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      The throaty roar of machinery shattered the peace of the cemetery. Deep in the old trees and on the other side of the road that channeled drivers up to the mausolea, light shone. It was fierce and bright against the thick cover of night, but it oddly cast the man who stood at the very edge of its circle into shadow.

      I paused on the side of the road and took a deep breath. It did little to calm either my nerves or the churning in my stomach. I had no right to be here. No right at all. And I certainly knew that shadow wouldn’t be, in any way, happy to see me.

      But I couldn’t stay away. I had to see with my own eyes the lack of a body in the grave the excavator was digging up. While it might have been only a few days ago that I’d physically confronted the man who was supposed to be buried there, some insane part of me couldn’t help hoping that it hadn’t been Luke, that it had instead been some sort of doppelgänger. Not for my sake, but for the sake of the shadow ahead.

      After another useless deep breath, I crossed the road and walked as silently as possible through the old eucalypts that dominated this section of the cemetery. Although given the man ahead was infected by a virus that had basically turned him into something of a pseudo vampire, I’m not sure why I bothered. He’d sense my presence long before I actually got there.

      Whether he’d acknowledge it was another matter entirely.

      The excavator’s engine suddenly cut out, and the ensuing silence was eerie. It was almost as if the night was holding its breath, waiting to see the outcome of the grave being opened.

      As I neared the site, the shadow turned. Despite the darkness, his blue eyes had an almost unnatural gleam, and, as ever, I felt the impact of them like a punch to the gut. But if he was in any way surprised to see me, it wasn’t showing.

      But then, Sam Turner probably knew me better than almost any human alive, given our rather intense – if altogether too brief – relationship five years ago.

      “Evening, Emberly.” His voice gave as little away as his expression, yet it ran over my senses as sweetly as a kiss. “I was wondering when you’d turn up.”

      “There was always a chance the sindicati were lying when they said the leader of the cloaks was your brother.” I shrugged. “I needed to be sure.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Why would you disbelieve them when you confronted Luke face-to-face?”

      “I know. I just…” I paused and shrugged again.

      “You just keep hoping that you’re wrong, that it’s someone who looks like my brother in charge of the red cloaks rather than Luke himself.” A bitter smile momentarily twisted his lips. “I know the feeling.”

      “The red cloaks” was the nickname given to those infected by the Crimson Death virus – or the red plague, as it was more commonly known – and it was a virus Sam had running through his veins. Those infected generally fell into two categories – the ones who were crazy and kept under control only by the will of the red cloak hive “queen,” and the ones who kept all mental faculties even though they were still bound to the hive and its leader. No one really understood why the virus affected some more than others, although the powers that be suspected it very much depended on whom you were infected by. Of course, there was a third, much rarer category involving people like Sam and Rochelle – Sam’s lover and another member of the Paranormal Investigations Team. They might be infected, but they had no attachment to the hive, and did not fall under the will of its leader. How long that would last, no one could say.

      All anyone really knew for sure was the fact that this virus had the potential to become a plague even worse than the Black Death. It wouldn’t just kill millions; it would change them, thereby making them an even greater threat to those who remained uninfected.

      Unfortunately, the two scientists who’d been leading the charge for a vaccine were now infected themselves, and under the control of the hive.

      As situations went, it was pretty damn dire.

      And it wasn’t helped by the fact that the sindicati – the vampire equivalent of the mafia – were also after both the scientists and the missing research notes. Vampires could be infected as easily as humans, but I suspected their interest in a cure was more monetary based than self-preservation. The government had already gone to great lengths to keep this outbreak a secret, so it was a given they’d pay billions to get either a vaccine or a cure.

      The man who’d been operating the small excavator climbed out of the cabin and walked to the edge of the grave where a second cemetery worker already stood.

      He looked down into the hole for a second then glanced at Sam and said, “Do you want me to start the opening procedure now, sir?”

      Sam nodded, the movement sharp. Abrupt. Tension rolled off him in waves and held within it hints of fear and resignation. He might not want the leader of the cloaks to be Luke, but he, like me, had all but come to accept the fact that this time, the sindicati had been telling the truth.

      Not that Anthony De Luca – the leader of the faction currently trying to wrest control from the vampires they considered too old-school and out-of-date to be running the sindacati, and who’d given me the information – had had any reason to lie. He’d thought he was safe simply because he had sole control over both Mark Baltimore’s and Professor Wilson’s original research notes and that it would protect him from both his red cloak partners and from his opposition in the sindicati. He’d been wrong – at least when it came to the latter.

      With De Luca now dead, the notes he’d so carefully guarded were out there somewhere in the wider world to be found, as, apparently, were the backups of Professor Wilson’s notes. Of course, the two sindicati factions and PIT weren’t the only ones currently scrambling to find those notes. The red cloaks undoubtedly were, too. They might control the two scientists, but their job would be made far easier if they didn’t have to start from scratch.

      The cemetery worker climbed into a harness and was lowered into the opened grave. There was a soft thud as he landed on the coffin’s lid. It wasn’t a wooden sound – it was metallic.

      I glanced at Sam in surprise. “You buried him in a metal coffin?”

      “It’s lead-lined rather than mere metal, and the choice was out of my hands.” His voice was grim. “The government didn’t want to risk toxins leaching into soil – not when we have no real understanding of the virus.”

      I frowned. “But isn’t the virus transferred via a bite or scratch? Besides, it can take twenty years or more for a normal coffin to decompose, so it’s doubtful whatever is left of the body by then would actually infect the soil.”

      “Maybe. Maybe not.” He shrugged. “I can understand them not wanting to take the risk, however, given there are toxins out there that remain viable basically forever.”

      “Yeah, but this is a virus, not a toxin.”

      “A virus that transforms cells in a way no one yet understands. In any case like this, it’s better to be safe than sorry.”

      “So why not cremate him?”

      “Luke didn’t believe in it.”

      I frowned. “I didn’t think Luke was religious.”

      “He wasn’t. He had this weird fear of being declared dead only to wake up as he was going into the cremator.” Sam shrugged. “I know that wouldn’t have happened, but a regular burial was the least I could do for him.”

      If the authorities were so worried about contamination, I had to wonder why they hadn’t insisted. But then, maybe they’d also feared this thing could mutate and become airborne.

      As the worker aboveground tossed what looked like a bolt cutter down to his partner, Sam made a low sound deep in his throat and strode into the full circle of the nearby floodlight. It gave his short black hair an almost bluish shine, and somehow emphasized the leanness of his athletic frame. There wasn’t a scrap of fat on him these days; it had all been eaten away by the virus he was still fighting. But while all that was left was muscle and bone, he was still a very good-looking man.

      Of course, given the fact that the heart of a phoenix is fated to find love only once each lifetime, and Sam was my allotted love this time around, I’d be attracted to him no matter what.

      I trailed after him. The metal coffin gleamed in the shadows of the grave pit, its surface untarnished by time or earth. There was no indication of damage or attack from either within or without; it could have been buried yesterday rather than over a year ago.

      The worker inside the grave seemed to be struggling to get the casket open, even with the use of bolt cutters. The padlock was huge. The government really had been serious about not letting any contaminants out.

      So how the hell had Luke escaped?

      “Is that the same padlock he was buried with?” I asked.

      Sam shrugged. “It looks like the same type, but I guess we’ll know for sure when the damn thing is opened.”

      I could have gotten it open in half a second. Even if the lock were made of tungsten metal, it would have melted quickly enough under the full force of the flames that were mine to call. But that would have meant revealing myself as something other than human to the two cemetery workers, and I wasn’t about to risk that. Vampires and werewolves might be out and proud, but the rest of us remained well and truly closeted – and with damn good reason. While humanity had, on the whole, accepted the presence of vamps and weres in the world with surprising calm, there were still many who figured their very existence was a crime against nature, and one that needed to be dealt with. Nightly hunting parties were a growing problem, even if it was one the vamps and weres had so far ignored.

      If they ever did decide to react to the situation, heaven help humanity.

      The lock finally snapped. The coffin was unlatched, and then the bolt cutter was exchanged for a rope. Once it was securely tied to the lid portion of the coffin, the worker was hauled out.

      “We’ve been ordered to stand well clear of the grave when the coffin is opened.” He tossed the rope to Sam. “Give us five minutes before you do so.”

      Sam nodded. His grip on the rope was so tight his knuckles were white, but his expression remained as neutral as ever. He hadn’t always been this calm, this controlled. And while it would have been easy to blame the virus, I doubted that was the true source. Any man who’d killed his brother, and who felt a personal obligation to hunt down as many of the cloaks as he could, would have both witnessed and caused much bloodshed. In that sort of situation, you had two choices – control your emotions or go crazy. The former was always a better option than the latter. I knew that from experience.

      The two men climbed into the excavator. A heartbeat later, the machine was turned and began to trundle away, its bright headlights piercing the shadows.

      Once it was out of sight, Sam moved around the grave then glanced at me. “You ready?”

      I nodded and took my hands out of my pockets. Sparks danced across my fingertips, tiny fireflies that spun into the night and quickly disappeared. Just because I knew Luke wouldn’t be in that coffin didn’t mean someone – or something – else wasn’t. Luke had never been stupid; he’d know he couldn’t possibly keep his resurrection a secret forever and that, eventually, his grave would be checked. He’d have something planned – of that I had no doubt.

      Sam took a deep breath and released it slowly. His tension echoed through me.

      With a quick but powerful motion, he yanked the rope back. With little sound, the lid opened.

      The coffin was empty.

      Nothing waited within. Not a body, not a trap. The sparks died as my tension slipped away.

      “Well, the sindicati weren’t lying. Neither were your eyes.” Sam’s voice still held little in the way of inflection, yet I could feel the rise of anger in him. It wasn’t, in any way, aimed at me, but it was fierce, dark, and thick with the desire to hunt, to kill. Goose bumps fled down my spine, and it was all I could do to stay where I was and not run from the sheer force of it. “Luke is alive.”

      “Not only alive, but in charge of the red cloaks.” The words were out before I could stop them, and I silently cursed. I really didn’t need to poke the proverbial bear any further, if only because the darkness within him – the darkness that was the virus – had risen along with his anger, and that was very, very dangerous. He might not want to harm me, but who knew what would happen if that darkness ever gained full control.

      “Yes.” His gaze rose to mine. In the blue of his eyes, grief shone. Grief and disbelief. Despite the evidence, despite his words, despite me telling him what I’d seen, he still didn’t want to believe his brother was capable of so much chaos.

      “What will you do now?” The desire to go around and comfort him was so strong I actually took a step toward him. But while the Sam of old might have welcomed such an action, this one certainly wouldn’t. Not from me, at any rate.

      “I’ll do exactly what I’ve been doing.” The grief had disappeared from his expression, but the anger remained. “And this time, when I find him, I’ll make sure he stays dead.”

      “Good luck with that,” an all-too-familiar voice said. “Because you certainly haven’t had much success so far with your quest to erase us.”

      I jumped and swung around, flames instinctively burning across my fingers as I scanned the night. Luke’s voice had come from the trees to the left of the floodlight, but there was absolutely no sense of him. As far as I could tell, there was no one and nothing nearby in that section of the cemetery.

      “Come out and face us, Luke.” Sam’s voice was low and very, very controlled. “Or are you still that same little coward hiding behind excuses and the strength of others?”

      “My, my, we have gotten bitter since the infection, haven’t we?” There was an almost jovial note in Luke’s cool tone. “But then, I guess hunting a killer that is little more than a ghost will do that to anyone.”

      “You’re no ghost,” I snapped. I desperately wanted to unleash my flames, but it would be a pointless action until I actually had a target. “You’re not even immortal. And you certainly bleed as profusely as anyone else when shot.”

      “You’re right.” His voice was still amused, but the edge of ice was stronger. “I do owe you one for that shoulder wound, you know. And bringing that building down on top of me was very impolite of you.”

      I snorted. “Next time we meet, I’ll make sure the damn building actually kills you.”

      “Oh, I have no doubt that the next time we meet will be the last time – but for you rather than me.”

      “Says the man who’s currently hiding behind shadows and trees,” Sam said. “Come out and face us if you’re so damn confident.”

      “I would love to, but, unfortunately, the aforementioned building collapse has seriously curtailed my movements in the short term.”

      Which suggested he wasn’t actually near. I frowned and glanced over at Sam. He half shrugged and motioned me to keep on speaking.

      “I can assure you, Luke, that wasn’t my intention.”

      Sam stepped out of the floodlit area and merged with the deeper darkness of night. It was a vampire trick, one the virus had gifted him. I wasn’t sure if all those infected with the virus got the ability, as few of the madder red cloaks – the ones who had the scythelike brand burned into their cheeks – seemed to use it. Luke did have the ability, but even if he were using it, I should have sensed him – unless, of course, he was using some form of magic to distort my senses.

      But if he was close, why hadn’t he said anything about Sam leaving the grave site? Was that exactly what he wanted – me and Sam separated – or was there something else going on here?

      “Oh, you made your intentions clear enough.” The last shreds of amusement had left Luke’s tone. All that remained was ice and fury. “Now let me make mine clear —”

      “We’re all very aware of your intentions,” I cut in. The quickest way to annoy Luke had always been to interrupt when he was speaking – and when he was angry, he tended to react without thought. Right now, with Sam off in the trees trying to find him, keeping his attention and annoyance on me would hopefully mean he wasn’t paying attention to everything else that was going on around him. “But history is littered with would-be dictators like you, and each and every one of them was doomed to failure from the beginning. Just as you are.”

      “They weren’t in possession of a virus capable of infecting the world and making it mine,” he spat back.

      “The world would be yours for only as long as it takes to make a cure or a vaccine.” I crossed my arms and wondered why the hell Sam was taking so long. Surely, given the clarity of Luke’s voice, he couldn’t be that far away.

      “By the time that happens – if it ever happens – my army will be vast,” Luke growled, “and not even your flames will be strong enough to stop my rampage.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure of that, Luke. You’ve only had a very small taste of what I’m actually capable of.”

      “Ah, but now that I have, I can work on ways to counter it.”

      A chill ran through me. The flames of a phoenix certainly could be curtailed, and one of those methods had been employed by the sindicati only a few nights ago. The last thing I needed was a psycho like Luke getting his hands on that sort of magic.

      “You might want to talk to Parella about how well that worked out for him,” I snapped back, glad my voice was absent of the fear churning my gut.

      “Oh, if I ever get near that piece of vampire scum, talking is the last thing I’ll be doing with him.”

      Meaning Parella had better watch his back, because I needed him alive. I had no love for vampires or the sindicati, but Parella and I had something of a truce going – he’d agreed to keep his men off my tail until I found Wilson’s backup notes. It gave us breathing space – not much, granted, but at least it meant there was one less group we had to worry about. If he got himself killed, there was no guarantee his replacement would keep that agreement.

      My gaze swept the tree-filled darkness beyond the floodlight. I still had no sense of Luke, though I was aware enough of Sam’s position. His presence reminded me of a winter storm – filled with ice and the promise of fury. So why was it taking so long to uncover where Luke was – or wasn’t?

      “Look,” I said, my tone holding a hint of the frustration that swirled through me. “It’s been nice catching up with you again, but is there any point to this whole conversation? Have you decided to hand yourself in or what?”

      He laughed. It was a high, not altogether pleasant sound. He might not be one of the crazy ones, but he sure as hell wasn’t far off it, either.

      “There is a point to everything I do,” he replied. “And you had better remember that.”

      I snorted. “Yeah, okay. If you say so.”

      He made a low sound that was an odd mix of a growl and a curse. “Perhaps a small demonstration —”

      “Oh, don’t feel obliged,” I said. “Because we both know it will seriously hamper your domination plans if you lost any more of your soldiers right now.”

      “Oh, I have no intention of losing soldiers.” His tone once again held an edge of smugness, and the flames flickering across my fingertips flared brighter. “After all, we both know that if you’re incapable of making fire, you’re of very little threat.”

      And with that, an unnatural force began to unfold around me. It was a wash of energy that stung my skin and had the hairs at the back of my neck standing on end.

      Because it wasn’t just energy – it was magic. The type of magic that could restrict a phoenix’s fire.

      And not only would it curtail my ability to create fire, but it would also hamper my access to the earth mother, and the mother was the only force capable of utter and instant annihilation of the cloaks – or anyone else I decided to direct her against, for that matter. She was the heat of the earth, the energy that gave life to the world around us, a power that was dangerous and deadly to even those of us who could call her into being. But the risk was often worth it, especially in a case like this. My own flames, while they burned the cloaks, took longer – and that was never a good thing when fighting against greater numbers.

      And I had no doubt that, despite his words, Luke would throw more than a few red cloaks at us. He’d always favored having the odds on his side.

      I reached for my fire form, but even as I changed from flesh to spirit, the magic tore at my skin, trying to restrain me, to stop me.

      It failed.

      I surged up, away from the ground and the net seeking to encase me. Threads of energy briefly chased me then snapped away. I paused and turned, but didn’t relax. The magic was still active, even if it couldn’t get me right now. What I needed to do was find the source of the damn spell and deactivate the stupid thing.

      My gaze swept the ground, but I didn’t immediately see anything odd or out of place. I moved out of the floodlit area, my flames casting an orange glow across the ground.

      That’s when I saw them. Four stones, each gleaming a soft, almost blue-black in the darkness. Spell stones – stones that provided both a base for the magic to latch onto and a means to restrict and control the size of the spell. While the use of stones was common among witches, the color of these suggested the creator of the spell walked a darker path with his magic. White witches drew on the energy of the world around them in conjunction with the strength that came from within, and the stones they used tended to reflect the purity of that. Those who used black magic – or blood magic, as it was more commonly known these days – often didn’t need them, but when they did, their darkness was reflected in the stone’s surface.

      A twig snapped in the trees behind me. I spun, my flames surging in response. But it wasn’t Luke or the cloaks, as I’d half feared. It was Sam.

      “Luke isn’t here,” he said, his voice vibrating with fury. “He was using a fucking speaker.”

      He threw some wiring on the ground, then stopped abruptly as he spotted me. “Emberly? What the fuck is going on?”

      It was pointless answering, given only another phoenix could actually understand me when I was in my fire form. Instead, I spun and surged toward the nearest stone. I had no idea how the spell was constructed, but I knew it could usually be undone if one of the stones was dislodged.

      But even as I moved, figures erupted from the trees behind me. They were twisted, ugly beings with scars that resembled death’s scythe burned into their cheeks.

      Red cloaks. The mad kind.

      They didn’t run at me. They ran at Sam.

      “You always were an untrustworthy bastard, brother dearest,” Sam muttered. With that, he pulled out a gun and began firing. Blood and brain matter sprayed across the nearby tree trunks, but it didn’t stop the tide. There were far too many of them for one man, and one gun.

      I cursed and reached for the force of the world, for the mother herself. She answered immediately, her energy wild, powerful, and difficult to contain. Not that I wanted to do that right now. I flung my hands wide and aimed her force at the cloaks. She surged through me and leapt almost joyously into the night, separating into multiple streams of flame that burned with all the colors of creation. Each finger hit one of the red cloaks and wrapped almost lovingly around them. Her flames pulsed, briefly darkening, as if in distaste.

      Then she burned.

      In an instant, the cloaks were little more than cinders fluttering gently to the ground.

      When they were all gone, I released my hold on the mother. Her flames shimmered brightly for several seconds, then dissipated, the energy of them returning to the air and the earth itself.

      Weakness washed through me. There was always a cost to calling such power into being, and this weakness was just the start of it. If I ever held on to her for too long, she would drain me until there was nothing left – no heat, no flame, and no life. She would take me into her bosom, into the earth itself, and there would be no escape. No rebirth.

      Not something I ever wanted. I might be tired of the curse that bound phoenixes to endless lifetimes of having their hearts broken, but I wasn’t yet tired of life itself.

      I spun, dropped to the ground, and, even as the magic surged toward me, sent a lance of fire at the nearest black stone. Its surface began to glow as my flames hit it, but it didn’t immediately move out of alignment. I swore and pushed harder; the color of my flames changed from orange to white, but it seemed to make no difference. Then, just as the magic began to twine around the fiery edges of my spirit form, the stone exploded. Sharp splinters speared through the night and a shock wave of energy sent me tumbling. I hit the ground and skidded along the dirt for several yards, ending up in flesh form and hard up against the trunk of an old pine.

      I winced as I rolled onto my back. “That fucking hurt.”

      “Hitting a tree that hard generally does.” Sam squatted beside me. “You okay?”

      I opened one eye and glared up at him. “Do I look okay?”

      The smile that briefly teased his lips was a pale imitation of the one that sometimes haunted my dreams, but I was nevertheless happy to see it. It meant that, despite the shadows in his eyes, despite the darkness I could almost taste, he was in control.

      “You look pale, tired, grubby, and your lovely red hair rather resembles a bird’s nest.” His smile grew a fraction, briefly touching the corners of his bright eyes. “But other than all that, yeah, you look okay.”

      I snorted and sat upright. His hand hovered near my spine, not touching me, but close enough that I could feel the chill radiating from his skin – another gift of the damn virus.

      “If Luke wasn’t actually here, how did he know we were? Was there a camera attached to the speaker?”

      “No, but there was a microphone.” He rose and offered me a hand. “There must have been some form of alarm in the casket that let him know when we opened it.”

      I gripped his fingers and allowed him to pull me up. “But how did he know we were going to be here tonight?”

      Sam released me and stepped back. I couldn’t help noticing that the hand that had held mine was now clenched, as if to retain the lingering heat of my touch. Or maybe that was just wishful thinking by the stupid, deep-down part of me that refused to give up hope.

      “He couldn’t have. I checked both the perimeter and the cemetery itself before I gave the go-ahead to exhume the body. There was no one and nothing here.”

      “Then how did those red cloaks get here so fast?” I tucked my shirt back into my jeans. Thankfully, the magic that allowed us to shift from one form to another also took anything that was touching our skin – clothes, watches, etcetera – with it. Unlike werewolves, we didn’t end up wearing rags after shifting shape.

      He shrugged. “The virus endows many vampire-like qualities, including speed.”

      “Not even Superman could have gotten here on foot from Brooklyn so fast,” I said. “There were barely ten minutes between us opening the casket and them attacking.”

      “Maybe he had a small squad of them on standby. There are plenty of drain outlets nearby, and that seems to be their chosen method of moving about.”

      That was certainly possible, but part of me doubted it. He had to have known Sam, at least, would be here tonight. And he would have guessed that curiosity would also drive me here, if only to support Sam.

      “You don’t believe that any more than I do.” I paused, then added softly, “He knew we were coming, Sam.”

      “It wasn’t Rochelle.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, because I didn’t tell her. Only my boss knew what was going on tonight.”

      “Your boss, and the security team who monitors your every move.”

      He hesitated then nodded. “They wouldn’t have given her the information, though.”

      “Are you sure of that?”

      “Yes.” His voice was flat. “It wasn’t her, Em.”

      I let it go. It was pointless arguing, because he was never going to believe that the woman he was sleeping with would betray him that way.

      Which was odd given his belief that I had.

      Of course, my betrayal had come out of necessity rather than choice – something he’d refused to hear back then. He knew the truth now, when it was all far too late.

      “Then there’s the magic —”

      “Magic?” he cut in. “Where?”

      I waved a hand to the black patch of soil that had once held the spell stone. “And it was a strong spell, too, but it’s one that can’t be set up too far in advance.”

      His gaze swept me, and it was a cold, judgmental thing. “Since when did you become an expert in magic?”

      “I’m not, but I’ve been around a very —”

      He clapped a hand over my mouth, the movement so fast I squeaked in surprise. He released me almost immediately and motioned me to remain silent as his gaze swept the night and his expression grew dark.

      “Fuck,” he said, his voice a low growl. “That’s all we need.”

      “What?” I kept my reply low and studied the trees around us. I couldn’t see anything out of place, nor could I sense anything or anyone approaching. But the senses of a vampire – or even a pseudo vampire – were far sharper than those of a phoenix. I might be able to sense the heat in others, but if they had none, or if it was concealed in some way, it left me as blind as any human.

      Which meant, if there was a threat out there, it could really have only one source.

      His next words confirmed my fears.

      “Vampires,” he said. “Six of them. And they’re coming straight at us.”
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      “Why the fuck are vampires here?”

      Surely Parella wouldn’t have gone back on his promise? Not yet, anyway. He was smart enough to realize the notes wouldn’t be found here, in the grave of a man who’d been buried over a year ago. Granted, it would make a brilliant hiding spot if you did want to hide something, but it wouldn’t be an easy place to access – and De Luca had said he’d doled out the research notes on an as-needed basis.

      “Until we know which faction they belong to,” Sam bit back, “it’s kinda hard to say.”

      My gaze jumped to his. “So you do think they’re sindicati?”

      “Who else would they be?” He began reloading his gun. “They’re the biggest crime syndicate in the city – human, wolf, or vampire. And while the rest of them might know there’s a problem in Brooklyn, they’re not – as far as we know – aware of its source.”

      Because PIT was keeping them – and everyone else – in the dark about both the virus and the red cloaks. The trouble in Brooklyn had certainly been in the news of late, but everyone still blamed the crooks and the homeless who’d once called that place home. “That doesn’t mean it can’t be someone else. Hell, for all we know, it’s just a random gang of vamps out for bit of fun and bloodshed.”

      He snorted. “Most vamps these days know better than to try something like that. Besides, no one else but the sindicati have links to the cloaks. I doubt it’s coincidence they’re here at the same time.”

      I scanned the night but still couldn’t see or sense them. “Can you tell the mood they’re in from this distance?”

      “They’re vampires, so no. But I suspect they’re not coming here to discuss the weather.” He gave me a somewhat deadpan look, but the hint of a smile once again teased the corners of his lips. “Let’s move into the middle of the clearing. It’ll give me more shooting time.”

      Only by a fraction, given the speed with which vampires could move. But I guessed a fraction was better than nothing. I didn’t immediately follow him, however, but instead walked over to the floodlight to shut it down. The darkness might be more the vampire’s friend than mine, but I didn’t need my eyesight compromised by the brightness of that light if I happened to glance at it, either.

      “How are we going to play this?” I stopped beside Sam once more and flexed my fingers. Heat burned through my body, but I kept my weapon leashed.

      He raised an eyebrow, the amusement stronger. “It’s simple. You burn them; I’ll shoot them.”

      “And if they’re not here to actually harm us?”

      “If they aren’t here to harm us, they wouldn’t be coming at us full speed and in stealth mode.” He paused, gaze narrowing. “They’ve just split up. Three of them are circling around behind us.”

      Coming at us from two directions was definitely better than coming at us from all sides – although that might yet be their plan. “You know, it might be a whole lot more sensible right now to get the hell out of here.”

      “Probably.”

      “Then why aren’t we?”

      “Because while you’re a spirit capable of speed and flight, I’m merely human.”

      “Not when you’re infected by the virus, you’re not.” I studied him, eyes narrowed. Saw within him the desire to stand his ground and fight. “This is stubbornness and pride: nothing more, nothing less.”

      “Perhaps.” The amusement faded. “But – infected or not – I’m not as fast as those vamps. Faster than I once was, yes, but they will run me down. I’d rather stand my ground than be hunted like an animal.”

      “Which is a logical enough excuse, but we both know I was right the first time.”

      I flexed my fingers again. My skin glowed a vivid red, but I continued to keep the sparks and flames in check. I wasn’t about to waste energy, not when I’d already expended a lot calling up the mother to crisp the red cloaks.

      “You can hardly call me stubborn when there’s nothing stopping you from doing the sensible thing and getting the hell out of here.” That hint of amusement was back in his voice and it sent a warm shiver down my spine.

      “Sensible never was one of my better traits.” Especially when it came to this man. “Besides, I didn’t save your butt from the red cloaks just to have vampires turn around and kill you.”

      “Death doesn’t frighten me.”

      “Does anything actually frighten you these days?”

      His gaze met mine and something within me stilled. Just for an instant, everything we’d once shared – all the heat, the passion, and the love – surged between us. But it was gone just as quickly, leaving in its wake the bitter ashes of memory and regret.

      “Yes.” He looked away. “I fear becoming what my brother is. Or, worse, one of the mad ones.”

      “If that was what fate intended, you would have turned down that path by now.”

      “Maybe.” His voice was flat. “But the poison still crawls through my veins, Em, and every day it grows stronger.”

      “But so do you.” Thankfully, my voice was free of the fear that surged at his words. “You’re in far greater control now than you seemed to be when I first met you.”

      “Because I finally gave in to the inevitable.” His voice was edged with bitterness, but before I could question what he meant, he added, “Back-to-back. They’re almost on us.”

      I obeyed. Even through his clothing, I could feel the coolness of his skin. But there was strength there, too, and determination, and both were very comforting. He might fear becoming what Luke was, but he wouldn’t go down that path easily.

      I took a deep breath and slowly released it. It didn’t do a whole lot to ease the tension riding me, but then, it never did. I waited, listening, but couldn’t hear anything beyond the occasional rustle of possums in the nearby trees.

      “Half a minute, if that,” Sam murmured. “Be ready.”

      “If I were any more ready,” I bit back, “you’d be soot on the ground right now.”

      He chuckled softly. “You know, I really miss your snark.”

      And I really miss you. But I held the words in check. Missing my sarcasm was not the same as missing me. This man had broken my heart once already. I couldn’t let it happen again, no matter what that stupid part me that refused to let go might want.

      “And,” he murmured, “the fun begins.”

      With that, he fired. The gunshot echoed through the otherwise hushed cemetery, meaning that this time, he wasn’t using a silencer. I briefly wondered why, then raised a hand and sent a rope of fire spinning forward. Though it didn’t connect with anything, darkness briefly blocked my vision of the tree to my right – a vampire, cloaked in shadows. I narrowed my gaze, formed my fire into a lasso, and flicked it after him. One of the others shouted a warning, but it was already too late. As my lasso settled around his shoulders, I snapped it taut. He screamed and went down, and the smell of burning flesh began to stain the air. But I had no intentions of killing him – or even burning him any more seriously – because a dead man could answer no questions.

      I snapped the flames away, but left him entwined in fire and pinned to the ground. Another shot rang out, and this time someone cursed – a sound that was cut off as Sam fired again. He obviously wasn’t too bothered about uncovering the reason behind the attack.

      Another shadow swept past the trees, this time to my left. I flung a stream of fire after him but caught nothing. Maybe he’d ducked behind a tree trunk. I looped my fire around, intending to flush him out, just as another shot echoed. But this time, it didn’t come from Sam’s gun.

      It came from the vampires.

      Sam jerked and swore, the sound a mix of anger and pain. I had no doubt the next shot would either take him out completely, or perhaps even me. Because when I was flesh, I was just as vulnerable to bullets as anyone else. Nor could my flames actually stop them – not unless it was a wall of fire thick enough to melt them.

      Even so, flames exploded from me. I quickly pulled them back so that I didn’t burn Sam and then cast them into a high circle around us. It might not stop bullets but would at least prevent the vampires from seeing where we were and what we were doing.

      With that done, I spun and pushed Sam into the open grave.

      Though I had to have taken him by surprise, he nevertheless landed on his feet and with little noise.

      “What the fuck…” He cut the sound off as I landed lightly beside him. A heartbeat later, a bullet pinged off the top edge of the grave, showering us with dirt and grass.

      “Unless they want to chance my fire or they’ve suddenly developed bullets that can turn in midair,” I said, “we’re at least safe here.”

      “But for how long?” he growled. “You can’t hold the fire forever, Em. You’re just delaying the inevitable.”

      “Let me worry about that. You just stop the fucking bleeding.”

      “I won’t die of blood —”

      “You’re only a pseudo vampire,” I interrupted. “Unless you’ve experienced bleeding out before, you can’t be sure of that. Now tend to that wound while I take care of these bastards.”

      I called again to the mother. As her power surged, I quickly wove her into the net that already surrounded us, providing not only a backup barrier against the vampires, but one that would protect Sam from the bullets.

      But she was also the only thing beside daylight that could force shadows away from vampires. To hunt these bastards quickly and efficiently, I needed to be able to see them properly.

      “Em, don’t…”

      But he was talking to air. Or rather, fire. I was already streaking out of the grave and into the wall of heat that was the mother’s flames. They wrapped around me, cocooned me, drawing me deeper into the heart of her, where it wasn’t only fire but the force of the world, of life itself. It was an intoxicating sensation for any being made of fire and, just for a second, I let it roll through me. God, it would be so easy to let go, to remain forever in her embrace…

      It was a thought that cut like ice through the growing haze of rapture. I’d never merged with the mother so completely before, and really had no idea just how dangerously alluring it could be. I tore myself free from her grip, even as the tendrils of her energy clung to me, trying to draw me back.

      I moved farther away, until those tendrils no longer threatened, then spun. The mother’s light had indeed torn the shadows away from the vampires.

      Four of the remaining five stalked around the barriers I’d raised, randomly firing into the flames. Either they had no idea the bullets were melting long before they ever reached their target, or they just didn’t care. The fifth vampire was striding toward the vamp I’d lassoed, his gun held loosely by his side. I had no idea if he was about to attempt to release my captive or kill him, but either way, he had to be stopped.

      I flung fire at him – not the mother’s fire, but my own. It was deadly enough in its own right, but I didn’t actually burn him. I just grabbed him, raised him, and threw him – hard – against the nearest tree. Vampires might be able to heal themselves of almost any wound, but they could be knocked out just as easily as humans. There was a loud crack as he hit the tree, suggesting I’d broken either his ribs, an arm, or maybe even both. Not that I really cared – not when our death had obviously been their intent.

      More shots rang out. Multiple bullets hit me, the metal cold as it tore through my spirit form in an almost endless stream. It seemed whoever had sent them here had failed to tell them guns were an ineffective weapon against spirits of any kind.

      I cast four streams of fire and sent them spiraling forward. The vampires immediately ran in the opposite direction, but they never had a hope. I caught each one, flung them into trees, and knocked them out.

      Once I’d checked that they were all out cold, I released the mother and regained flesh form. My knees hit the ground hard, and a mix of shock and pain reverberated though the rest of me. My whole body shook with the force of it, and I couldn’t seem to suck in air fast enough. This was the price I paid for merging – however briefly – with the mother. Had I stayed a few minutes longer, I might not have had the strength to return to my flesh form at all.

      And that was not only scary, but would have seriously pissed off Rory.

      He was my other half, the phoenix I was forever linked to, and the only man I could ever have children with. He was as vital to my continued existence in this world as I was to his, because a phoenix could be reborn only by a ceremony performed by their phoenix partner.

      And he really wanted to get through a lifetime without one of us dying before our allotted one hundred years was up.

      Given all the shit currently being flung our way, I wasn’t sure it was a wish he was going to get in this lifetime.

      A grunt of pain caught my attention. I sucked in more air then forced my eyes open. Sam had climbed out of the grave and was standing – somewhat precariously – on one leg. Though he’d torn off a shirtsleeve to use as a tourniquet around his left thigh, the stain that darkened his jeans still seemed to be growing, even if at a slower rate.

      “You need to call an ambulance,” I all but croaked. “That wound looks bad.”

      “And you look even worse.” His voice was grim. Angry.

      Help, it seemed, wasn’t on his agenda right now. Not for either of us. I briefly felt a little sorry for the vampires.

      But only briefly.

      I pushed upright. The world spun madly around me, and I thrust a hand against the nearby tree to steady myself. “The one encased in flame is awake. You want to question him?”

      “Questioning him would be the sensible option.” He hobbled forward, one hand on his wound and blood oozing slowly through his fingers.

      The vampire looked up and snarled, revealing somewhat stained yellow teeth. Given he didn’t look any more than twenty in human terms, he’d obviously never taken any notice of hygiene lessons before he’d become a vampire. While turning made humans as close to immortal as they were ever likely to get, it didn’t alter whatever problems they’d had as humans. Bad teeth would always be bad teeth, and the wheelchair bound would forever be so.

      “You’re fucking dead meat.” Weirdly, the vampire’s gaze was on me rather than Sam. “This won’t be the end of it.”

      “You want to wrap those flames a bit tighter around this bit of scum?” Sam’s voice was remote. Disinterested.

      But then, he faced death – or worse, madness – every day of his life. The threats of vampires were hardly likely to concern him.

      I took a somewhat shuddery breath and did so. But the mother’s demands had seriously compromised my strength, and keeping the vampire contained was taking more juice than I really had. My flames reached higher, briefly searing his rather pointed chin before I allowed them to die down again.

      The vampire swore; it was a low, vicious sound.

      “Next time,” Sam said, “we’ll burn your fucking face off. You may be able to heal such a wound, vampire, but you’ll suffer in the process.”

      The vampire glanced from Sam to me then back again. “Fine,” he growled. “What do you want to know?”

      “Who sent you here, and why?”

      “No one sent us. We came of our own accord.”

      “Vampire, you don’t look old enough to make such heady decisions by yourself.” Though Sam’s expression remained neutral, that dark edge had crept back into his voice. The wise wouldn’t be playing games right now. “Tell the truth, or this could get very ugly.”

      “It is the truth. And it’s not like we have any other fucking choice right now, do we?”

      “And why would that be?”

      “Because she fucking killed our maker, didn’t she?” He glared at me. “And it left us not only rudderless, but without the protection of an elder.”

      I raised my eyebrows. Newly turned vampires ran under the protection of their “creator” – the vamp who turned them – for the first twenty or so years of their “after” life, although it wasn’t unusual for most to continue in their creator’s den until they were ready to start their own. And that didn’t happen until they were at least two hundred years old. Even then, the vampire elders – vamps who hit the “magic” one thousand years – kept very close control over who could and couldn’t form their own dens. Vampires who ignored their ruling, or those who figured they could simply run outside it, very quickly learned otherwise. And their deaths were never pleasant, if what I’d been told – that they were torn apart by said elders – was right.

      The strictness didn’t come so much from a fear of humans – who for many older vampires were nothing more than a food source – but rather, the rest of us: the dark fae, the shifters, and the spirits. The elders knew from past experience that it really wasn’t wise to annoy the supernatural community by allowing their numbers to get too out of control – that by doing so, they were endangering the existence of everyone. Humans might be weaker physically, but that didn’t matter so much when they had both numbers and technology behind them.

      Of course, this also meant elders had no time for vamps who’d lost their maker, and that generally meant they became little more than fodder for the rest of the dens. No master ever invited the spawn of another into his or her lair.

      So this vampire’s anger and need for revenge was understandable. I just didn’t understand why he was blaming me.

      Sam glanced at me. I half shrugged at his unspoken question and said, “As far as I’m aware, I haven’t killed any masters of late.”

      “So you’re denying you were at the recent Highpoint bust-up?” the vamp snapped. “That it was another fire witch, not you, who destroyed so many of my den mates?”

      It was interesting that he’d called me a fire witch rather than a phoenix. Luke knew I was the latter, as did Parella, so that surely meant this vamp belonged to a different den entirely. But whose? Aside from the two sindicati factions, the only other vamp who appeared to be on our tail was the mysterious Professor Heaton. We had no idea who he was or what he actually wanted, and he hadn’t been at Highpoint as far as I was aware.

      I certainly had been, and I sure as hell had killed some vamps. But they’d been trying to either capture or kill me – I still wasn’t sure which – so it was quid pro quo as far as I was concerned. None of them, as far as I knew, had been masters – and it wasn’t like masters put themselves on the front lines too often anyway.

      “If you’re aware of that fight, then you’re also aware that I was there at the invitation of Frank Parella.” Which was something of a white lie, as I’d been the one who’d demanded that meeting, not Parella. “And you’ll know that Parella walked away unharmed.”

      “I wasn’t talking about Parella.”

      The way he said his name was a revelation in itself. “De Luca,” I said. “You’re from his den?”

      “And, thanks to you, we’re now without hearth and home.” His fury was so fierce his whole body vibrated.

      “Like I really care,” I replied evenly. “But you’re wrong about one thing – I didn’t kill De Luca.”

      He snorted. “Liar. We know the truth.”

      “And were you there?” I said. “You saw De Luca die?”

      I knew for a fact he hadn’t. Beside me, the only people who had been there were Parella, whoever Parella had watching from a distance, and De Luca’s men – both of whom had been either dead or unconscious.

      “The red cloaks’ master told us it was so,” he spat back. “He has no reason to lie.”

      I snorted. Lying was part of Luke’s nature, but it was interesting that he was lying in this particular case. And why wouldn’t he tell his allies the truth about what I was? Or was it simply a matter of De Luca not passing the information on to everyone in his den?

      “Given he wasn’t there,” I said, “you can hardly take his word as gospel.”

      “He didn’t have to be there. His hive was, and they are one.”

      “Actually, no,” I said. “There were no red cloaks there, either. And it was Parella who killed De Luca, not me.”

      The vampire’s gaze narrowed. “Parella would not be so foolish.”

      “Why not? It’s not like he and De Luca were on friendly terms, was it?”

      “One master cannot kill another without a sanctified challenge,” he spat back. “If he’d sought such a sanction, we would have heard.”

      “Maybe the rules changed when the sindacati split into factions.”

      “They did not —”

      Sam made a low, almost animalistic sound then grabbed the vampire by the throat and lifted him off the ground. It was both a show of strength and an indication of just how inhuman he now was.

      “Enough,” he growled. My flames cast an orange glow across his pale features and made his blue eyes gleam with ruddy fire. “If you value your life, you will not come after either of us again. If you do, I will ensure every last one of you is hunted down and destroyed.”

      The vampire bared his teeth. It was a contemptuous action more than fear filled. “As if PIT has the people for such a task given the current situation.”

      Sam shook him. Hard. “If you or your den mates believe the current situation will benefit you in the long run, then you have no understanding of my brother.”

      The vamp’s gaze narrowed slightly. “Your brother?”

      “Luke Turner, erstwhile leader of the cloak hive. My brother.”

      “That is information we were not told.”

      “Oh, I’m betting there’s a whole lot more that you’re not being told, vampire. I suggest you go back to your den mates and seriously consider your options.”

      The vampire glanced at me. Though his expression gave little away, I very much believed the only option he’d be considering was how he and his den mates were going to kill me. He might fear PIT and Luke, but he feared being left without the protection of a den a whole lot more. Maybe he figured that killing me would somehow gain them respect and the possibility that the sindicati would, at the very least, consider them of use.

      It was a very long shot, but I guess in his situation, I might have done the same.

      The vamp’s gaze returned to Sam. “I shall share the information with my den mates.”

      Which certainly wasn’t a promise to back away. I half expected Sam to simply take him out, but he surprised me.

      “Release him,” he said, without glancing at me.

      I hastily did so. Weakness washed through me, and I had to seriously concentrate on locking my knees just to remain upright. I really hoped the night wasn’t going to throw any more surprises at me, because there wasn’t all that much left in the tank.

      Sam threw rather than released the vampire, but he landed catlike, his fingertips briefly brushing the ground as he found his balance.

      Once upright, the vampire gave a somewhat mocking bow and said, “Thank you for your understanding.”

      Sam snorted. “Go, vampire, before I change my mind.”

      The vamp hesitated, then said, “And my companions?”

      “Will live as long as they’re also sensible and leave.”

      The vampire glanced at me then spun on his heels and walked away. I looked briefly at the other vamps. None of them appeared to be approaching any level of consciousness. I really had knocked them out cold.

      My gaze returned to Sam’s. “Why did you do that?”

      He frowned as he walked over. “Do what?”

      “Ask me to release him. You know as well as I do that this won’t end here.”

      He grimaced and waved a hand in acknowledgment. “Yes, but as much as I sometimes might want to, I can’t go around killing vampires willy-nilly.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “I thought PIT had carte blanche to bend the rules and apprehend crims in any way deemed fit?”

      “Bend, yes. Break – well, that depends on the situation and what might be at stake.”

      “So the mere fact they attempted to kill us both isn’t enough?” I shook my head and wondered what in the hell those vamps would have to have done before Sam disposed of them. I wasn’t normally an advocate for skipping the whole law, order, and fair trial business, but in this particular case I was willing to make an exception. “PIT has some very strange ways, let me tell you.”

      “You don’t know the half of it.” His gaze swept me as he stopped. “You okay?”

      I nodded. “Just tired. I need to go home and get some rest.”

      “Is your car nearby?”

      I shook my head. “Rory’s picking me up over near the main gates in…” I hesitated and glanced at my watch. “Fifteen minutes.”

      Other than the bitter smile that briefly twisted his lips, there was little in the way of reaction to Rory’s name. He might still blame Rory’s presence in my life for our breakup, but perhaps he was at least beginning to accept that he was a necessary presence.

      I hoped so. It might be too late for the two of us, but it would be nice if at least in one lifetime I could remain friends with the man fate had decreed I would love and lose.

      “Then I’ll escort you.” He half raised a hand, as if to touch my elbow, then dropped it again and simply motioned me forward. “So tell me, why the hell were you meeting with Parella?”

      I hesitated then shrugged. There was little point in lying given PIT was undoubtedly aware of what had gone down at Highpoint, even if they didn’t know the finer details.

      “We exchanged some information for a pledge not to come after us until we found the missing research notes.”

      His expression darkened dangerously. “What sort of information?”

      “Not the sort you’re thinking,” I replied evenly. “We told him that that De Luca was working with Luke and the cloaks, and that Rosen had been murdered.”

      Rosen was the man behind Rosen Pharmaceuticals – the company who’d hired Jackson – the dark fae I’d met during my investigation into Baltimore’s murder, and the man who’d recently offered me a partnership in Hellfire Investigations, his PI agency – to find both Professor Wilson’s murderer and the backup of the professor’s research notes. We had thought Parella might have been behind his death, but his surprise at the news had squashed that.

      “I’m surprised he didn’t at least know the former.”

      “Apparently not, because he refused to believe me until De Luca himself confirmed it.”

      “And did you shoot De Luca?”

      “No. Parella did.” I hesitated again then added, “But not before De Luca had boasted that while Luke controlled the two scientists, he controlled all the research notes. And that he was the only one who knew where they were or had access to them.”

      Sam stopped me. His grip was fierce, but he almost instantly released me. “So Luke hasn’t got either Baltimore or Wilson’s notes?”

      “No one has. They’re still out there in whatever hidey spot De Luca put them in.”

      “That is good news.”

      Indeed it was; it meant the notes PIT held – the ones that had come from the books Mark Baltimore had given me to transcribe just before he’d been murdered – were currently the only ones available. And hopefully, that gave whatever labs were now working on a vaccine a head start against Luke and his scientists.

      “The only problem being Parella is well aware the notes are out there, and believes he will find them before the rest of us.”

      “Parella can believe what he wants.” He motioned me forward again, and then fell in step beside me. “De Luca’s offspring are not likely to ease off their quest for revenge. It might be better if you and Rory left the state until all this is over.”

      “I’m not running any more than you are.”

      “But as you noted earlier, it is the sensible choice.”

      “This is a very different situation.” I squinted up at him. “Are you going to report the attack?”

      “A leaderless den intent on revenge is a threat to everyone, so yes. Both the Australian Vampire Council and the local elders will be informed and action will undoubtedly be taken. They can’t afford to have a leaderless den on the loose, if only because it would be a public relations nightmare.” He half shrugged, an action that had his arm brushing mine ever so briefly. “You wouldn’t have to leave for very long.”

      “Which doesn’t alter the fact that I’m not doing it.”

      “What if they come after Rory?”

      A chill ran through me; it wasn’t fear but something else. Instinct. Foreboding. I tried to ignore it. It was pointless worrying until I had something more concrete than a vague feeling. I might be cursed with the ability to foresee death, but it usually came in the form of prophetic dreams. And while foreboding was sometimes a precursor to them, I’d learned a long time ago that the dreams would come when they’re good and ready, and not before.

      “Luke has already threatened that.” I lightly rubbed my arms to erase the lingering chill of apprehension. “It resulted in me bringing a building down on top of him.”

      “Which didn’t stop him. Nothing but death will stop him, and you know it.”

      “But at least I’ve come closer to achieving that goal than PIT has.” Anger gave my tone bite. “What in the hell is your mob doing?”

      “I don’t know.”

      It was softly said, filled with repressed anger, and my gaze jumped to his. “What in hell is that supposed to mean? You’re lead on this case – how could you not know what’s going on?”

      “It’s simple. Rochelle and I are now under house arrest until this whole red cloak mess is sorted out.”

      I stopped abruptly and stared at him. “What?”

      He grimaced and pressed a cool hand all too briefly against my spine, lightly pushing me on. “While I do not believe there’s any sort of telepathic connection between Luke and myself —”

      “There’s not,” I cut in. “He said that himself. He can read your emotions, not your thoughts.”

      Bitterness briefly crept into his expression. “You know as well as I that anything Luke says can’t really be trusted.”

      “But in this case, I don’t think he was lying —”

      “And we cannot take a chance on your uncertainty,” he said. “Especially given he does appear to have some sort of line into PIT. If not myself or Rochelle, then someone else.”

      “So by locking you two up, you can see whether or not there’s another player in PIT’s midst?”

      “And Rochelle and I can keep an eye on each other.”

      Meaning they were locked up together. Annoyance – or maybe even jealousy – flitted through me. It was a useless emotion, given the situation, but one I instinctively couldn’t help.

      I briefly looked away. “That being the case, why were you allowed out tonight?”

      He shrugged again, and again his arm brushed mine. Awareness and desire cascaded through me, and I silently cursed both Luke and fate for bringing this man back into my life.

      Because, really, who was I kidding? I couldn’t remain friends with him – not if I wanted to retain any sort of sanity. I might not be human, but I wasn’t without a heart and a soul, and there was only so much pain I could stand in one lifetime.

      “It wasn’t a PIT mission, as such. It didn’t really matter if Luke was aware of our actions.”

      Was there a hint of awareness in the soft rumble of his reply? Perhaps even a sliver of yearning? Or was that merely my endlessly hopeful heart hearing what it wanted to hear?

      I took a breath and slowly released it. “That almost sounds like you were being used as bait.”

      “In many respects, I was.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “So where is the backup team?”

      “There wasn’t one. As the vamps noted, this whole situation has stretched PIT’s resources to the limit.”
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