was Rhoan’s theory.
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