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      I poured another shot from the tequila bottle and tipped it down my throat. And then another, and then another. “Is it still an arranged marriage if you arrange it yourself?”

      “You can’t be serious.” Dad dropped onto the mattress beside me. “Boaz Pritchard?”

      “He’s desperate.” I drained the dregs then set the bottle on the nightstand. “So are we.”

      “We aren’t that far gone,” he harrumphed. “Not yet. We still have—”

      “I won’t let it come to that.” Our only options were pawning Mom’s jewelry, selling the family home, and asking relatives for help. More help. Again. Most of them no longer returned our calls, and I would not beg in person. “This is a solution to everyone’s problems.”

      Chin down, Dad peered at me over the wire frames of his glasses. “Will he make you happy, Addie?”

      “What is happy? Can you even remember?” I laughed darkly. “I’m not sure I can.”

      “Happy for me was the day you were born, the day Hadley was born.”

      The mention of my little sister punched the air from my lungs, and I choked for oxygen.

      “Happiness comes nine months after the wedding night,” I said, voice broken, and set my glass aside. “Gotcha.”

      “We have options,” he insisted. “You don’t have to sell yourself to pay our debts.”

      “I gave my word. It’s done.” I flopped back onto the mattress where Hadley had wasted away to nothing but fragile bones and paper skin, and let my eyes close. “Make your peace with it.” I pressed my face into the pillow that still smelled like the lavender children’s shampoo the nurse had used to bathe her. “I have.”

      My future husband left for his home in Savannah, Georgia, hours ago. There was no turning back now. For three weeks, I had waffled over his proposition to merge our households. Meeting him in person hadn’t changed my mind, only reassured me he was decent and earnest. That was good enough for me.

      “Get some rest.” Dad collected the empties to take with him, and I crossed my fingers he didn’t sniff them. The drunk act was tough to pull off after your dad realized you were tossing back shots poured from a handwashed bottle topped off each night with filtered water. But drink was a demon he was familiar with and wouldn’t ask questions. The fewer, the better. He was safer not knowing how I spent my nights. “We’ll talk about this again at dusk.”

      “Mmm-hmm.”

      Lingering in the doorway, he watched until my even breaths convinced him I had drifted off to dreamland. He murmured a prayer to the goddess, asking her to watch over me, and I wondered, just for a second, if he knew how I had paid the bills the last few years.

      No.

      He would never let me out of his sight if he had a clue. Not after we lost Hadley. He would be terrified my job would get me killed. He never needed to know how close I had come on more than one occasion.

      “I thought he’d never leave,” the vampire hiding in the closet sighed before flinging open the doors.

      “You could have texted me.” I shifted onto my side, facing her. “You didn’t have to show up in person.”

      Her impromptu visit was the reason I had to shove her into a closet without so much as a hello.

      She tended to sneak in through Hadley’s window unannounced, and Dad happened to be coming up the stairs when he noticed me duck into her bedroom. The drunk act was my only saving grace, but I hated turning his demons against him. It was a cruel but effective means of protecting him.

      “Cellphones broadcast radio frequency waves.” Cassandra made the sign of the cross. “The International Agency for Research on Cancer classifies RF fields as ‘possibly carcinogenic to humans’.”

      “You’re not human,” I pointed out, “and vampires don’t get cancer.”

      Because they were already dead, putting them well out of the disease’s merciless reach.

      The Catholic thing was a gray area for me. As a necromancer, I worshipped Hecate. As a resuscitated human, Cass had a more complicated relationship with her god.

      “I used to be human,” she countered. “Besides, you can never be too careful.”

      “You’re the next best thing to immortal.”

      “And I want to stay that way.”

      Giving it up as a lost cause, I got down to business. “What’s on the agenda for tonight?”

      The slender vampire exited the closet dressed in black leather pants and a corset top that allowed her boobs to defy gravity. Her hair was dyed a shade of neon yellow that made highlighters everywhere jealous. I preferred the peacock blue from last month, but I wouldn’t say so.

      “I assume we’ve got a gig,” I continued, “since you’re skulking in my little sister’s closet.”

      As often as I reminded myself Cass was a product of her time, that the whole corset-and-plumped-breasts thing was a holdover from her human life, I wondered if she wasn’t just an exhibitionist at heart. Why else would she give her boobs a pep talk whenever a hottie entered her line of sight? Or kiss their rounded tops when they did a good job of luring in a donor? Or have more wardrobe malfunctions than most strippers?

      “We’ve got a runner.” Her smile bared fangs sharpened to vicious points. “You game for a hunt?”

      “How are we going to blend into the night when your hair is radioactive?”

      “There’s this amazing invention called a beanie.” She produced one from her matching leather backpack. “You slip it on and—” she pinned her eye-popping braid on top of her head while she tugged on the knitted cap, “—voila!” She cocked a hip and rested her fist on the curve. “They even come in black.” She winked. “Stealthy.”

      “You’re a goober.” I snorted as I rose and circled the bed to plunder Hadley’s hope chest. “How old are you again?”

      Figuring it was the last place Dad would look, I had boxed up the wedding dress, the shoes, and the veil Mom had chosen for Hadley upon her birth—the whole shebang—to make room for the black leather outfit I wore whenever Cass came calling.

      “A lady never tells her age,” she said with the haughty disdain worthy of a vampire.

      “Mmm-hmm.” I tugged on the slinky-stretchy undershirt and pants first, then pulled on the skintight leather suit, thankful my top was long-sleeved with a collar for protecting my throat against fangs. “Give me the deets.”

      “The newest member of Clan Willis. A Mr. Ron Turner née Willis. Apparently his boyfriend, Angelo, paid to have him resuscitated, making him a member of Clan Willis. They broke up when Ron’s fledgling vampire libido caused him to step out on his lover, who’s older than him by about ninety years. Cue drama.”

      We had both heard this story before, and it always ended in tears or in blood or in tears and blood.

      “So,” I cut in, “Ron realized he still loves what’s-his-name and can’t live forever without him.” That was usually how it went. Baby vamps really couldn’t keep it in their pants. Their hearts had nothing to do with it. The decision was handed up to the brain from south of the belt. “Rather than face the sun, which likely wouldn’t kill him at his age, he ran away from home to avoid spending eternity with the clan of the man he can no longer have.”

      “I can’t decide if you’re an utter romantic for that bit of fiction,” Cass said, “or if you’re the bitterest, most twisted soul I have ever had the great fortune to meet.”

      I paused in stomping on my boots. “Can’t I be both?”

      “Uh, no.” She popped me on the butt. “You either believe in love, or you don’t.”

      “I believe in—” I yelped when she smacked me again, harder this time. “Quit that.”

      “I meant romantic love, and you know it.” She rubbed the sting from my bottom until I danced out of her reach. “What? I can’t resist your pert little butt in leather.”

      What she couldn’t resist was unnerving me. Vampires had twisted senses of humor, and Cass’s was an endless downward spiral.

      The joke here wasn’t that she thought a woman touching me would get under my skin, but that anyone touching my private bits made me squirm.

      Playing nurse full-time for Hadley so Mom and Dad could keep up appearances meant I’d never had much of a social life. I had kissed boys, sure, but that had never convinced me to let them go any further. Lucky for me, the rumor mill swore my future husband had enough practice in that area for both of us. I could just lay back, relax, and allow him to inseminate me.

      “Save it for your clients.” I pointed the blunt end of a stake at her. “I’m engaged.”

      “Your lip curled on the word. Try it again.” She fluttered her lashes. “Mrs. Boaz Pritchard. Matron Boaz Pritchard.” She considered the Society hierarchy for a moment. “Matron Adelaide Pritchard? Whatever.”

      “Matron Pritchard.”

      The new title hurt my ears, the position more curse than blessing. I should have been Matron Whitaker, I should have inherited the mantle of matron from my mother—not Boaz’s—but should have beens didn’t pay the mortgage, buy food, or keep the lights on. They sure didn’t pay for medicine or for nurses to hover over sickbeds like angels come to Earth.

      “You’re grinding your teeth again.” Cass frowned. “Forget Pritchard. Let’s hunt.”

      Relief eased the tightness in my shoulders, and I strapped on my knives. “That’s the best idea I’ve heard all night.”
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      Cass and I didn’t bother sneaking out of the house. I could no longer afford to pay a maid or a cook or a driver, and Dad had retired to his room. There was no one to catch us making our hasty exit.

      As fake as my drinking act might be, his was very real and had been since Mom died. Yet another reason why I trusted him to ignore my faked drunkenness. Confronting my bad habits would mean facing his own issues.

      Our bloodline brushed as close to High Society as any Low Society family could boast. We had power in our blood, and we could work small magics. Not that the past few generations of Whitakers had honed those talents or put them to good use.

      The Pritchards might be as Low Society as it got, but their matrons were savvy, and their coffers were full. I might not want to exchange my last name for Boaz’s, but I had done worse to keep my family fed and clothed. Even if I tasted bile when I thought about losing what I had fought so long and so hard to preserve.

      Maybe Boaz would consider hyphenating his last name? Whitaker-Pritchard or Pritchard-Whitaker was easier to swallow than erasing my identity altogether.

      “You’re thinking about marriage again,” Cass singsonged. “You realize he’ll want to have sex with you. That means he’s going to touch you, kiss you, nibble on your—”

      “How many years were you a prostitute again?”

      “Plenty.” She leaned in, bosoms heaving. “Would you like to see what I learned?”

      “I’ve watched porn with you and listened to your critiques.” I shooed her out the door. “I’m set, thanks.”

      “Now that’s just mean.” Popping out her bottom lip, she pouted. “That wasn’t porn. That was an adult film.”

      Cass was the rare vampire who relished dumping her past identities and embracing new roles. Most clung to what they knew and went mad from it in the end. She would never have to worry about that.

      “As much as I enjoy discussing my best friend’s sexual exploits, we have a job to do. Remember?”

      “You’re about to be married.” She sighed dramatically. “Have fun while you still can.”

      “Anonymous sex isn’t my idea of fun.”

      “How do you know until you try it?”

      “I’ll make you a deal.” I spun it around on her. “Keep it in your pants for thirty days, and I’ll have the one-night stand of your choice.”

      “It’s a…” She wet her lips, tried again. “It’s a…” Her mouth moved, but no sound emerged. “It’s a…”

      “Deal is the word you’re looking for,” I said helpfully. “Come on, say it.”

      “Damn it, Addie. That’s not fair. I have needs.”

      “And I don’t.” I had made it this long without sex. I wasn’t in any hurry to rectify the situation given who the rectifier would be. “So stop bullying me.”

      “I don’t mean to push.” She picked at her manicured nails. “I just worry.”

      Vampires her age didn’t express affection the way necromancers did. They mostly bit or sexed up the ones they loved. Since I wasn’t interested in either, she was at a loss as to how to show me she cared. I tried letting her hug me once, but she took off her shirt first and pressed my face into her boob crack. It was a very nice boob crack, but it didn’t do much for me except give me perkiness envy.

      “You don’t have to anymore.” I tacked on a smile. “I’m engaged, and Prince Charming will fix all my problems. Haven’t you read any fairy tales?”

      “I was alive when a few were written,” she said dryly. “Trust me, the writers took artistic license. Except with the prince-kissing-sleeping-princesses thing. Sure, he claimed he was attempting to wake her, but he didn’t have to stick his hand up her skirt to find her mouth.”

      “You ruined one of my favorites for me. Thank you for that disturbing mental picture.”

      “Men are pigs.” She shrugged. “What did you expect?”

      “Them not to put the moves on unconscious women?”

      “You’re so adorable.” She stroked her fingers through my hair. “You and all your cute little ideals.”

      The hunger in her eyes wasn’t new. She would bite me in a heartbeat if I let her. That’s the danger of being friends with a vampire. She would also dry hump me if I stood still for too long. Again, the danger of being friends with a vampire.

      From what I could tell, even those with firmly entrenched sexual identities as humans reached an age where they became gender blind. Bodies became bodies to them, and pleasure could be found in either form. Since I was a stick in the mud—her words, not mine—any pleasure she derived from me came from annoying me until I reminded her of my flawless aim with a stake.

      “Any idea where we can find Ron?” I swatted her hand. “Or are we starting from scratch?”

      Cass knew most of the local vampires, which made tracking runners that much easier.

      “He was last seen near the railroad museum.” She made a production of pulling a shiny new key fob from her cleavage. “The engine section.”

      Careful to avoid a clear line of sight from the front windows, in case Dad heard us and decided to check in on me, we hiked across the overgrown yard to a hidden nook in the woods I had cleared for her particular use.

      The trees hid her car from passersby on the main road, and more importantly, from Dad, who never left the house. She parked there when she visited then let herself in through whatever window or door struck her fancy that night. I had offered her a spare key, but she preferred sneaking around, and I didn’t care as long as the weirdo picked locks without breaking them.

      Around the final bend, I got an eyeful of her latest acquisition. A sleek black Ferrari I only recognized because of its prominent branding. Her master gave it to her as a bonus last week for bringing in the most money to the clan ten years running. Thanks, in part, to me. But did Javier buy me a Ferrari? Nope. Not even a pine tree-shaped air freshener.

      Cass stalked to the driver side and slid behind the wheel, doing a happy wiggle as she settled in.

      The heady combination of premium leather and new-car smell made me dizzy with lust no man (or woman) had yet to inspire in me as I claimed the seat beside her.

      “I would give you this car…” she cranked it, and the engine purred, “…if you would use it and enjoy it.” She threw it into reverse, and gravel sprayed from under the tires. “But you would sell it and bank the proceeds. I can see the dollar signs in your eyes.”

      The mental picture of all the zeroes I would have left in my bank account gave me butterflies in my stomach. Green ones. With pictures of Ben Franklin dotting their wings.

      A buzz in my pocket almost made me jump out of my skin. “Cheez-It.”

      Notorious for forgetting my phone, I realized Cass had done more than cop a feel while I was dressing. She had stuck my cell and my ID in my back pocket, and her fancy-pants car was pairing with my phone without first asking permission, like it was doing me a favor.

      “You’ve got to learn how to curse like a big girl one day.”

      Ignoring her, I answered the call. “Hey, Gustav.”

      “Your collar has been cornered,” he rumbled in a thick accent. “Get to the pier.”

      “The pier?” I craned my neck at Cass. “What happened to the railroad museum?”

      “That was two nights ago.” A car engine roared to life in the background. “Cassandra’s intel is old.”

      “Suck it,” she yelled at our boss, who could hear her just as well as she heard him thanks to their heightened senses. “We always get our man.”

      Boss wasn’t the right word, but it did the job. Cass was answerable to her master and her clan, and I was answerable to the Society and my family. Working for Gustav, a warg, created an interspecies loophole that allowed us to join his bounty hunter guild without any messy affiliations getting in the way.

      “With pleasure, Häschen.” A husky chuckle flowed into the car with us. “Name the place and the time.”

      The fact our boss called her a bunny, or maybe it was cute little bunny? I could never remember. It made me think it was a vampire joke since he was a warg. Maybe he thought it was funny implying she was Bunnicula. Or maybe he still had his tail in a twist because, regardless of how she pestered me, she had rules about sex with coworkers. It got a big, fat no from her. She preferred anonymous sex, and lots of it. Hard to keep it anonymous if you had to chat over a watercooler with the guy/girl you banged and fanged the night before then ditched as fast as your superhuman speed allowed.

      And yet she had the gall to lecture me on relationships when I was the one committed to a guy I couldn’t outrun.

      Okay, fine. Put like that, it was clear neither of us should ever open our mouths and let romantic advice fall out.

      “This is sexual harassment.” Cass’s eyes glinted with mirth. “Careful, or I’ll file a complaint with HQ. I already bought silver-tipped boots to wear when your ass needs kicking.”

      I must be an absolute dud in the hormones department. Maybe there was something biologically wrong with me? Maybe I’d crushed those impulses until all I had left south of my belt was the Sahara.

      Another call interrupted Gustav with a persistent beep-beep, and I gulped when I recognized the number. Dampness coated my palms, and I almost dropped my cell while attempting to switch lines.

      “Hey.”

      A hard thud rattled my heart against my ribs. “Boaz.”

      Cass ignored the traffic in favor of gawking at me.

      “I wanted to check in.” He hesitated. “See if you were okay.”

      See if I had decided to back out, more like it. It wasn’t like I had given him a ring, just my word.

      “Any particular reason why?” I leaned over and physically turned Cass’s head forward. “It’s nice, but it’s…unexpected.”

      No emotional attachments on either side would make this whole ordeal so much easier to swallow.

      “Your dad called,” he admitted after another awkward pause. “He sounded…”

      “Drunk.”

      “I was going to say worried about you.” Boaz cleared his throat. “He said you were upset.”

      “And you wanted to make sure I wasn’t having second thoughts.”

      “No one knows we’re engaged. Only you, your dad, and me. You can break it off before it gets announced without a slap on the wrist from the Society or any hard feelings from me.”

      “You asked me to marry you—” a totally backwards and human thing to do, “—and I agreed. That’s where it starts and stops for me. I’m a woman of my word.”

      “I never doubted.” He softened his voice. “I’ll let you go then.”

      “When will you be back?” I blurted before I caught myself. “To, um, finalize things?”

      “Miss me already?” he teased with the ease of a man who found humor in everything. “You’ll see me sooner than you might think.”

      “Okay, that was vague.” I struggled to sound professional, but my default setting gave me fits when I was around him. “I’ll put a rush on getting the papers drawn up then, so they’ll be waiting for you.”

      “Will you be?”

      Certain I had missed something, I backtracked. “Will I be what?”

      “Waiting for me.”

      Panic coated the back of my throat, and I rushed out a hasty, “Good night, Boaz.”

      “Night, Addie.”

      He was gone before I could remind him only my friends called me Addie.

      “That’s interesting.” Cass radiated smugness. “Very interesting.”

      “That Gustav wants in your pants? It’s hardly a newsflash.”

      “Nice try.” She snorted. “You’re not going to distract me with thoughts of Gustav naked and rubbing me down with butter.”

      “I…didn’t mention butter. And now I might never eat it again. Thanks for that. Anything else you’d like to ruin for me tonight?”

      “One last thing.” She flicked me a glance. “You like him.”

      “We’re getting married.”

      “Your pheromones shot off the charts when he answered.”

      “Just nerves.” I tucked my phone back in my pants. “Pre-wedding jitters.”

      “Keep telling yourself that.” She chuckled. “This certainly makes things more interesting.”

      “Stop saying interesting in that tone, and eyes on the road, missy. One of us is still alive, you know.”

      Cass mimed buttoning her lips and left me to stew over the fact my gut was tight and my palms were sweaty.

      Clearly, I was having an anxiety attack. I wasn’t stupid enough to fall for a guy with his reputation. After I got home, I would pop a Zoloft. Problem solved. Until then… “You missed the turn for the pier.”

      “Ron’s not at the pier.”

      “Gustav—”

      “Parroted rumors at us that I planted six hours ago.” She scoffed. “Do you really think I would tell him where our mark is hiding? He’s the boss, and he’s all about the bottom line. He gives those tips to everyone to better his chances of landing the mark, which means the pier will be swarming.”

      “You’re amazing.”

      “I know.”

      Settling in for the short drive to the museum, I pushed all thoughts of Boaz Pritchard out of my head and prepared to bag and tag a baby vamp worth three house payments. Who knows? Maybe I would go nuts with the bonus, if we got to him first, and buy myself a bottle of the nail polish I had been eyeballing. The rich brown with golden swirls reminded me of…

      Oh crap.

      Boaz’s eyes.
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      Railroad museum sounded much fancier than the reality. It was more of an abandoned train station you donated five dollars to self-tour than a brick-and-mortar museum. That meant no handy walls to pen in our vamp. He would bolt if he scented us, scented me, since necromancers smelled alive in a way that parched vampire throats. Cass was old enough to smell like the rustle of brittle pages in an aged book. Unless she had eaten recently. Since baby vamps were prone to bloodlust, she fasted while on the job.

      Music throbbed in the darkness ahead. “Do you hear that?”

      Cass rolled her eyes so hard she could have counted her own vertebrae. “What do you think?”

      “Dumb question.”

      “Yes, it was.” She patted me on the head. “But you’re adorable for asking.”

      With a growl, I snapped my teeth at her.

      “You’ve spent too much time with Gustav if you’re trying to bite people for petting you.”

      “I’ll tell him you said so.”

      “Please do.” Her smile turned wicked. “It’s no fun pulling his tail if he doesn’t feel it.”

      Signaling for her to hush, even though I had been the one to blab first, a rookie mistake I blamed on the call from Boaz yanking me out of my zone, I drew an ash stake from the holster on my thigh and began stalking the origin of the pounding beat.

      Effortless in the way of vampires, Cass strolled beside me on the loose gravel without making a sound.

      I envied her stealth when my best was nowhere near her worst, but not the cost of it.

      Cass never talked about who resuscitated her or why, and I didn’t ask. She didn’t talk about why she belonged to a different clan than the one she had been born into, and I didn’t ask about that either.

      A prostitute in her day couldn’t have afforded to pay a necromancer for the service. That meant a vamp had paid for it him—or her—self, had wanted Cass by their side for centuries longer than the decades granted to a human, and yet she lived alone.

      I was curious, but I didn’t want to poke her tender spots any more than I wanted her to poke mine.

      Under a longnecked overhead light, the newest of the engines gleamed ahead of us. Its paint, once the color of ripe tomatoes, had turned rusty as old blood over time. The music poured from a compact Bluetooth speaker propped on the left rear wheel. The range on the device connection couldn’t be far, maybe twenty feet or so. He must be within that radius.

      A familiar series of hand gestures informed me of Cass’s intentions to circle the outer perimeter in case our heartbroken runaway got feisty on us.

      Careful to keep several of the behemoth antiques between me and the speaker, I began my hunt in earnest.

      A dozen steps later, the front of the engine came into full view, and I found our runner.

      Used to blood and death, I didn’t lose my lunch, but I tasted it perched at the back of my throat.

      Ron had been staked through the heart and groin with railroad spikes the killer left in him. Spread-eagle over the tracks, he stared up at the night sky. Or he would have, if his phone hadn’t been balanced over his eyes like a sleep mask.

      Out of my depth, I held my position, waiting on Cass to circle back to me.

      “Well, that was easy.” She didn’t bother crouching, a sure sign we were alone, and snapped on a pair of the blue nitrile gloves she was never without. Germs were everywhere, you know. “Let’s bag and tag him.”

      “He’s dead.”

      “For about the last six months judging by his current state of decomp.”

      Baby vamps were still…juicy…when they died. Only the old ones turned to dust like in the movies. Whoever was responsible for this bit of theater knew that. Otherwise, they wouldn’t have bothered with the symbolic staking or the placement of the phone.

      “Okay, smartass. I get he was a vampire, and therefore dead.” I pointed at my chest. “Hello, necromancer? I mean he’s dead-dead.” I reached for my phone. “True dead.”

      “Please stop thinking what I think you’re thinking.”

      “This was murder. A ritualistic killing.”

      “This is a paycheck.” She rubbed her fingers together. “A big, fat paycheck.”

      “Cass.”

      “Addie.”

      “Cass.”

      “Addie.”

      “Boaz is a sentinel,” I confessed, hating how his name popped right into my head. “An Elite.”

      “If you called to tell him you found a dead vampire in a closed railroad museum, he would nail you to the wall, and I don’t mean in a fun way. He would pick and pick and pick at you until you confessed all.” She flung her arm toward Ron. “Do you really think he’ll want to introduce a vampire hunter fiancée?”

      The creation of vampires was the Society’s bread and butter. They wouldn’t care that there was one less vampire in the world. That just made room for more. They would worry such a young vampire’s untimely true death might provoke his clan into demanding a refund. That, they would find abhorrent.

      “I didn’t say I was going to call him.” I rubbed my palms over my face. “I don’t know why I mentioned it.”

      “He’s posted in Savannah, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Good.”

      Used to her flexible morals where bounty met the law, I scowled at her all the same.

      “Here’s your problem,” she continued. “You’re feeling guilty because he thinks he’s buying Suzy Q Homemaker with his money, but you’re more like Buffy. I’m more of a Spike myself. Oh! Or maybe if Willow and Spike had a baby. That sounds more like me.”

      “Bisexual badass. Gotcha.”

      “Yes.” She toyed with the laces on her corset, exposing a hidden pocket with yet more gloves. “But I would have had to have been born during one of those alternate universe episode deals. Otherwise, you’d be changing my diapers, Buff. I can’t help you kick ass if I can’t even wipe my own, you know?”

      A sigh gusted past my lips. “Does this have anything to do with me and my situation or…?”

      Vampires often got swept up in their own mythos, donning silk-lined capes and fake Transylvanian accents, but Cass didn’t have that problem. Not exactly. She didn’t binge every single vampire movie and TV show, read every comic and book series, for the entertainment value. She considered it research. On how to kill vampires. Or even slightly inconvenience them. And then she did everything in her power to avoid those things happening to her.

      Just my luck the one vampire I actually liked turned out to be a hypochondriac.

      “You’re thinking how often we clash with law enforcement.” She was still chugging full steam ahead. “You’re wondering if you can give this up after your problems are solved by hopping in the sack with your husband, since he’s got enough money for you to retire and do whatever dull thing Society matrons do with their time.”

      “You…might be onto something.” I hated admitting it, but there you go. “Who am I after I marry him?”

      “A woman who did what she had to for her family.” Cass brushed her fingers across my cheek, comforting me instead of perving on me for a change. “We painted ladies don’t cast stones, Addie. Stop hunching like you expect to get hit.”

      Forcing my shoulders back, I shrugged off her kindness, unable to stomach it.

      “You kept your sister alive.” She wasn’t done with me yet. “You kept a roof over her and your father’s heads. You’ve busted your ass to make sure he doesn’t have to swim up from the bottom of the bottle he’s always floating in these days.”

      Throat tight, I withdrew. “That’s enough.”

      “He’s not the only one grieving. You lost your mom. You lost your sister. And now you feel like you’ve lost yourself.”

      Crushing my eyes shut, I blocked out her and her acid-churning truths. “I have to call this in.”

      “I’ll do it.” She shoved me toward the exit. “Go home.” She dug in her pocket then tossed her keys at me. “Take my car. I’ll find my own way.” She adjusted her breasts. “Handsome sentinels can be so gosh-darn helpful when properly motivated.”

      The metal bit into my palm when I closed my fingers around my escape. “Are you sure?”

      “I can take the heat.” She reached for her phone. “I’m out of the closet.”

      Until I tied the knot with Boaz, I had to keep my extracurricular activities hidden from him. Otherwise, he would call off the engagement. After all, he was buying my family’s good name to expunge the scandal from his own. He would cut me loose in a hot second if I couldn’t uphold my end of the deal. If he found out about my unladylike pursuits, he would wash me off his hands before the mud splattered from my family name onto his.

      Society engagements could drag on for years, but I didn’t have that long. As much as my heart wished otherwise, my obligations would force my hand. Until I put a ring on his finger, and he made a deposit into my account, I was the sole provider for my family.

      I could not mess up with him. Could. Not.

      Twitchy from the murder, and cold from the bargain I had made, I didn’t give Cass’s car a second appreciative glance. I had been brought too low for it to be more than transportation, too mad to care it was a dream to drive.

      I startled when my phone rang through the speakers, the number familiar. “Hello?”

      “Where are you?” Boaz laughed softly, I think at himself, but I didn’t get the joke. “I brought takeout and a movie. I guessed on both. I hope you like dim sum and Keanu Reeves.”

      The strain in his voice from trying caused a sympathetic twang in my chest. It’s not like arranging a marriage was his idea of a good time either. Neither of us had much say in our engagement, not with our families in such rough shape.

      His little sister had gotten into trouble in Savannah. He didn’t want to talk about it, but it was bad. Bad enough he wanted to give her Hadley’s name to start over fresh somewhere else. Bad enough he was willing to court a woman far beneath him. Only the scandal had brought him so low, and wasn’t that depressing? Not half as grim as me agreeing to his terms in order to save what I had left, but still.

      “You’re here?” I squeaked. “In town?”

      “Surprise! I figured you’d be home this late.”

      “I went for a drive.” My palms slipped on the steering wheel. “I have no objections to dim sum, but which Keanu are we talking here? Bill & Ted's Excellent Adventure? Speed? A Walk in the Clouds? The Matrix? John Wick?”

      “You recited those like you’ve got a list in front of you.” He chuckled and seemed to mean it. “I might be in over my head here.”

      “My best friend watched Bram Stoker's Dracula one too many times and fell in love with Jonathan Harker. Well, the actor who played him. Not the character.”

      Cass viewed movies as falling into one of two categories: vampires and Keanu Reeves.

      “Since you’ve already seen John Wick, I can download something else—”

      “John Wick is fine.” I almost smiled. “I can respect a man who goes on a killing spree over his dog.”

      “Bloodthirsty,” he teased. “I’m going to chalk Keanu up as the first thing you and I have in common.”

      Common ground? He cared about that? It was more than I expected from him, and I couldn’t tell yet if it made me happy he cared or downright terrified I would flub this on some compatibility component.

      “I thought you were already home.” I noticed an incoming call but didn’t know how to switch lines without dropping him, and the car didn’t provide any helpful pointers. “Did something happen?”

      “That was the plan.” He sounded tired all of a sudden. “I stopped by the sentinel outpost to say hi to an old friend and got drafted for a project. Looks like I’ll be in town a few more days.”

      Dread swam the backstroke through my gut, and its form was perfect. “What kind of project?”

      “A vampire was killed here three days ago. A young one. His remains were found this morning.”

      Cass and I hadn’t checked the news like we did on slow days. We had the Ron Willis case waiting on us, and we jumped on it. Otherwise, we might have heard the gossip from one of our sources and connected the dots sooner. Or at least been curious if there were dots to connect.

      “It resembles a case I’ve been working on and off in Savannah,” he continued, “so I’ll be consulting.”

      On and off? Existing case? Crap. Despite there being an entire genre dedicated to vampire hunters and slayers, vampire killings were rare.

      “Oh.” I searched for my voice. “That’s horrible.”

      And it was about to get worse once he found out there had been another murder.

      “It’s a worry for tomorrow.” He tied off that conversation with a deft twist in topic. “We didn’t get much time to really talk. We just got down to brass tacks. My schedule is clear until I report in officially at dusk tomorrow, so I thought I would drop in to see you in a less formal setting.”

      Part of me wondered if this date night was Dad’s doing too, but it was more likely Boaz wanted to check up on me after Dad called him to make sure I wasn’t following in his inebriated footsteps.

      “Just stay put.” I flexed my hands on the wheel. “I’m on my way.”

      A pleased smile I heard in his voice brightened his tone. “I’ll be here.”

      Fumbling for more conversation, I blurted, “Where are you staying?”

      “The barracks.”

      “We have plenty of room.” I dusted off my manners. “You’re welcome to stay with us while you’re here.”

      Boaz hesitated a moment. “Are you sure you want me underfoot?”

      My fiancé of twenty-four hours sleeping down the hall from me? Not ideal. But this way I could keep an eye on him while ensuring he couldn’t return the favor. With proper incentive, he might even talk up his cases and give me an idea of what Cass and I were dealing with if the killer wasn’t finished in my town.

      “It’s no trouble,” I promised him in a rush. “No trouble at all.”

      Ending the call, I began plotting my route back to the house after I parked Cass’s new ride in its spot. Thankfully, I had watched the vampire slinking around more than once, which meant I stood a chance of sneaking into the house without Boaz catching me wearing my hunting gear.

      Now I just had to figure out an excuse for how I beat him inside and change clothes before he got his hopes up he was marrying a dominatrix.
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      The front door on the old Whitaker place creaked open, and Boaz straightened from his lean. The motorcycle behind him, Wilhelmina, didn’t budge. She was built like a brick house, and it had been love at first sight across the crowded dealership floor. Too bad women didn’t come with operations manuals. Maybe then he’d have more luck understanding what made them tick, or how he always managed to tick them off.

      The curvy blonde who stood in the doorway was just his type, which was a good thing, given she had agreed to marry him. But he wasn’t sure how to proceed. His usual charm worked, and it worked well, but this—they—were forever. He felt that deserved something more real. It deserved effort.

      Gathering the takeout bags off Willie’s handlebars, he set his smile into familiar lines then approached.

      “Sorry I kept you waiting.” Adelaide clutched the halves of her robe together at her throat. She must have decided to slip into something more comfortable. “I wasn’t expecting company.”

      Happy for an easy topic of conversation, he asked, “How did I miss you?”

      “I took the back way in and parked in the garage. It’s way over on the other side of the house.” She gathered her robe even higher, right up to her pointed chin. “I wanted to change before I let you in, but I didn’t want to leave you standing out here either.”

      As she rocked back on her heels, he noticed her choice in footwear. He was staring, but he couldn’t help it. The leather boots she wore would hit below her knees. He knew the style. They were the lace-up kind that made a statement, usually a sexual one, but on her he couldn’t puzzle out what they meant. She wore them underneath a ratty green housecoat that fit what he knew of her personality. The sultry/slumpy combination confused the hell out of him.

      Unless… Had she been here the whole time?

      Boaz didn’t know her well enough to call her on a lie he wasn’t certain she had told, and it wasn’t like he was sharing his life story with her all in one sitting, so he didn’t push her for explanations.

      Still, the flush in her cheeks fit with a woman who had run down the stairs to greet him, convincing him she had been up in her room. How she got there, now that made him curious. What had she been up to before he interrupted her night? The slight breathlessness didn’t come from her attraction to him. So far, she had shown none. That worked for him. For once, he wasn’t eager to jump straight to the physical.

      “No problem.” His gut knotted so hard at the thought of sex, the smell of takeout made him want to run to the nearest bush and vomit. “I wasn’t waiting long.”

      I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.

      Two words stuck on repeat in his head. Damn it. At this point, he couldn’t tell he if he meant them for her or for Grier or for them both.

      Maybe he meant them for himself too.

      Goddess, I don’t want to be here. I want to go home. I want to pretend none of this happened—not Amelie’s arrest, not her disownment, and not this desperate gambit to fix it—and for our lives to go back to normal.

      This must be the karma he had been warned so many times would jump up and bite him on the ass one of these days. Well, sure enough, it had finally sunk its teeth in him and was having a good chew at his expense.

      “That smells delicious.” Adelaide retreated behind the door, only her hands and head visible, but it didn’t erase the memory of those boots or the light dust coating them. As if she had worn them out tonight. “Let’s eat in the living room. The kitchen feels empty these days.”

      Medical bills had drained the Whitakers’ coffers until a rundown house, a rare beauty in its day, was all they had to show for their station. They were an old family, a well-respected one, and most importantly—they were too poor to be picky.

      “Works for me.” He carried the food in and waited on her to direct him. “Do you have any beer?”

      “I don’t drink.” A slight hesitation then she cleared her throat. “Beer, I mean.”

      So much for the hope alcohol might numb him to this required courtship, not that she was bad company. Her father was nice enough, but Boaz had yet to see the man sober. He struck Boaz as a scotch or whiskey drinker. Boaz should have asked for that instead of a beer, but it was too late to backtrack now.

      “That’s fine.” He flashed a practiced smile and received the expected response in the corresponding curve of her lips. “Water?”

      “We might be poor,” she said, shutting the door behind him, “but we can afford sweet tea for guests.”

      Kicking himself in the ass, he faced her. “That’s not what I—”

      “I’m kidding.” She tucked the robe tighter until she became an Adelaide burrito. “Three doors down on your left is the living room. I’ll grab what we need and meet you there.”

      Afraid he might trip over his tongue again, he kept it simple. “Okay.”

      On his way past the staircase, he couldn’t help noticing more of the dirt that dusted her boots had left prints on the carpet runner. More proof she had been upstairs. The rest of the house was spotless, though he doubted they could afford help for the cleaning. That told him she was no stranger to hard work. Anything this family had, he felt certain was owed to Adelaide. And here she was, with him, ready to sacrifice herself yet again. He respected the hell out of her for that, and he hated himself a little more for taking advantage, but not enough to halt the proceedings.

      The living room was shabby but comfortable, and its threadbare furniture put him at ease.

      You’re a bull in a China shop.

      That was his mother’s go-to description of him, and she hadn’t been wrong when he was a teen, forever bumping into her knickknacks and knocking over her doodads. The army helped him grow up, and the Elite polished him to a shine, but he still hated elegant spaces decorated with breakables and baubles that served no purpose but to spark insecurities in visitors.

      A wall of gloomy portraits distracted him from thoughts of his family, and he didn’t hear Adelaide until she placed cups, plates, and utensils on the low coffee table with soft clinking noises.

      Cranking his head toward her, he watched her set their places. She hesitated over the second one every time, as if reminding herself to put out two of everything instead of one. It led him to believe she ate in here often, and alone. That wasn’t the only thing he noticed about her.

      “Nice shoes.” He should have kept his mouth shut, but part of him wanted her to know he had marked her earlier attire. It opened a door for her to explain them, but she locked it instead. “You like frogs?”

      “Love them.” She waved him over and took the food to begin plating it. “They’re adorable.”

      She stuck out one leg and rotated her ankle, showing off the plush tree frog house slipper. The top of her foot was red with creases from the bootlaces, but he refrained from mentioning them. She would tell him if it was any of his business. Until they got married, she was free to play dress-up with other men. It’s not like he could ding her when his thoughts drifted back to Savannah every time he let himself slip.

      Forgive me, Grier. Goddess knows you deserve better.

      Damn it.

      Even his own mind refused to cut him a break, not that he had earned one.

      “You okay?” Adelaide paused. “You look like you’re hurting. Headache?”

      Heartache, but he couldn’t tell her that. “I skipped lunch.”

      “I’ll grab you some ibuprofen.” She passed him a glass of tea. “Drink that. The caffeine will help.”

      Head cocked, he watched her dash into the kitchen, heard her too. So, her change of shoes wasn’t to blame for her earlier stealth. Now that was interesting. Not many people could sneak up on him, but she had with no problem. Silent appeared to be her default, as if she had to remind herself to make noise.

      The suspicion blossoming in his gut wilted when she opened a cabinet, and he spotted the rows upon rows of medicine bottles that must have belonged to her little sister. Adelaide, he decided, taught herself to be quiet for Hadley’s sake. Or, depending on how long their father had been an alcoholic, for her own.

      Thanks to Boaz’s mother disowning his little sister, he had lost Amelie in name but not in the flesh. He could see her, talk to her, hold her. Amelie might not be a Pritchard anymore, but she was still alive. Adelaide had lost her sister and her mother, and he felt like an ass for admitting that it had made her all the more appealing. More vulnerable. Easier to mold into the shape he required of her.

      Amelie couldn’t be a Pritchard again, that ship had sailed, but she could become a Whitaker. She might not be his sister legally, thanks to the disinheritance, but she could become his sister-in-law if the muleheaded imp took advantage of the opportunity he had arranged and stepped into the deceased Hadley Whitaker’s shoes.

      Adelaide ought to have kicked his ass from here to the moon for asking her to turn her misfortune to his advantage, but she was as desperate as him. Neither of them could look too close at the other for fear their golden ticket might start flaking and reveal the tarnish underneath.

      Arm braced on the cabinet door, Adelaide hung her head and sucked in a deep breath, girding her loins for dealing with him. A problem most women were happy to have. He liked her better for the glimpses of her struggle. That she was fighting to make the best of their situation, the same as him, meant something. What, he couldn’t say, but something.

      Glancing away, he gave her privacy, and noted a gleaming pair of keys tossed in a decorative bowl on one of the side tables next to the couch. Unless he was mistaken, and a gearhead like him never was when it came to cars, that was the Ferrari logo on the fob. The dull set beneath it must belong to the dinged-up sedan she drove to their meeting, which was parked in the driveway.

      The car that must belong to the keys was so far outside her reach financially, she would have had more luck touching the moon. So, who gave it to her? Where did she stash it? Why was she hiding it from him? And what else might she be keeping from him?

      “Here you go.”

      Caught snooping, Boaz bristled like a spooked cat. Damn but the woman was quiet as a wraith. “Thanks.”

      “No problem.” She touched his shoulder, but there was nothing sexual in the press of her fingers. It was more of a guiding hand, urging his attention toward the food and away from the keys. “So…Keanu?”

      Intrigued by her mysteries, he searched Adelaide’s face for more than the exhaustion that plagued her, but he found no clues. “Only if you promise not to spoil the movie for me.”

      “I’m a talker.” She winced. “I talk through them, over them, and after them.”

      “Can two people with differing movie ethics coexist without killing one another?”

      “Put a TV in the bedroom if you need your own.” She shrugged. “This one is mine. My TV, my rules.”

      The forty-inch flat screen was pristine but dated. Clearly Adelaide took care of what was hers.

      Encouraging as far as revelations go, but it made that damn noose of obligation cinch tighter. He didn’t need a caretaker. He needed…

      Grinding his teeth, he clamped down on that useless line of thought.

      This wasn’t about his needs. Otherwise, he would be sitting on a couch in Woolworth House, stealing kisses—or trying to—from Grier. This was about family, about keeping his word, and about being the man Adelaide deserved.

      “Bedroom?” He took a seat on the sofa beside her. “I figured you would move to Savannah with me.”

      “Oh. Yeah. I plan on it.” Her voice softened. “I wasn’t thinking there for a minute.”

      As the eldest daughter, she had inherited the title of Matron Whitaker. Had their finances not suffered, she would have brought a man into her family, into her house, and given him her last name. Instead, she had agreed to give up that title in favor of becoming Matron Pritchard. Losing her identity had to hurt, but his hands were tied. That was one line in their marriage contract he would not strike.

      “You’re welcome to stay here, as long as you can handle your duties remotely.” He hadn’t meant to make the offer, but her expression begged him for some glimmer of hope he provided on reflex. “My parents are in good health, and there’s my little brother to consider too. We’ve got a packed house.” He tucked into his meal. “That doesn’t mean I can’t make room for you, and your dad, but you’ve got options.”

      “Dad won’t leave this house.” She toyed with her food, pushing it across her plate. “As much as I’ll miss him, I won’t miss it. I’m looking forward to a fresh start, away from all the memories.”

      “There’s no rush,” he assured her. “We can take this as slow as you like.”

      “I appreciate that.” Her timid smile told him she was still trying, and he couldn’t ask for more than that. “I could use more time for Dad to adjust to the idea of me leaving, though. I’ll need to set up housekeeping too, since I won’t be around to clean or cook for him.”

      “I’ll make it happen.” He didn’t imagine the relief in her expression, or the quick spark of temper behind her eyes for letting someone else shoulder a burden that was hers. “You can pick the housekeeper, and I’ll vet them.”

      “Ah.” She stabbed a dumpling with her fork. “You don’t trust my judgment, but you want brownie points for framing the offer as if you do.”

      Prickly, prickly. Handling her when money was involved might require wearing gloves. Maybe multiple pairs.

      “The person you choose for the job is up to you. I won’t interfere with that decision. I just want to make sure we’re leaving your dad with someone we can trust to take care of him.”

      We.

      Just like that, she and he were a we.

      The room spun around its edges, and his throat grew tight. This was moving too fast. Way too fast.

      And Grier had no idea. No goddessdamned idea.

      She would hate him for this, but not half as much as he despised his cultivated reputation for the message it would send her. That she was just another girl, just another kiss, just another warm body.

      You’re better than me, Grier, better than I ever will be. I hope you know that.

      “Giving up control is hard for me.” Adelaide kept nudging her food back and forth. “You don’t deserve me snapping at you.” She angled her head toward him but not her eyes. “You’ve been very kind, about everything.”

      “We’re in this together.” For better or for worse. “We’ll figure it out.”

      “Together,” she whispered, as if trying it on to see how it fit.

      The phone in his pocket buzzed, and he checked the caller ID. “I have to take this.”

      “No problem.” She ditched her fork for the remote. “I’ll get the movie set up before our food gets cold.”

      Standing, he walked across the room for a modicum of privacy. “Boaz.”

      “We got another one.” Chambers exhaled across the receiver. “This one down at the railroad museum.”

      “I’ll be right there.” Boaz itched to get moving. “Hold the cleaners off as long as you can.”

      Adelaide rose as he ended the call. “Work?”

      “Yeah.” He scrubbed a hand over his prickly scalp. “Looks like I can’t stay after all.”

      “No problem.” She tossed the remote aside. “I’ll walk you out.”

      An honest laugh escaped him. “That eager to get rid of me?”

      “No,” she said, dragging out the word like she was still making up her mind. “I was remembering what you said about a case keeping you in town. I didn’t want you to think you had to stay on my account.”

      An hour or two made no difference to the dead. Boaz could have blown off work, plopped back down, and gotten to know Adelaide better on her home turf. That was what he should have done, but he was a coward.

      When Adelaide stared at him, his future looked back, and he couldn’t see Grier even on the periphery. The loss gutted him. So, yeah. He could have stayed and done the fiancé thing, played his role, but Adelaide gave the impression of being just as eager to get rid of him as he was to escape her.

      “Night, Adelaide.”

      “Good night, Boaz.”

      Goddess, this was it, wasn’t it? The beginning. So why did it feel like the end?
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      When Cass came to retrieve her car, she found me curled up on the couch and plopped down beside me.

      “You look rattled.” She flicked the end of my robe’s sash back and forth like an irritated cat swishing its tail. “Want to talk about it?”

      “Boaz dropped by tonight.”

      “I thought he was in Savannah.”

      “So did I.” I twisted to face her. “He got drafted by the local sentinels to help investigate a serial killer. It dovetails with a case he’s been working back home.” I might as well tell her the rest. “Ron might be the latest victim.”

      “That’s not ideal, but we can manage.” She crossed her long legs and kicked her foot, smiling an evil little smile at the silver tip on her boot, probably thinking about when she would get another opportunity to torment Gustav. “He’s got no reason to think you’re involved, and he doesn’t know me from Adam.”

      A weird caving sensation filled my middle. “I invited him to stay here.”

      “Smart.” She tapped my knee. “This way we can keep an eye on him.”

      That was the plan, but he had keen eyes himself. Who would be watching whom? How much had I slipped up tonight? How much had he noticed? How would I explain any of this if I got caught?

      “Are you sure it’s safe for us to stay involved?”

      “There are always idiots who fancy themselves vampire slayers, Addie. You would not believe the quality of stakes I’ve been assaulted with in my time.” She slipped into her mocking-humans voice, low and brutish. “I sharpened a pencil.” She mimed stabbing me in the chest. “Fear me!”

      “First of all, you only did that to cop a feel.” I slapped her hand off me. “Second of all, the Society wouldn’t get involved if it wasn’t serious.”

      Boaz was an Elite, a special class of sentinel. They wouldn’t spend him on a case that wasn’t priority.

      “The Society loves to stick its nose into vampire business. They’re helicopter parents if you ask me.”

      The Society was responsible for resuscitating humans, using necromantic magic to transform them into vampires, but they only cared for their offspring up to the point when the check cleared. Past that, as long as they weren’t making waves among humans, the Society would sit on its hands and allow the vampire masters to police their clans. Or not. Obviously. Or I would be out of a job.

      “Before I forget.” She reached between her boobs, taking far too long, and pulled out a wad of cash. “There’s your cut.”

      “How did you manage this?” I gawked at the money I never expected to see. “The cleaners took the body into custody, right?”

      Cleaners kept the paranormal world from bleeding over into the normal, and that meant cleaning up our crime scenes and disposing of bodies before they were discovered by humans.

      “Do you remember Frank?”

      “The human who thought he got turned into a vampire because you bit him during sex once?”

      “That’s him.” She chuckled at the memory and then sighed with amusement. “He’s a cleaner these days. I talked him into giving me the head after the rest had been catalogued.”

      “Won’t that get him in trouble?”

      “Probably.”

      “Don’t you care?”

      “Not especially.” She frowned when I gave her the look. “Please don’t lecture me, Addie.” She bared her fangs then pointed at them. “I’m carnivorous. Dare I say, a maneater.” She hooked her fingers into claws and raked the air with them. “This is what I do. I use them, and then I throw them away.”

      “So basically, you’re a predatory litterbug.”

      “I don’t believe in double-dipping.” A shudder rippled through her. “Do you know how many alcohol wipes I used before I bit him? Five. And now he’s always baring his throat around me and talking about blood exchanges like he’s seen in the movies.” She gagged a little. “He believes everything he sees on TV. It’s ridiculous.”

      “Mmm-hmm.”

      I didn’t remind her of the week she spent as my uninvited guest, the better for me to play nurse to her, after she accidentally drank the blood of someone who had eaten pizza for dinner. Convinced she was going to die from garlic poisoning, she wouldn’t leave my bed or put on clothes, determined to exit the world the way she came into or some such nonsense. Also something she saw in a movie.

      After seven days, her lucky number, she rose from the bed and proclaimed herself cured by the grace of—I wasn’t really listening. At that point, I had a week’s worth of naked vampire to wash out of my sheets before I could sleep in my room again. Plus, she had been sipping her warmed blood in bed and spilled it all over my good comforter.

      “What will you do if your man sneaks into your room at night?”

      “He’s not my man.” Just my future husband. “I’ll stab him with the stake I keep under my pillow.”

      Given my line of work, I had to be prepared a vampire might follow me home one day. From where I sat, I figured the trick worked on fiancés who followed me too.

      “Bloodthirsty.” She chuckled. “I like it.”

      Coming to visit and finding a man pinned to my wall, a macabre butterfly caught midair, would make her century.

      “Of course you do.” I nudged her with my foot. “What is that? Are you…purring?”

      “Am I? That’s embarrassing.” She touched her lower stomach. “Oh. No. It’s my phone. I set it on vibrate.”

      “You set it on vibrate, and then you shoved it down your pants.” I was never borrowing her phone again. No matter how much hand sanitizer she used after the fact. “Like a normal person.”

      “I’m not a person,” she said absently. “I’m a creature of the night.”

      She bared her fangs half-heartedly and hissed for emphasis.

      “Who’s calling?” I nudged her again. “Gustav?” I leaned over. “I noticed you wore his favorite boots.”

      Boots.

      The reminder gave me a headache. I should have shucked those off first thing. Boaz must have seen them. The way he pointed out my frog slippers…yeah…I had screwed up there. At least he hadn’t called me on it.

      Holding the phone as far from her head as her arm allowed, she read off the screen. “The sentinels have put out a BOLO on Angelo, Ron’s lover. Clan Willis is offering a reward for his safe return.”

      “Do you think Angelo heard about the murder that fast?”

      “The preliminary findings have been uploaded into the cleaners’ database.” Her lips twisted. “I was on-scene. I provided the identification. The gory details can’t have been listed yet, but seeing Ron’s name might have been enough to send Angelo into a tizzy.”

      “Vampires are so dramatic.”

      “Live as long as we do, and you begin to crave sensation. What is love if not pain? What is loss if not the ultimate agony?” She tapped the end of my nose. “And, as a vampire, he must make the most of it. That includes public displays of mourning, where the depth of his love will be judged by the effort he puts into his appearance.”

      “Are you telling me he’s at the tailor’s getting fitted for mourning attire? That he would ditch his clan, tell no one where he’s gone, and duck out just to get a new black ensemble?”

      Depending on his age, he might commission enough black suits to last him a full year.

      Vampires: the original drama llamas.

      “We are what we are, Addie.”

      “I held my sister’s hand while she died. I was in my pajamas, and so was she. I cried until I passed out and had to be carried to my room. The last thing on my mind was dashing out for a quick fitting.”

      Cass did a thing she hated almost as much as germs. She apologized and meant it.

      “I’m sorry.” She touched my leg in a mostly nonsexual way. “Humans love differently than we do. We might have been human once, but we lose that spark. What’s left is an echo of mortality and morality. You have the biggest heart of anyone I know, which is why it was so easy for me to insinuate myself into your life and bend you to my will.”

      What she wanted from me at the beginning was a desperate partner in crime, someone willing to do the dirty work. The literal dirty work. Anything that might result in contamination from germs, diseases, so forth and so on. How she made it as a prostitute for so long boggled my mind. Sex was the ultimate fluid-swapping experience, and she had been paid for it long before condoms or birth control, let alone treatment for STDs and other infections.

      Unless she had been willing to coexist with germs until after she became a vampire. It happened like that sometimes. A weird trait, a personality quirk, a bizarre affectation ballooned until it overtook them.

      “Does that mean you wouldn’t grieve for me if I got my throat ripped out on the job?”

      “No.” A low rumble laced her voice. “It means I would rip the flesh from anyone who dared, strip by strip, and feed it to them. I would then hang them from their pinky toes, slash their throats, and let them exsanguinate. Once that was done, I would coffin them in cement and have the block dropped in the ocean.”

      Touched by her twisted affection, I had to swallow back tears. “But would you look good doing it?”

      “Dearest, darling one.” She plumped her cleavage. “I would look amazing.”

      A familiar ringtone had me reaching for my phone. With Dad upstairs and Cass beside me, I had few guesses as to the culprit. “Hello?”

      “I’m going to be late,” Boaz said grimly. “Are you sure you want me to come back to your place? I can crash in the barracks. I don’t want to be an imposition.”

      The slight pulling sensation in my chest drew me upright, and Cass too. “What happened?”

      “There’s been another murder.” A siren muffled him. “I can’t get into the details, but I need to go.”

      “Another murder,” I echoed, hearing the dots connect. “Linked to your other cases?”

      “Yeah.” He exhaled hard. “I wanted to let you know so you wouldn’t worry.”

      Beside me Cass mashed her index fingers together and twisted them back and forth while making kissing noises.

      Annoyance with her bled over onto him. “How presumptuous of you.”

      “Just a turn of phrase.” His voice came out tired, defeated even. “I didn’t mean to imply, well, anything.”

      A frustrated scream rose up my throat, but I couldn’t let it out. Once I started, I might not stop.

      “I didn’t mean to snap at you.” Palming Cass’s forehead, I shoved her out of my face then hopped off the couch to begin pacing. “I appreciate the call. I would have worried if I woke and you weren’t here.”

      Turning, I bumped into Cass, who had moved on to dry humping the doorframe while pointing at the phone and mouthing Boaz’s name. I wished for bleach or a time machine to undo the last ten minutes of my life. Or the last ten years. I would take what I could get. But, as usual, the goddess left me on read.

      “You don’t have to patronize me.”

      “I’m not.” I made a fist and hit myself in the forehead. “I’m having a bad night, and it’s wrong for me to take it out on you.”

      “The offer stands. I can go to the barracks.” He lightened his tone. “Hell, I can stay there all week if it’s easier.”

      Two vampires dead. One a bounty of ours, the other…I would have to butter up Gustav for those details.

      The killings, so close to home, bothered me. Having Boaz this close, in my space, bothered me too, but he was a handy conduit to information. He was also the man I’d agreed to spend the rest of my life with, so I had to play nice. I had to smooth this over. I had to make this work.

      Goddess, I was tired all of a sudden. Even the comforting weight of cash doused with Cass’s perfume did nothing to alleviate the dread coiling around my throat, tight as a noose.

      “Come home,” I said, hating the waver in my voice. “I’ll be waiting.”

      “All right.” He hesitated. “You’re good people, Addie.”

      Good people didn’t invite their future husbands into their homes to spy on them.

      Good people didn’t consider how far they were willing to go to keep their secrets.

      Good people didn’t wish, even a little, that the label would stick, that the epithet was true.

      I couldn’t afford to be good, and what’s worse, I couldn’t afford to let him catch me being bad.
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      “Well?” Cass prowled over wearing a toothy grin. “Are we going hunting?”

      “For Angelo?”

      “The payout isn’t as large since he’s not a criminal, but we can both guess where he’ll go.”

      To the scene of the crime. To make whatever peace was left to him.

      A quick check of the time left me conflicted. “We only have two hours until dawn.”

      “I enjoy living dangerously.”

      “Clearly.”

      “Your love muffin won’t be home for hours yet. He won’t catch us, if that’s what worries you.”

      “He’s not my love muffin.”

      “Did you notice his hands?” Cass flexed her delicate fingers. “That man knows how to knead dough.”

      “My bakery is not open for business.” I made a slashing gesture when her gaze dipped to my chest. “Do not make mention of my breasts as pillowy mounds of—anything really. Leave my boobs out of this.”

      “You’re the least fun person I’ve ever met.”

      “And yet you’re still here.”

      “Your staidness was a cry for help. Who am I not to answer?”

      “Staidness is an old vampire word. I thought you were hip and with it.”

      “I’m hip and with it enough to know humans don’t say hip or with it and haven’t since the eighties.”

      Anyone who hadn’t been living under a rock was aware, I was sure. But it was fun to tease her.

      “Two hours,” I warned. “We’ll have to make it fast.”

      Cass smiled, teeth glittering. “My specialty.”

      “You’re terrible.” I wrinkled my nose at the innuendo. “Horrible.”

      “No good,” she agreed. “Very bad too.”

      Laughing under my breath, which only encouraged her, I jogged upstairs to pull on jeans, sneakers, and a tee. I didn’t expect Angelo to put up much of a fight. I doubted I would need the protection leather could offer me. Plus, dressing casually meant fewer questions if Boaz caught me out again.

      With dawn an oncoming threat, we had to factor in vampire ennui as well.

      Angelo might decide he would rather greet the sun than live without his lover.

      Out of the six or seven attempted suicides I had fielded, solo, since Cass couldn’t very well brave the sun without dusting either, only one had resulted in the vampire going through with it. I hesitated to count it since he hadn’t meant to do it.

      I’d tracked him to his bedroom, he’d spotted me, startled, then tripped over the fabric artfully arranged on the floor at his feet. He caught himself on what turned out to be a blackout curtain, it tore, and he exploded into dust I was blowing out of my nose for days.

      We had only driven about five miles before a red-and-blue strobe caught my eye.

      “Accident?” I heard the doubt in my voice. “Can you tell if it’s police or emergency services?”

      Soon it became apparent we would have to drive past them to reach our paycheck.

      “Police.” She slowed as we approached. “This doesn’t look good.”

      “Forensics.” I recognized the sleek van from previous encounters. “These aren’t local cops.”

      The vehicles bore the right logos, but they were too new, too shiny. Nicer than the budget would have stretched across a fleet this size.

      “They’re Society,” she agreed. “Sentinels, cleaners, maybe even Elite.”

      The rise of her voice at the end of the sentence spoke volumes. “You think Boaz is out there.”

      “How many crimes against the Society could be committed in a town this size in one night?”

      “Depends on how dedicated the individuals are to their cause.”

      We rolled to a stop when a uniformed officer stepped from the shoulder onto the road. He knocked on the glass, and Cass lowered the window. He blinded us with his flashlight, making it impossible to make out his features.

      “There’s been an accident.” He focused the beam on Cass. “I’m going to have to ask you ladies to turn around.”

      “We’re headed into town for a late dinner.” She kept her fangs tucked in, though he was a necromancer, and he would know instinctively she was a vampire. “Can’t we squeak past?”

      This was the main road into town, and there was nothing but driveways for miles. A detour wouldn’t do a lick of good out here. There was nowhere to go.

      “No, ma’am.” He indicated the row of orange cones dotting the oncoming and outgoing lanes. “You’ll have to cancel. I’m sure your dates will understand.”

      “Dates?” She fluttered her lashes. “Oh, no. Nothing like that. Just a girls’ night out, that’s all.”

      “That’s nice.” The man lowered his flashlight by degrees. “Maybe you can reschedule for tomorrow.”

      “Maybe we can.” She leaned out the window an inch or two. “What are your plans, Officer…?”

      The light clicked off, and I blinked away spots, curious how Cass could see a damn thing with her more sensitive eyes.

      “Abernathy,” he supplied, eager to please. “I don’t have any, but I’m off after five tomorrow.”

      A purr turned her voice to silk. “You don’t say?”

      As she swooped in for the metaphorical kill, three men tramped out of the woods at the edge of the road, and my vision cleared enough to recognize the tallest and the blondest of them.

      “Cass.” I quelled the urgency in my voice. “We really should let the nice officer get back to work.”

      She followed my line of sight straight to the last person who needed to see me, or her, or us. Together. We couldn’t afford him making any connections. I might not have a record, but Cass’s was a mile long. He would have questions, and any answers I gave him would damn me.

      “Here’s my card.” She handed the officer a black rectangle with her information in red. “Call me.”

      Honestly, I was surprised when she passed on blood spatter or a bite mark in one corner to really drive home she was a vampire. I could picture her listing it below her name—VAMPIRE—as if it were a profession.

      “I’ll do that.” He tucked it into his shirt pocket. “You ladies have a nice rest of your night.”

      “Oh,” she promised, “we will.”

      Her three-point turn, complete with pause to flip her glossy curtain of hair over her shoulder for the sentinel’s benefit, would have done a shampoo ad proud.

      “We have a source now,” she announced after raising her window. “You can thank me later. Or now. Now is good.”

      Meaning she planned on wining him and dining on him to get intel on what had brought out the big guns.

      “Thank you,” I said dutifully. “You’re the very best vampire ever.”

      “Aww.” She patted my thigh. “You know what I like.”

      “I do know what you like.” I grabbed her wrist. “That’s why I’m going to have to ask you to keep your hands on your side of the car.”

      “And now I know what you like.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I’m a vampire.”

      “I’m aware.”

      “Your heart almost exploded out of your chest when you recognized Boaz.”

      “He could have spotted me. Worse, he would have noticed I was with you.”

      Cass was on record as finding Ron’s body. Boaz would wonder, once he realized that, what my connection was to her. I was a Low Society necromancer. I couldn’t resuscitate humans, turning them into vampires. Beyond that act of creation, most necromancers didn’t mingle with their offspring. Let alone with someone else’s.

      Tapping the side of her nose, she turned smug. “That’s not what your pheromones said.”

      “You’ve told me a hundred times that fear and arousal smell the same to you.”

      As a vampire, she provoked a prey reaction in her lovers, so it was hardly surprising.

      “No, I told you they smell equally good. That’s not the same thing.”

      “I’m glad we cleared that up.”

      “Can I stay at your place tonight?”

      Another inglorious fact about middle-aged vampires I learned from Cass.

      They get lonely.

      Really, really lonely.

      And once they bond to you, they’re like barnacles on the hull of a ship. You have to chip them off if you decide you want them gone.

      “I’ll make up Hadley’s room for you.” I hung blackout curtains with Velcro closures in there months ago for this very reason. Right after The Garlic Incident. “Just remember to lock the door so Dad doesn’t walk in on you.”

      “I’m a vampire, not an idiot. I know the drill.” She clicked her nails on the rich leather of the steering wheel. “Do you want to watch a movie?”

      “Sure.” She would pass out after the sun rose, and we both knew it. “Keanu or Dracula?”

      “Not all vampire movies are about Dracula,” she huffed. “And not all vampires wear black silk capes with red lining.”

      “True and true.” I snickered. “I’ve seen your closet, though. You own such a garment.”

      “It was for Halloween,” she screeched. “Why must I keep telling you that?”

      “Halloween two years ago,” I reminded her. “What’s it still doing in there?”

      “Who knows?” She tossed her hair. “I’m a very busy vampire, and I don’t have time to properly organize my closet.”

      “It’s not like you’re immortal or anything.”

      “What a cruel thing to say. We both know I’m not truly immortal.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry enough to let me cop a feel?”

      “Nope.”

      “You understand I had to ask.”

      “I do, and you understand I had to hard pass or I would start waking up with you curled around me during the day.”

      “What a lovely mental picture that provides.” Her chuckle was positively evil. “I could teach you all kinds of things before you marry.”

      “I’ve waited this long. I might as well let Boaz teach me all kinds of things after we’re married.”

      We hadn’t even kissed yet, so after was good. Much better than me learning ahead of time I didn’t do it for him or that he didn’t do it for me. I would feel more confident in my ignorance once there was a ring on his finger and his escape paths has been barred—mine too.
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      The flashy car executing a precise three-point turn tickled the back of Boaz’s memory, but he couldn’t place where he had seen it. The blonde behind the wheel also struck a chord, with that electric hair color, but the tinted windows made an ID impossible from this distance. His night vision was good, but the IED that cost him his left leg nearly took his sight in that eye. The charm he kept on a key ring in his pocket helped, but magic could only do so much.

      Parker stepped onto the asphalt beside him and watched the taillights until they burned out. “What?”

      “That car look familiar to you?”

      “I’ve seen it around. Hard to miss a Ferrari.” The sentinel hooked his hands on his hips. “Pretty sure it belongs to a local vampire.”

      “Find out who.” A tightness in his gut told him the car or the vampire or both were important, and that same instinct was what saved his life overseas. “I’ve seen it before, but I can’t put my finger on where.”

      He preferred motorcycles, but fast cars did it for him too. A sleek beauty like that would have earned a passing glance. Too bad he hadn’t had time for a closer inspection. Maybe next time.

      And there would be a next time.

      His recollection of where he had spied a fob to match that spendy car guaranteed it.

      “I’ll ask Abernathy for the plate number, and we’ll run it.” Parker made a note. “You’re staying out at the old Whitaker place, right?”

      Tension shot through Boaz’s shoulders, curving them in an instinctive hunch as if he’d been caught misbehaving instead of engaging in Society-appropriate conduct for a man engaged to the Whitaker matron.

      Then again, he had the next best thing to a girlfriend back in Savannah who would be less than thrilled to learn of his travel accommodations, let alone his recent and secret engagement.

      Goddess, he was tired.

      Dragging a hand down his face, he wished he could hop on his bike, drive home, and pretend none of this had happened. That he could find another way to save his sister, his family, that didn’t cost him the first woman to make him think, to make him feel.

      I am so sorry.

      “Yeah,” he rasped. “That’s where I’ll be.” He hesitated. “I would prefer a call to a drop-in.”

      Parker, who had known him a long time, shook his head. “Her father know you’re staying with them?”

      Boaz ran a finger along the inside of the collar of his tee. “Yeah.”

      That was the polite answer, the one that didn’t expose how Addie ran the household and not her father.

      And he was about as thrilled with the prospect of Boaz for a son-in-law as learning Godzilla was rampaging through their small town.

      His tone or expression must have set Parker’s detective instincts tingling. “You’re getting serious?”

      The other man laughed at what he must consider a witty one-liner, but Boaz played dumb and took the words at face value.

      “Everybody’s gotta settle down some time.” He clasped Parker on the shoulder. “I’m going back for another look.”

      “Make it quick.” He shook his head, still chuckling, and checked his watch. “The cleaners are getting antsy.”

      Leaving the pitted strip of asphalt, Boaz trudged back into the woods to do what he did best.

      The victim had been identified as Angelo Willis of Clan Willis, whose newly turned lover, Ron, had met his end at the railroad museum earlier in the night.

      Boaz had expected to find Ron’s murder had been a punishment for the younger vampire stepping out on his lover, but this killed that line of inquiry stone dead.

      Ron hadn’t had it easy, but Angelo, the poor bastard, had suffered more.

      Wrists opened from palm to elbow, throat slit, and femoral arteries gaping, he had been hung naked between two pines and left to bleed out. Beneath him, the pine straw glistened black in the moonlight, and the size of the puddle made it clear the vampire hadn’t fed since news of Ron’s true death had reached him.

      Chin pointed skyward, he stared up at the treetops. Or, he would have, had his phone not covered his eyes. Like all the others, music played from the device, but the song wasn’t the same. Another dead end.

      “He’s still alive, well, undead,” Honeywell murmured from right behind him. “We need to cut him down.”

      Jessica “Honey” Honeywell was the reason Boaz was out in the middle of nowhere debating that very thing. He had dropped in to say hello to a friend, Mark Chambers, on his way out of town when his old flame waylaid him with a link to his case. Now he had more questions with no answers than when he arrived to meet with Addie.

      How dead was too dead when you were already undead? He had no clue. Only a master vampire could tell him if Angelo was revivable. His corpse was intact, his decapitation thwarted by a thin strip of meat.

      Boaz examined the knots and made a mental note of them, but the killer used all manner of materials to bind and subdue his or her prey. “How old is he?”

      “Two-fifty or three hundred.” She leaned over his shoulder, her breath in his ear. “He’ll turn to dust and blow away come morning.”

      Choosing to ignore the come-on, he kept his game face on. “Can they revive him in this condition?”

      “Hard to say.” She withdrew a fraction when he didn’t reciprocate. Honey was smart like that. “The master of Clan Willis is upper limits for a made vampire. If it can be done, he’ll know how to do it.”

      “The head is still attached.” Boaz leaned in as close as he dared without disrupting the evidence underfoot. “Might explain why decay hasn’t set in.”

      If the clan master could save him, Angelo could tell them who did this.

      “I heard you got yourself a girlfriend.”

      The change of topic didn’t surprise him. “And?”

      “Also heard you were staying at the Whitaker place.”

      “Yeah.” He rolled his hand, waiting on her to get to the point. “What about it?”

      “Rumor has it you’re off the market, but I don’t buy that for a minute.” She sized him up, made sure he knew she still liked what she saw. “You’re as available as ever, right?”

      The words got stuck in his throat, but he pushed them out in the face of her amusement. “Not exactly.”

      “Oh, honey, no. You’re either monogamous, goddess help us all, or you’re the same old Boaz who’s always known how to show a girl a good time.”

      A reluctant smile kicked up his lips. “Why can’t it be both?”

      “Mm-hmm. See? You never change.” She bumped shoulders with him. “Can you make it by my place?”

      Again, the words didn’t want to come. This time he figured it was because his heart was pulling him in one direction while duty yanked him in another. The idea of belonging to someone was…not terrible. Strange, but doable. He might even grow to like it.

      His parents weren’t the lovey-dovey type, but they had built a solid life for each other and their kids. Sure, Mom and Amelie fought like cats and dogs, and Dad would rather stare into space than see what was right in front of him, but that’s just how things shook out for them.

      It could have been a lot worse.

      “I’m an honest man these days,” he joked to let her down easy. “Don’t tempt me.”

      “You really mean that.” Honey spun an earring through her fingers. “Huh.”

      “It’s new,” he said gruffly. “I’m still figuring out what to do and how to act.”

      “Seems like you’ve got what not to do down pat,” she teased back. “That’s the big one.”

      The old Boaz might have viewed juggling three women as a challenge, but that was before he set eyes on Grier, all grown up and everything he ever wanted. And even then, he still took Adelaide’s hand and made her a promise he couldn’t break. Slowly but surely, it was sinking in that he was too damn old for the bullshit he got up to in his youth.

      Plus, the one thing he could say for himself was he didn’t cheat. He hurt women, he knew that, but he made it clear up front what they could expect from him. Fun. That was it. No strings. But some still got attached.

      “Okay.” Honey picked her way behind the corpse. “Do you think whoever did this realized they were leaving us a witness?”

      The smooth transition from personal to business was one of the reasons he liked her so well.

      “Maybe whoever called this in scared them off before they finished the job.”

      “Maybe.” She pursed her lips. “It was an anonymous tip, so it’s hard to say.”

      How anyone found Angelo out here left Boaz twitchy with the certainty the killer called it in themselves. That meant they wanted to get caught, or they wanted other vampires in the area to know they were being hunted.

      “The other kills were similar to Ron’s death,” he reminded her. “Newly resuscitated vampires.”

      “You can’t think we’ve got a vampire hunter.” She laughed hard once then sobered. “Seriously, those went out of style ages ago.”

      “They crop up now and then.” Humans watched movies, read books, got ideas. “People notice neighbors, coworkers, even their friends acting strange. They hold that behavior up against what they think they know about vampires and decide it’s their civic duty to go on a killing spree.”

      The one human killed so far had been the primary food source for his vampire lover, so the hunter hadn’t been too far off the mark. It was the only mistake he had made so far, if it was one. They might have viewed the human as guilty by association.

      The problem with those statistics being, they were ninety percent sure this killer was also a vampire.

      To his knowledge, no vampire had ever gone on a killing spree of this magnitude against its own kind.

      “That would explain why they’re sticking to freshies.” She frowned. “They’re easier to identify and simpler to kill.”

      “Ron was the link to Angelo.” Boaz exhaled. “That’s how the killer found Angelo, why they risked it.”

      A cautious hunter was rarer still, and even more dangerous. Most humans made mistakes identifying the monsters among them and got caught early on. This one had been operating for months, all across the country.

      “Jaden was the first vampire killed in the area.” She thought it through. “He was one of Ron’s lovers, so that’s our link.”

      The killer must have asked Jaden for names, and Jaden gave up Ron, who then fingered Angelo.

      “We need to find out where Jaden was from originally,” Boaz said. “There’s got to be a link between him and the previous victim from Savannah.”

      Jaden might have been the first in the area, but they tended to happen in clusters. There must be a reason the killer left Savannah to come here. They still had no concrete evidence pointing toward why he had hit Savannah after a stent in Maine, but Boaz would find it. No matter how long it took him.

      “I’ll get Abernathy on it.” He paused. “I caught him flirting with a woman at the roadblock earlier. I couldn’t tell if he had the hots for the driver or for the car. Any idea who was behind the wheel?”

      “The woman who reported Ron’s murder, I think. I didn’t get close enough to ID her, but I heard talk a clan master bought his top earner a new ride, so it fits.” She glanced toward the flashing lights. “She’s a bounty hunter, a vampire. She was tracking him for a payday when she stumbled across his corpse. Odds are good she was out searching for Angelo tonight when Abernathy put a kink in her plans. His clan was desperate to locate him before he did something foolish.”

      “Tracking this killer could make her a target.”

      “With a job like hers?” Honey scoffed. “She can protect herself.”

      The brutal tableau before him burned in his mind’s eye. “I bet Angelo thought the same thing.”

      Waving the cleaners in, Boaz tipped his chin to Honey then set out for his bike to head back to the Whitaker place for the day. They would have reports ready for him to read at dusk, along with fingerprints to compare to the previous crime scenes.
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      Cass woke me up with one of her favorite stalking games. She let herself into my room, climbed onto my twin bed, and straddled my hips. She leaned down, hands cuffing my wrists, and raked her fangs across my juicy carotid while purring deep in her throat.

      And then she hissed when I flipped her off me, onto the floor. She landed nimbly, like a cat.

      The self-defense classes were her idea. Really, she only had herself to blame.

      Not bothering to open my eyes, I murmured, “Not today, Satan.”

      “You suck.”

      “But you don’t.” A smile tickled the edge of my mouth. “Not on me.”

      “I wouldn’t have bitten you.” She hesitated. “Hard.”

      “I’ve been bitten by vampires.” I cracked an eye to glare at her. “It’s always hard, and it always hurts.” I flashed my forearm, which was crisscrossed with white lines, a favorite spot of theirs. “It usually scars too.”

      “Bites don’t count when they happen in the heat of battle.” She pouted. “I could make it good for you.”

      “Mm-hmm.” I yawned, blowing morning breath in her face when she got too close. “Keep your fangs to yourself, missy.”

      A cough moved through her chest, and she wrinkled her nose. “You’re no fun.”

      “So you tell me. Like every day.”

      “Friends are supposed to tell friends when they’re stuck in a rut.”

      “Friends are also not supposed to eat friends. Friends are not food.”

      Red lips curving in a sensual grin, she leaned closer. “I—”

      “Nope.” I tapped the end of her nose. “Bad vampire.”

      Cass dialed up the charm. “But—”

      “Bad.” I tapped her again. “Vampire.”

      Growling, she bared her teeth at me and rose into a crouch, muscles coiling, ready to spring.

      Lucky for me, her phone rang. The jingle was a familiar one. It belonged to our boss.

      “Gustav.” She switched to speaker then stuck her arm straight out to avoid those pesky radio frequency waves from beaming into her head and cooking her brain or whatever it was this week. I often lost track. “What have you got for me?”

      “Ask me in person sometime,” the shifter chuckled, “and I just might show you.”

      While Cass chuckled at the come-on, I mouthed, You two were made for each other.

      “Promises, promises.” She sighed lustily, which I hadn’t known was possible. “You’re all talk.”

      “This mouth is better at things unsaid, sweetheart.” A growl entered his voice. “Try me.”

      Hunger sparked in her eyes, and she wet her lips, about to take this into territory my ears were too young and innocent to hear.

      “Hi, Gustav,” I chimed in. “What’s up?”

      “If you’ve been listening in, I’ll let you take a wild guess.”

      Heat flooded my cheeks, and I wished I had kept my mouth shut.

      “I got a runaway.” His sigh blasted the receiver, but he dragged his thoughts back on task. “This one is hot.”

      Cass rose in a fluid stretch of lean muscle. “Hot as in…?”

      “Handling this case will burn you,” he warned. “Though the kid is a looker.”

      Pulse thumping, I pushed upright. “Kid?”

      “Twyla Thorn.” He tapped a few keys. “Adopted by a vamp couple when she was six. She’s sixteen now. Blonde hair, blue eyes. Tall, lean. She’s going to be a knockout in a few years.”

      Given vampire reproduction was a no-go, I had heard of plenty of couples who chose to adopt human children. Some did it for status, others for curiosity, a few out of boredom, and in very rare cases, love.

      The one thing they all had in common?

      Beauty.

      To be clear, I mean physical beauty. There’s no barometer for inner beauty. You can’t look at an infant and know what’s in its heart. Then there’s the whole nature versus nurture argument that even the undead can’t agree on.

      The goal, from what I had seen and heard, was to raise a child who would one day be resuscitated as a full member of the clan who took them in. Over time, it replenished their numbers with vampires already used to clan structure, making less work for the masters.

      Basically, this kid, Twyla, had a different brand of biological clock, and it was ticking. Loudly.

      “She ran away?” I threw aside the covers. “Are you sure she wasn’t kidnapped?”

      Vampires tended to keep their offspring on a short leash. They weren’t afforded much opportunity to mingle with other humans. The clan didn’t want them getting any ideas. They were encouraged to spend their free time with other wards instead.

      And yeah. Total isolation in the age of social media was the perfect recipe for teenage rebellion. No doubt.

      “She went out with another vampire-fostered girl named Belle Francis. Belle says she pulled into a fast food chain on the way home from a movie, and as soon as the car stopped in front of the drive-thru, Twyla jumped out and ran.”

      “Did Belle try to stop her?” I swung my legs over the edge of the bed. “Or did she just watch her go?”

      As someone who could remember being a teenager, compared to the semi-immortals I dealt with on a daily basis, I knew with absolute certainty there was no difference between aiding and abetting a friend and simply looking the other way while a friend engaged in questionable behavior.

      “According to Belle,” Gustav rumbled, “she parked and ran after her.”

      “Give us a minute.” Cass pursed her lips then muted the phone. “Well?”

      “Let’s do it.” These kids, with their limited knowledge of the human world, washed up sooner rather than later from their grand adventures. If we didn’t take the case, someone else would. Failing that, the clan would go to see the Oracle who worked out of the farmers’ market to locate Twyla. Having dealt with the Oracle several times, I could say with certainty I needed the money more than she did. Her divinations might as well come printed on gold bricks. “It sounds like easy money.”

      “There’s no such thing.” She chuckled and unmuted the phone. “We’ll take the job.”

      “I’ll send over the details.”

      “You do that.” She ended the call and sized me up with a smile. “So…your man is downstairs.”

      Admitting I stayed up until Boaz let himself in, read the note I left with directions to his room, and climbed up to bed was begging for her to tease me. More than she already was.

      “Boaz is a guest.” I sounded calm. Neutral even. “I imagine he’s getting ready to start his night.”

      “Or he’s arguing with some chick named Grier over breakfast.” She cocked her head. “Who is that?”

      “Probably someone he works with.” A knot formed in my gut as I stood and stretched. “Can I get some privacy to dress?”

      “You won’t let me touch,” she huffed. “The least you can do is let me look.”

      “Suit yourself.” I kept my smug grin hidden as I pulled my shirt over my head. “Behold!”

      “You slept in a bra?” Disgust twisted her upper lip. “Why would you torture yourself like that?”

      “The same reason I slept with shorts on.” I flashed her my pajama bottoms with a twitch of my hips. I always slept dressed when Cass stayed over. “What do you think?”

      “Are those…?” Her gaze shot to mine. “Heads of cartoon garlic?”

      “I wanted to buy the matching bra, but it made me look like I have cloves for nipples.”

      With a grumble and a huff, she stormed out of my bedroom and left me alone to tug on way too much leather for this time of year. After shoving my boots, stakes, and various other equipment into a gym bag from high school, I pulled on baggy sweats and an oversized sweatshirt over my work attire.

      Bag on my shoulder, I slid on running shoes and headed downstairs.

      “There she is.” Boaz sat at the table with an empty plate—and a cellphone—in front of him. “I made enough for two. Your half is in the microwave.”

      The smile I flashed him was reflexive and a tad sentimental. I couldn’t remember the last time someone cooked for me. “Thanks.”

      “Say that again after you see what I made.”

      “Oh.” I removed the paper towel, and I was grateful the door shielded my expression from him. “You made waffles.”

      The kind I used to buy on sale for Hadley when we were teens. Cheap, quick, and studded with blueberries. At least I think they were blueberries. They might have been those blueish pellet things.

      “I can’t cook, but I do okay with a toaster oven.” He rose, stuck his plate in the dishwasher, then came to stand close enough I could smell a hint of his cologne. “I wasn’t sure what you liked, so I picked up my usual on my way back last night. Make a list, and I’m happy to shop for us.”

      The offer tread too close to charity for my taste, but I didn’t want to hurt his feelings. After all, the fact he wanted to take care of me, and my family, was the reason I had agreed to his proposal.

      “You don’t have to eat it.” He leaned around the microwave door. “You won’t hurt my feelings if you’d rather have yogurt or oatmeal.”

      “Do I look like a health nut to you?” I took the plate, smeared pats of butter he had softened to room temperature between the layers, then dumped the artificially flavored syrup he had also bought over the top. “I haven’t eaten these in forever. They were my sister’s favorite. She could live off them for weeks.”

      The meal that had been appetizing a second earlier kicked up nostalgia that left my vision blurry.

      “Hey.” He took the plate from me and set it on the counter. “I didn’t mean to make you cry.”

      “It hits me at the weirdest times.” I glanced up, blinked my eyes. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize.” He slowly brought me in for a hug, giving me time to opt out, but I needed one. “I get it.” He rested his chin on top of my head. “Grief is like a marathon, except there’s no finish line.”

      Endless.

      Yep.

      That was how this felt.

      “I like that.” I liked this too. More than I should. Forming an emotional attachment was just asking for trouble. He couldn’t hurt me unless I gave him that power over me. But his arms were strong, his chest was wide, and he smelled amazing. A minute or two longer wouldn’t hurt. “Speaking from personal experience?”

      “I lost someone. Years ago.” The muscles on either side of his spine clenched under my hands. “I wasn’t much good to anyone for a long time after that.” He laughed at himself. “I’m not much good period.”

      Here we go.

      Peeling away our layers. Showing each other what was underneath. Giving the other person a chance to run screaming before it was too late.

      I showed him mine, with Hadley, and now he was showing me his. It made me wonder who he had lost.

      “I didn’t mean to poke at a sore spot.” I withdrew with a sigh for the waffles I could no longer stomach. “I should probably let you get ready for work.” I jingled the bag still on my shoulder. “I’m going to the gym with a friend.”

      The noise caught his attention, and he stared at the bag, and then at me, until sweat rolled down my spine. Shaking it had been a mistake.

      “Got room for one more?” He patted his stomach. “I could stand to burn a few calories.”

      Crap. Crap. Crap.

      “It’s a women’s fitness center,” I lied like a rug. “I needed a place open twenty-four hours, and it was closest. Plus, fewer overnight creepers.”

      “Gotcha.” He kept an eye on the bag. “I might start running through your neighborhood if you don’t mind.”

      The statement held the weight of a question. Almost an accusation.

      Breathe, Addie. He’s not suspicious. You’re being paranoid.

      “Why would I mind?” I shoved the bag behind my back, grimacing when it clanked against the counter. “There’s even a bike trail you could use.”

      “Your neighbors will see me coming and going.” A shrug twitched his shoulders. “I wasn’t sure if you wanted that yet.”

      See? He was being considerate. That was sweet. Definitely not suspicious.

      “They’ll figure it out sooner or later.” I noticed his phone on the table and bit my lip to avoid asking about Grier to deflect his interest in my bag. Until we exchanged vows, his business was his business. I could hardly demand full disclosure from him without doing the same. “Might as well give them something juicy to talk about.”

      I regretted the flippant remark the second it passed my lips. I never would have made it had I not been distracted, and, okay, panicked. My family had given the neighbors plenty to talk about over the years. Hadley’s sickness. Our poverty. Hadley’s death. Mom’s death. Dad’s alcoholism. Speculation as to what I did to keep the lights on. Or who I did.

      Gossip was cheap, and necromancers loved a good bargain.

      “I’ll use the gym at the barracks.” His gaze touched on the windows as if he might catch the neighbors peeking through them. “You don’t need more on your plate than you’ve already got.”

      “You’re a nice guy, Boaz.” I’d had my doubts, given his reputation, but he was proving to be more than a handsome face. “I’m glad about that.”

      “I have my moments,” he said quietly, not looking at me. “I’m trying, for you.” He attempted a smile, but it didn’t stick. “You’re nice too. You deserve the effort.”

      A car horn blasting in the driveway spared me from overanalyzing what he’d said and why he couldn’t meet my eyes as he said it.

      “My ride is here.” I tucked the bag behind me. “See you later?”

      “I’m not sure where the night will take me.” He glanced up then. “I would like to try for dinner, if you don’t have plans.”

      Beep.

      Beep.

      Beeeeeeeeep.

      Cass, who must have snuck out the window, hadn’t wasted time circling back for me.

      “No plans.” I backed out of the kitchen. “Dinner sounds good.”

      “Let me walk you out.” He flashed a smile as he edged around me. “It’s the least I can do.”

      “No.” I threw myself at him. Literally. Like I was bearhugging him to prevent him from opening the door and IDing the car in the driveway. “I’m late for Zumba class.” I was going to murder Cass for drawing attention to herself and her ride after I warned her Boaz saw us last night. “No time for chivalry.” I tipped back my head. “I’ve got to run, or I’ll miss it.”

      The excess of affection earned me a curious glance, but he just smiled. “All right.”

      “Bye.” I patted him on the chest. “Be safe out there.”

      Boaz cut his eyes to the crack in the door when I opened it, and I was about to slam it behind me when he slid his gaze over me to fasten onto the car and its driver. “You too.”

      Only after I shot from the house like a cat with a firecracker tied to its tail did I replay those last seconds.

      You too.

      Did that mean bye too? Or be safe too?

      And if he wanted me to be safe… What did he think I was up to?

      Something told me not Zumba.
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      Boaz watched Adelaide scramble into the Ferrari he recognized from the last crime scene with a tight smile for the driver. The glimpse he caught of the blonde behind the wheel made him more curious about his bride-to-be than ever.

      Addie knew the vampire, the bounty hunter, and was comfortable riding with her.

      And she knew enough about him to keep them apart.

      That was damn interesting.

      Soft footsteps drew his attention from the window to the staircase before he could decide to follow her.

      “Oh.” Mr. Whitaker tried focusing his bloodshot eyes on Boaz. “I didn’t realize you were still here.”

      The red-rimmed eyes and loose gait at this hour worried Boaz enough he mashed pause on the concerns whirring in his head about Addie and awarded his future father-in-law his full attention. “Addie invited me to stay while I wrap up a local case.”

      “Ah.” Mr. Whitaker ambled into the kitchen. “I see.”

      “I hope that’s all right.” Boaz followed him, wary of how the older man swayed on his feet. “I can get a hotel if you like.”

      “Addie knows what she’s doing.” He selected a mug out of a cabinet and set it on the counter. “If she invited you to stay, she has good reason.” He rubbed his forehead and searched the room with a sweeping frown. “Where is the coffeepot?”

      “It’s right here.” Boaz kissed his chances of tailing Addie goodbye. “I was about to make myself a cup.” The lie came to him easily, and so he made it a truth. “Tell me how you like yours, and I’ll make it a double.”

      “All right.” Mr. Whitaker shuffled to the pantry, opened it, and scanned the empty shelves. “There’s no bread for toast.”

      The man’s honest confusion tugged Boaz in opposing directions and left him torn.

      Mr. Whitaker ought to be aware that, with no savings remaining, if he didn’t work, the family couldn’t eat. That left Addie working sixty-hour weeks to pay their bills and stock their cupboards.

      But he had lost so much, and he was always first to praise Addie for her contributions to the family. That was something. Not enough, but a start.

      “I’ll pick some up on my way home.” Boaz checked the fridge, found eggs and cheese but not much else. “Would you like an omelet?”

      “I suppose it will have to do.” Mr. Whitaker sat at the table and stared at the place mat before him. “Are there onions?”

      A quick check of the pantry provided one that had seen better days but would do the job. “Here we go.”

      Mr. Whitaker nodded, as if that made everything right with his world, and slipped into a quiet trance.

      Over the years of living alone, Boaz had picked up few cooking skills, but he could manage eggs okay. He made one omelet to keep from using up the carton of eggs, and he leaned on his rusty seasoning skills to cover for the light sprinkling of cheese and small amount of edible onion.

      “You must think poorly of me,” Mr. Whitaker said after a while. “I wasn’t always like this.”

      “You raised a thoughtful and kind daughter. That speaks to your character enough for me.”

      Another pause lingered between them. “Do you think you can love her?”

      “I intend to try.” Boaz was grateful his back was to the man. “She’s a good woman. It’s what she deserves.”

      “She deserves better than to sacrifice everything for the sake of the ghosts who haunt this house, me included.”

      “She would disagree with you.” He glanced over his shoulder. “She loves you very much.”

      “She’s all I have left.” He slumped forward. “It’s too much for her to shoulder alone.”

      “She’s not alone.” Boaz could say this much and make it true. “She’s got me.”

      Mr. Whitaker fell silent, and Boaz imagined the man’s stare drilling through his spine, weighing his intentions. But when he turned, Mr. Whitaker had fallen asleep on the table with his head braced on his forearms.

      Heart heavy for the burden Adelaide had carried for so long, Boaz plated up the meal and set it on the table. He covered it with a paper towel and jotted down instructions on how to reheat it. He worried if he put it in the microwave, Mr. Whitaker might not be able to find it given his present condition.

      After the coffee finished, Boaz set a cup of plain black next to the plate, grabbed his keys, and exited the house. Willy sat where he’d left her, and he patted the motorcycle fondly. She was a beast compared to Jolene, his first bike, but then he wasn’t a high school kid anymore either.

      Waiting until the Bluetooth in his helmet synced with his phone, he gave the voice command to dial Parker. “You run that plate for me yet?”

      “Believe it or not, I didn’t have to.” Parker rustled papers. “Abernathy’s rusty skills with the ladies paid off. The driver gave him her card. I pulled her info from there.”

      The ID wouldn’t have mattered as much to him a few hours ago. It hadn’t been until Adelaide got in the car with the mystery vamp that his gut started cramping.

      “Cassandra Desmond.” Parker clicked a few keys. “Lives up by the lake.”

      Rubbing a hand over his stubbly jaw, he prodded Parker. “Got her address?”

      The detective rattled off the information, and Boaz memorized it. He wasn’t overly familiar with the area, but that’s what GPS was for, and he plugged in the information after he hung up the phone.

      The ride over was short, only partly due to speeding, but the Ferrari wasn’t in the driveway. Wherever Addie and Cassandra had gone, they hadn’t come here. He doubted they had gone Zumbaing either.

      While he was here, he might as well take a look around the property.

      Vampires tended to shun technology, older ones anyway, so odds were against Cassandra having a security system in place. But she was a bounty hunter, and that job tended to blow back on you eventually. She might be savvy enough to anticipate the day the hunter became the hunted.

      Just in case, he removed a charm from the saddlebag on his bike, tossed it on the ground, and crushed it under his heel. The charm would distort any surveillance and cover his butt. It wouldn’t help with his scent, but since they hadn’t met, maybe she would write it off as belonging to a utility worker or deliveryman. Packages galore littered her front porch, so he might get lucky on that front.

      The house itself was small but elegant, tucked back on several acres of wooded lot that abutted a lake. It was the kind of house a single person with plenty of money and no plans to marry or have kids bought to indulge themselves in weekend getaways to the country. Except, according to Parker, this was the vampire’s full-time residence, or had been for the last several years.

      The glimpse he’d gotten of Cassandra made him think of nightclubs and city lights, not lightning bugs and pine trees, but vampires reinvented themselves every so often. She might be adjusting to a new persona or preparing to embrace a new one.

      The simple thing would be to ask Addie, but she had gone out of her way to exclude him from whatever activities she had planned for the night and denied him an introduction that would have segued nicely into the questions he had for Cassandra.

      He had no proof Cassandra was involved in the murders, but he had a hunch, and he never ignored those. Too bad his gut was telling him his bride-to-be was in this up to her lovely neck, which meant it was a good thing Addie had invited him to stay with her for the duration. It would make keeping tabs on her, and her friend, that much easier.

      The voice in his head chanting this might be his out, that he might crawl back to Grier yet, he silenced. Hope had never gotten him anywhere, and he would never wish anything bad on Addie. That his thoughts had spun in Grier’s direction so fast shamed him. But that didn’t change the fact Addie was up to something with a bounty-hunting vampire, and it was his job to find out what before another victim lost their undead life.
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      “Boaz knows,” I muttered, resisting the urge to glance over my shoulder. “He freaking knows.”

      “I doubt it,” Cass demurred. “He doesn’t strike me as the knowing type.”

      Angling my head toward her, I considered yanking her bouncy ponytail to get her attention, but vampire. She would bite me, I would punch her, and it would go downhill from there. “He’s a sentinel, an Elite, which implies he has some skill.”

      They wouldn’t have let him spearhead a murder investigation that crossed state lines otherwise.

      “Or that he banged his instructor.”

      From the rumors I had heard about him, I couldn’t defend him on that point. Honestly? I didn’t want to think about it. Which is probably why Cass kept throwing it in my face. “I can’t afford for him to get tangled up in this.”

      The Whitaker family name was the only reason he approached me with an offer of an alliance—I mean marriage—in the first place. The whole hanging-with-vampires-and-working-as-a-bounty-hunter thing would torpedo that. I couldn’t let it happen. His family, and their money, was the only ticket out of this vicious cycle of poverty for me and mine.

      “You could always dump him and come live with me. I could take care of you and your father.” She slanted her eyes toward me. “I wouldn’t ask for anything you weren’t willing to give Boaz.”

      So sex, sex, sex, and light housekeeping. Maybe blood on holidays or special occasions.

      Yeah.

      No.

      “As generous as your offer is,” I said, exhaling through my nose, “this is about more than me.”

      The Whitaker line would die out with me. There was no changing that. I had agreed to give up my family name and become a Pritchard, but our family home could be preserved with a big enough cash infusion to counter decades’ worth of neglect. That was something. Maybe if we had two daughters, one could be the Pritchard heir and the other the Whitaker heir. That would be…more than I could dare to dream.

      “Your father would have to sober up before he noticed or cared where the money originated.”

      Fingers curling into balls in my lap, I kept my anger leashed. “I would notice, and I would care.”

      Cass partnering with me on jobs already felt like charity. I couldn’t move in, take her money, and still look at myself in the mirror. With Boaz, it was different. I was bartering my family’s reputation in exchange for his family’s money. It was a balanced trade. Plus, I had made the deal. It was done.

      The Society wasn’t a big believer in take-backsies.

      “I whored for a living all my human life,” she said coldly. “Do you think less of me for it?”

      “You secured your own power and independence in a time when women had neither. I admire you for choosing the road less traveled and—”

      “Oh, my road was traveled plenty.”

      “Goddess.” I banged my head against the back of my seat. “You know what I mean.”

      “You’re a silly romantic.” She curled her lip. “You want to love, and be loved, and have…” she made gagging noises, “…babies.”

      Babies were part of the bargain. Did I want kids? It really didn’t matter at this point. I would do my duty.

      Eager to get the spotlight off me, I dragged her attention back to our job. “So…about Twyla.”

      “Spoilsport.”

      “Sex fiend.”

      “Aww.” She stroked the length of my thigh with her fingertips. “Thank you.”

      “Ahem.” I knocked her hand away. “Twyla?”

      “Most children fostered by vampires run away with other humans rather than other vampires. They get curious about their parents, their species, the whole mortal experience. They hit puberty, develop urges, and decide to experiment with the living.”

      “I’m aware.”

      “So where would a human girl with no life experience go to get some?”

      “Get some as in life experience or get some as in sex?”

      “Either?” She shrugged. “Both?”

      “Depends on if she’s got a boyfriend picked out, or if she’s still shopping.”

      “I can’t believe I have to point this out to you.” She indicated lights in the distance. “It’s a Friday night.”

      “That doesn’t narrow the scope even a little.”

      Slanting her eyes toward me, she frowned. “How long have you been out of high school again?”

      “Oh.” I got it in a flash. “A football game.”

      “It’s a rather obvious choice, but teenagers are nothing if not predictable. As we have no other leads, I thought we might start there.”

      “You pay more attention to humans than you let on.”

      “I’m a predator, Addie. I must know my prey in order to be a successful hunter.”

      A shiver coasted down my spine, a reminder that Cass was dangerous. She might be my best friend, but she also had urges. Most of the ones involving me were X-rated, according to her, but vampires had impulse control issues that often made them lethal lovers. Yet another reason not to take her up on her offer.

      “In my defense, I’ve never been to one.”

      “A football game?”

      “Yes.”

      “Hadley,” she said, understanding warming her voice. “You gave up so much of your life for her.”

      “She was worth it.” A lump formed in my throat. “I would do it all over again.”

      “I know you would.” Cass shook her head, her ponytail swinging. “Your heart is the thing I admire most about you.” She pursed her lips. “Most people who survive what you have turn cold or indifferent, they wall themselves off from the world that hurt them, but you’re still soft and warm with an ooey-gooey center.”

      “Why did that sound like you were comparing me to a cinnamon roll?”

      “I haven’t the foggiest.”

      “Mmm-hmm.”

      What did one do with cinnamon rolls? One bit into them.

      The stadium appeared through the trees, and Cass turned into the drive leading up to the high school as if she had done it a thousand times, which raised questions to which I didn’t want answers.

      Nope, nope, nope.

      I didn’t want to know.

      A trio of parents worked the incoming traffic lane, collecting their five-dollar parking donations and waving cars through to the lot. With a bright smile, Cass paid her money then continued on to locate a strategic spot in the event our hunt proved fruitful, and we needed to make a quick escape with our quarry.

      A roar of sound swept over me when I exited the car, and I gawked at the sheer number of spectators.

      “Here.” Cass threw me a knee-length black jacket then pulled on a matching one. “Put that on.”

      The parents would have heart attacks if we paraded around in leather catsuits in front of impressionable young men. Plus, it would be creepy as heck to be ogled by kids. This getup wasn’t any less conspicuous, in its way, but it got the job done. I would take Stranger Danger over Get in the Van any day.

      “Who are all these people?” I examined the packed stands. “Band parents, cheer parents, and athlete parents?”

      “Locals content to relive their glory days, faculty, security.” Cass shrugged. “A little of everything.”

      “Are the games always this slammed?”

      “You paid no attention whatsoever in school, did you?” She chuckled. “Hornets versus Lions.”

      High school meant showing up, collecting my straight As, then going home to help with my sister.

      Friends and boys and football, the entire teenage experience, wasn’t as important to me as Hadley. I had all the time in the world to live, and even then, I had known she didn’t.

      “Ah, yes. The Lions.” I did vaguely remember that much. “The school’s archrivals.”

      “Well, at least you received that much of an education.” Shaking her head, she sighed. “I texted you the photos of Twyla and Belle. Keep your eyes peeled. We’ll need to interrogate anyone she or they are with after we contain the situation.”

      Odds were good the bestie had circled back around to our runaway, thinking they had gotten away with their little rebellion. The questions now became—what did they have planned?

      “Split up?” She scanned the area. “Or search together?”

      “Two of us are conspicuous.” I checked my phone to refresh my memory of the girls. “This also places us in public together.”

      Dangerous for word of our partnership, let alone our friendship, to get out. This might be a human school full of human students, but Low Society families enrolled their fledging necromancers here too. That’s how I ended up sporting mandatory Hornet tees in gym class for four years.

      A fresh shudder rippled down the length of my spine.

      Gym class.

      Ugh.

      High school was the absolute worst.

      I would have gladly homeschooled, but Mom wanted at least one of her daughters to have the authentic experience. I never told her being poor, smarter than my classmates, and uninterested in losing my virginity to a slobbery boy in the back of his mom’s car had earned me the nickname Nerdelaide and crushed any hope of a social life.

      “Meet me behind the bleachers on the away team’s side.”

      Jerking my attention back to Cass, I narrowed my eyes on her. “No funny business.”

      “I said behind, not under.”

      Cackling, she sashayed off toward the home team’s side, attracting far more attention than I could have if I stripped naked and streaked across the field.

      Setting out for the opposite side, I scanned the sea of faces for one of the girls.

      A warning tingle stung the base of my neck, alerting me to the presence of a vampire, and I slowed my stride to give me a moment to pick them out of the crowd. No one had the decency to flash fang or wear a cape, so I didn’t get far in narrowing down my search. There were too many people, and vampire parents had as much right to be here as anyone.

      Shrugging off the sensation, I dodged teen couples and adults alike as I passed the concession stand. The line was long, but the food smelled amazing. Some of the dads who volunteered to grill cooked like pros. I might have skipped the football games, but I dated a guy who played baseball for a hot minute. The only reason I stuck around as long as I did was the free—and excellent—food left over after the games.

      Eventually, the guy caught me sticking burgers in my pockets to take home instead of eating them with the team, and when he attempted to blackmail me into getting horizontal with him to buy his silence, I kicked him in the junk. The next day, he got his revenge by telling everyone I was so poor I dug food out of the trash can.

      The guy was a waste of oxygen, clearly, but the food… Goddess, the food! Oh, how I missed the way his dad buttered and toasted the buns on the nights he worked concession.

      “Adelaide?”

      Fixing a smile on my face, I pivoted toward the voice. “Yes?”

      “You don’t remember me?” A red-cheeked woman laughed. “We had homeroom together for years.”

      “Ah. Yes. Right.” I snapped my fingers like I remembered instead of blanking. “How have you been?”

      “Oh, you know how it is. You graduate, get married, start having kids. Where does the time go?”

      No, not really. “Do you have a kid on the team?”

      “We’re not that old.” She made sure to include me in her statement. “I teach sophomore math. I’m here to support the team.” She made a fist and raised it overhead. “Go Hornets!”

      “Yeah.” I mimicked her. “Go team, go!”

      “I haven’t seen you since graduation.” She glanced to either side of me. “What are you doing here?”

      “I saw the lights and got nostalgic,” I lied. “I thought I might buy a burger or pom-poms or something.”

      “The spirit booth is just over there.” She pointed to a gathering of women. “I’m working it tonight.”

      “Oh great.” I eased past her before she hauled me to vomit money in her booth. “See you later.”

      “I can’t believe I forgot to ask.” She pressed a hand to her heart. “How is your sister?”

      Aside from kindergarten and half of first grade, Hadley hadn’t attended public school. No classmates remembered her, aside from her being the sick kid, but she rode with Mom to pick me up whenever she felt up to it. She smiled and waved, glad to see other kids, but I always had to hear the next day that my little sister was a freak.

      Probably why I got into so many fights in school.

      Which explained why bounty hunting felt like a natural fit for me careerwise.

      Oh well.

      “Hadley is…” I cleared my throat and stuck to the script Boaz and I agreed on, “…great.”

      “I’m glad to hear she’s doing better.”

      The tingle that announced yet another vampire left me antsy to get away from her.

      “I should go.” I hooked a thumb toward the stands. “Find a good spot on the bleachers.”

      “You do that.” She beamed. “Come see me at halftime about those pom-poms.”

      “I’ll do that.”

      Winking, she leaned in. “They’re half off then.”

      “I…” I gritted my teeth at the subtle reminder of my poverty. “Thanks.”

      “Oh, there you are.” Cass strolled up from behind the woman whose name I had yet to recall, captured my face between her palms, and kissed me long and slow. “I was getting worried.”

      “Cass,” I hissed, ready to spit nails. “Knock it off.”

      Hand to her throat, the woman backed away. “I’ll just let you two get back to…”

      “You do that.” Cass flicked her hand. “Go on.”

      The woman scurried away, thoroughly scandalized, and I glowered at Cass until she dropped her hands.

      “It got rid of her, didn’t it?”

      “You didn’t have to put on a show for that.”

      “No,” she allowed, “but I do love performing for a crowd, and she was being rude.”

      The weight of curious eyes on my shoulders hunched them. “I hate you.”

      “Don’t be such a prude.” She wrapped an arm around my waist and tucked me against her side. “It was one harmless little kiss. I barely used any tongue. Besides, you can’t tell me you honestly care what these people think of you.”

      “I’m engaged, Cass.”

      “So you continue to remind me.”

      “I can’t put on free shows with you in public without the risk of it getting back to him.”

      “With a reputation like his, I doubt he would blink at his fiancée bringing a friend to the party.” She studied me. “For sex.”

      “I get it.” I swatted at her. “You don’t have to break it down for me. So loudly. And in public.”

      Leaning in, she smiled, slow and wicked. “I worry all that virginity is clogging your ears.”

      Again, the temptation to yank her ponytail itched my fingers. “Did you find anything?”

      “Other than you rekindling old friendships?”

      “Yes, aside from that.”

      “No.” She thinned her lips as we started walking. “There are several vampires in attendance, but they had the poor taste to wear booster shirts in public, so I must assume their wards are enrolled at this school.”

      Most vampires in rural parts of the country blended with humans in order to survive. They kept their clans small, their resources hidden, and their members in line. Otherwise, folks like Cass and me paid them a visit. And no clan master wanted that.

      The wind shifted, carrying with it the scent of charred burgers and greasy fries that left me salivating.

      “Addie…” Cass dug her fingers into my side. “I smell blood.”

      Heart kicking up a notch, I reminded her, “There’s a game happening several yards away whose only point I can tell seems to be boys running up and down a field while knocking the crap out of each other.”

      Head angling toward the away team’s locker room, she said, “No player bled this much.”

      And lived went unspoken.

      “Let’s hope you’re wrong.”

      But I got a bad feeling she was right.
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      Boaz stood over Twyla Thorn, careful to avoid the coagulating puddle of her blood, and examined the gash across her slender throat that had ended her life. Her pale eyes stretched wide, even in death, as if she had never considered the reaper might actually come for her. And keep her. To be fair, raised among vampires, she would have had no fear of her mortal life ending. Most often, vampire fosters were excited for their new lives to begin.

      Twyla wouldn’t get that second chance at walking the midnight path. She wouldn’t be walking anywhere ever again.

      “This makes no sense.” Honey, who had a niece in marching band, had been the first on scene. “She’s human.”

      Boaz played devil’s advocate. “Fostered by vampires.”

      “She wasn’t made into a statement piece either.”

      The girl had a phone in her hand, but no music played, and her eyes had been left uncovered.

      Compared to the other victims, she was given a clean and swift death.

      “You said it.” He rolled a shoulder. “She’s human.”

      The last human to be killed hadn’t gotten off this easy, though. He had been stabbed in the heart. Repeatedly.

      “You think our killer didn’t know?”

      “Maybe didn’t know or maybe figured it was a preventative measure.”

      The girl was a vampire-to-be, no bones about it. Killing her as a human was ten times easier than waiting until after she had been resuscitated. She made a much more tempting target like this. She knew Angelo, and Ron. They were clanmates. That was enough of a connection to stick to pattern. Plus, this stunt left her alone and vulnerable, easy prey for a seasoned killer.

      “Who found her?” He backed away from the body. “Please tell me not another kid.”

      Kids and teens were more malleable when it came to swiping their memories or imprinting new ones, which meant they could also warp what was seeded into their subconscious, merge it with bits of the truth, and create a whole host of new problems.

      “You’re going to love this.” She checked her notes. “Cassandra Desmond.”

      “Why does that not surprise me?” He scanned the locker room one last time. “I don’t suppose she stuck around for questioning?”

      “Nope.”

      “Are her fingerprints on file?” He doubted she was their killer, but he wanted her eliminated before this blew back on Addie. Until he understood the nature of his fiancée’s relationship with the vampire, he had to proceed with caution. Especially after prints found at both Ron and Angelo’s murder scenes had been matched to the others from out of state. He doubted Twyla’s would break pattern either. “Has she been in any trouble locally?”

      “Nope and nope.” Honey exhaled. “She’s clean as a whistle.”

      Thinking of Addie and her Zumba class, he asked, “Did you notice anyone with her?”

      “No.” Honey glanced around again. “You think there are two of them?”

      “Killers or bounty hunters?”

      “Either.” She looked back at him. “Both.”

      “I’m not sure on either count.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Any witnesses?”

      “Yeah.” She referred back to her notes again. “A Ms. Nunez followed Cassandra to the locker room. She’s a teacher and intended to warn her off wandering the school grounds, but she saw the body and started screaming her head off.”

      Easy enough to guess why Cassandra had gone to the locker room. She smelled the blood. But why had she been at the school in the first place? A bounty on a runaway? Seemed likely.

      Her crossing his path during the course of this investigation once was coincidence, but this made three times. He couldn’t let that slide without questioning her.

      Scratching his jaw, he eyed the door. “Nunez is still here?”

      “Waiting on the cleaners to arrive,” Honey confirmed. “She’ll need her memory altered a smidge.”

      Spells to alter human minds and memory were illegal, not that it stopped those in power from using them for the greater good. That was the company line, anyway. Boaz had seen enough folks garroted by policy to have his doubts, but he had the good sense to keep them to himself.

      “I’m going to talk to her before that happens,” he decided, knowing she would be useless afterward. “Let me know when the cleaners get here.”

      “Sure thing.” Honey stood watch over the girl who no longer needed a guardian. “The witness is behind the bleachers. She was sitting on a cooler last I saw.”

      Nodding his thanks, Boaz went out to meet the woman, who was cradling her middle and rocking.

      “Who could have done such a thing?” She glanced between the sentinels posted to either side of her. “Who was she? I don’t know all the children, of course, but I didn’t recognize her. What was her name? Maybe I’ll remember that.”

      Abernathy and Parker kept their eyes forward and their mouths shut, but they nodded to Boaz.

      “Ms. Nunez.” Boaz turned on his good ol’ boy smile. “Do you mind if I ask you a few questions?”

      The woman perked at her name and then preened a bit when she spotted him before slumping back into her hunched posture. He got the feeling both reactions were equally authentic. That she enjoyed attention, being the center of it, but not this kind, not at this cost.

      “I’m happy to help in any way I can.”

      Aware the cleaners were en route, he didn’t dawdle. “Do you know Cassandra Desmond?”

      There was little harm in giving out names, considering what the cleaners would do to her shortly.

      “No.” She shook her head. “That name’s not familiar.”

      A plain vanilla human had no reason to know a vampire, but it was a small community, and folks talked. Apparently, they just didn’t talk about Cassandra. Otherwise, he had a feeling this woman would know.

      Polite as you please, he pressed harder. “Did you notice anyone or anything out of place tonight?”

      “There were so many kids and parents and visitors…” Her gaze went distant. “Cassandra, you said?”

      “Yes.” It pained him to wait for her to finish her thought, and he nudged her. “Cassandra Desmond.”

      “I bumped into a friend of mine from high school tonight,” she confided. “She was with her girlfriend, Cass.” She chewed on her bottom lip. “They were both wearing long coats, but I could see leather pants beneath it, and boots. With a lot of laces.” She lowered her voice. “Highly inappropriate, if you ask me.”

      Dread twisted through his gut at this confirmation of his worst fears. “What’s your friend’s name?”

      “Adelaide.” She gazed off at a spot near the concession stand. “Adelaide Whitaker.”

      The sentinels to either side of Nunez slid their gazes toward Boaz, aware of his connection to Addie. This link between his fiancée and the bounty hunter with a nose for trouble would blow up in his face if he didn’t hurry and diffuse the situation.

      “You said they were together?” He held on to his smile by sheer practice. “Are you sure?”

      “Oh, I’m sure.” Her busybody persona surfaced with a smirk. “They put on quite a show.”

      “A show?”

      “They kissed,” she whispered as if sharing a dirty secret. “In front of God and everyone.”

      “Adelaide Whitaker kissed Cassandra Desmond?”

      “If that was her name, then yes. She did. I had no idea Adelaide…” A blush touched Ms. Nunez’s cheeks, macabre slashes against the pallor of her complexion. “Everyone in line at the concession stand saw it.”

      So much for easy solutions. Sentinels were one thing, but a mass of unidentified humans was another. There were too many witnesses to erase the deed or to ignore the spectacle. People would talk, word would get around, and the dominos of his life—so carefully lined up—would start falling. Worse, Addie would topple alongside him.

      And goddess, when had that happened?

      When had Addie joined the small circle of people he would do anything to protect?

      About the time she offered your sister a way out of her troubles, he reminded himself. Don’t go getting sentimental. You need Addie. Otherwise, Amelie is screwed. Not many women would have offered what Addie did. You can’t afford to botch this.

      Yeah.

      That was why.

      Goddessdamn him.

      He wasn’t supposed to care. Not after what he had done to Grier. But Addie was good. Whatever this was, she had to have an explanation for it. There had to be a reason. He just had to convince Addie to share hers with him.

      “Thank you for your help.” He kept his voice calm, despite his desperation to break loose and put eyes on Addie before someone else put cuffs on her. “The EMTs will be by to check on you shortly.”

      Turning his back on her protests, he made his way to his bike, careful to keep an eye out for pursuit. The others would be as curious about what his fiancée was doing at the murder scene as him.

      Dialing Addie as he mounted his bike, he clenched his jaw, working to modulate his tone when she did. “Where are you?”

      “At home.” She sounded breathless, and he couldn’t shake the mental picture of what else she and Cassandra could be doing to make her that way. “I’m cooking dinner. If you’re not here in an hour, I’ll put yours in the fridge.”

      Emotion scraped his nerves raw. Jealousy or fear or both. He couldn’t tell, and that bothered him. “I’m on my way now, actually.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I’ll, um, get moving then.” Pots clattered in the background. “See you soon.”

      After the call ended, Boaz rubbed his thumb over the screen, wondering what he was about to walk in on and how he was going to handle this conversation. He had never cheated on a girlfriend. He could say that much for himself. He might not stick around, might not get serious, but he was honest about his intentions from the start.

      Just like you were honest with Grier?

      Shame and disgust twisted his gut into knots, but this was bigger than potential infidelity. The Society wouldn’t look kindly upon their union if Addie was carrying on an affair—in public—prior to their wedding. Their union had to be above reproach in order for them to each get what they wanted from the other.

      The drive to the old Whitaker place blurred, his thoughts twisting as much as his stomach, and he took a moment to compose himself before he dismounted Willie and entered the house.

      “I’m in the kitchen,” Addie called cheerfully. “Do you like onions on your pizza?”

      “Sure.” He strolled in, the smells leading him by the nose. “I’m not picky.”

      Popping a slice of pepperoni in her mouth, she smiled over at him. “How do you feel about ham?”

      Easy, so easy, to imagine this scene as his life. Him, coming home from work, grim and sour. Her, bustling around the house, bright and happy, dressed in pajamas. How he felt about that, he couldn’t say, but he could picture it. “As long as it’s not served with green eggs, I’m good.”

      Her laugh was throaty and pleasant as she began the meticulous arrangement of their homemade pizza, using a ratio of vegetables to meat known to her alone.

      The domesticity of it all cut him down to the bone, and he asked, “How was Zumba?”

      He got his tone wrong. He could tell by the way she froze, the slice of ham trembling in her fingers, and then she dragged her gaze up to his. He had let his temper get away from him when he knew he couldn’t afford to blow it, but she was still selling him on some idyllic version of their future he knew as false.

      “I didn’t go to Zumba,” she confessed, fussing with her toppings. “I went with a friend to a football game instead.”

      Yep.

      He had overplayed his hand, and she was lying to him with the truth.

      Might as well give up the pretense then. “Do you know a vampire by the name of Cassandra Desmond?”

      Palms braced on either side of the stove, she studied the pizza for design imperfections. “Yes.”

      “Did you attend the game with her?”

      “Yes.”

      “Did you kiss her?”

      Boaz made a fist at his side, but it was too late. The question was out there, and her answer shouldn’t have mattered so much. Their engagement was a business proposition, not a love match. He had no right to her heart. As long as she played by the rules, they could make it work. He had to believe that.

      The alternative was too miserable to contemplate, but it would be no less than he deserved.

      “No.” She exhaled hard, rustling the shredded mozzarella. “She did, however, kiss me.”

      “Addie…” he began, unsure where to go from there. “We have to talk about this.”

      A warning tingle coasted down his spine as the presence of a vampire registered to his senses.

      “You might as well tell him the truth,” a female voice called from what sounded like the head of the stairs. “He might arrest you otherwise.”

      That was yet to be determined, but he had to question Addie for sure. Cassandra too. He was almost glad she was here. Almost. Because he wasn’t sure how he felt about finding her in his fiancée’s house, calling orders to her in the sultry voice that vampires used on their victims. From upstairs. Where the bedrooms were located.

      “You might as well get your butt in here then,” Addie yelled in response. “You’re the one who blew our cover.”

      A long sigh gusted down the stairs, and a striking woman with curves bound tight in leather entered the kitchen with an impressive pout aimed at Addie on her full lips.

      “Boaz, this is Cass.” Addie handled the introduction. “Cass, this is Boaz.”

      “I would like to get one thing straight upfront.” Cassandra—no, Cass—stopped in front of him. “Addie did not cheat on you. I took exception to how an annoyingly perky and yet condescending human was treating her and misbehaved. It was not consensual, and it was wrong.” She flicked her eyes toward Addie. “I’m sorry.”

      “Cass,” she squeaked. “He wants to know about the murders, not that.”

      “He’s a man, and he’s engaged to you. He wants to know.” She turned a knowing smile on him. “I bet it was eating you up inside the whole drive over, wondering if you would catch us in the act.” Her teeth were bright and sharp. “I bet you wondered, if you did, if we would ask you to join us.”

      Despite her apology to Addie, it was clear Cass’s defense mechanism was seduction. He wasn’t sure she could help herself, if she was even aware she was doing it. He also wasn’t sure she cared either way, except that Addie was there to witness it. There was definitely some bond between the two women.

      But then, Addie was the rare kind of person who made you want to do better, be better.

      “Ignore her.” Addie snagged Cass by the wrist, hauled her to the table, and shoved her into a chair. She manhandled Cass more than most vampires allowed. “She lives to rile up people.”

      “I’m dead,” Cass countered. “I don’t live to do anything.”

      “You know what I mean.” She pointed a finger at the vampire. “You are not helping.” Turning her attention to him, she clasped her hands in front of her. “You have questions?”

      “So many,” he breathed, gesturing between the women. “What is this?”

      Eyes glinting, Cass wet her lips. “I’m her—”

      “—friend,” Addie finished for her in a rush. “My best friend, actually.”

      “Best friend,” he repeated, doubtful. “And she wants, what? To be best friends with benefits?”

      “Yes,” Cass answered as Addie flushed scarlet and yelped, “No.”

      Hands covering her face, Addie slumped into the chair beside Cass and braced her elbows on the table. “I hate you.”

      Flicking her friend an unsure glance, Cass frowned, causing faint creases to bracket her mouth. “No, you don’t.”

      “Oh, yes,” Addie mumbled. “Right about now, I do.”

      The vampire appeared to wage some internal battle that resulted in her dropping the seductress act and measuring Boaz with predatory intent that lifted the fine hairs down his nape.

      “I’m a bounty hunter.” Hand on Addie’s shoulder, Cass got serious. “Addie is my partner.”

      A bolt of lightning striking him between the eyes would have shocked him less.

      “I’m sorry.” He rubbed alongside his nose. “It sounded like you said Addie is a bounty hunter.”

      “Oh good.” Cass smirked at him. “Then your hearing works.”

      Addie slumped further, until her forehead rested on the table.

      “I’m sure you’ve run my license. My employer will be happy to verify if you would like to give him a call.”

      “I’ll do that.” Boaz lost his steam, and he sat at the table too. “Can Addie and I have a moment?”

      “I’ll overhear your conversation,” she told him, an honest admission, “but I can go back upstairs.”

      “I would appreciate the illusion,” Boaz gritted out. “I need to talk to her alone.”

      The growl in his voice, yet another slip of his temper, set Cass on edge. “Addie?”

      Without lifting her head, she flicked her hand and muttered, “I’ll be fine.”

      “Addie…” Cass bit her bottom lip as she rose. “I am sorry.”

      “I know.”

      “I was only playing.”

      “I know that too,” she repeated herself, but lifted her head a fraction. “Now go eavesdrop like a good little vampire while the necromancers talk.”

      Once they were alone, Boaz massaged the base of his neck. “You two really are friends.”

      “Yeah.”

      Unable to bear her misery, he tapped her arm. “Talk to me.”

      Peeking up at him, she slowly straightened in her chair. “What do you want to know?”

      “All of it,” he said. “Everything.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twelve

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      I could have strangled Cass for putting me in this position, but she was already dead, and she probably would have enjoyed it anyway. There was nothing left but for me to be honest with Boaz and hope he could still see his way to marrying me after I was done.

      Comfortable with the role of interrogator, Boaz started me off easy. “How did this begin?”

      It was as good a prompt as any, I suppose. “I needed the money.”

      “Maybe I should have asked this first.” His brow furrowed. “How did you meet Cass?”

      “She was in line behind me at the grocery store. I was short a couple of dollars, and she offered to let me work them off in very naked and very creative ways.” I smiled at the memory of our first meeting. “I thanked her, put back a box of K-cups, and paid my bill.”

      “What was a vampire doing in a grocery store?”

      “Stalking prey.” I realized how that sounded and amended it. “A bounty, I mean. Not food.”

      Though she had picked up dinner while she was out and brought him home with her.

      “How did you go from sexual proposition to friends to coworkers?”

      “We didn’t.” I rubbed my hands up my arms. “I went from stranger to employee to coworker to friend.” A smidgen embarrassed, I explained, “She came up to me in the parking lot and offered me a job cleaning her house a few days a week as an apology.”

      Elbows on the table, Boaz leaned in closer. “Did you take it?”

      Maybe he had expected me to play hard to get, or to bite my nails over the decision, but I had needed the money too badly to experience more than gratitude. “Yeah. I did.”

      “How did you go from cleaning her house to bounty hunting?”

      “I figured out what Cass did for a living pretty quickly. She wasn’t shy about it.” The leather catsuits she wore had me questioning if there was an underground BDSM scene in town before she clarified the outfits were reinforced to protect her from teeth and claws. The low cuts, however, were bait for her trap. “She answered all my questions, which was probably a mistake on her part. I found it fascinating, so I was always pestering her for details. Finally, she told me if I was so interested, I ought to come along with her.” I grinned. “She didn’t expect me to agree.”

      Chin in palm, he absorbed my every word with very un-Elite interest. “And you…liked it?”

      “I love my job.” I hadn’t mean to say so with such conviction, but there you go. The odds of Boaz allowing me to continue moonlighting were none to none, but a girl could dream. “It’s interesting, and it pays better than anything else I’m qualified to do. Partnering with Cass means we split the bounties fifty-fifty, so it’s less than if I went out on my own, but she keeps me on my toes.”

      “And vampire reflexes come in handy,” Cass said dryly from her spot on the stairs. “Undead strength helps too.”

      “Hush,” I yelled. “You’re not here, remember?”

      Still, both her points were valid, but I could have taken more low-risk bounties solo and cashed in too. But where would the fun be in that? Surveillance was as dull as dishwater. Caffeine by the bucketful and a friend to poke me when I started drooping was how I endured those long hours of staring until my vision blurred.

      “She’s gropey and tends to show her love through sexual harassment, but she really is my best friend.” Heat ignited in my cheeks when I tacked on, “And there’s never been anything sexual between us. Except for the harassment, which I’ve already mentioned.”

      “Addie.” He placed his warm hand over mine. “Your sexual history up to this point is your business.”

      “That is such a player move,” Cass scoffed, her voice louder—or closer. “He’s forgiving your sexual history right out of the gate so that you have to pardon him too.”

      “Your piehole, Cass.” I glared in her direction, though she couldn’t see. “Shut it.”

      A faint pink tinged his ears until they must have burned, and he slid his hand off mine onto the table.

      “I didn’t hear that.” I leaned down to hook his gaze and hoped he would play along. “Did you?”

      A slow grin spread across his face when he saw I was earnest. “Nope.”

      “I’m willing to extend you the same courtesy,” I said to him over Cass’s loud groan. “The past has no place in our future.”

      A flicker of emotion lit up his eyes. I was scared to label it hope. I was too afraid I might be projecting.

      “I’m trying to get your career choice to make sense, but you blasted the lid off the box I put you in.” He retreated back to the comfort of discussing me, safe from his earlier pesky show of emotion. “I didn’t see you as the bounty hunting type.”

      “I corrupted her,” came from the hall, definitely closer, but we both ignored Cass.

      “I wasn’t until I met Cass.” I glanced around the old house I had held together alone for so long. “I didn’t have many choices, and none of them were great.” I settled my gaze on him. “She changed my life for the better. She changed me for the better.”

      The time I spent with Hadley, especially there at the end, left me with no free time for friends or social engagements. I hadn’t grown as I heard new ideas or changed as I viewed different perspectives. I had been stagnant until Cass came along and set my still waters rippling with a touch of her hand. An inappropriate touch, but still.

      Boaz’s gaze tagged the mug by the sink, the one that smelled like bourbon even from across the room. “I’m guessing your dad doesn’t know?”

      “No one knows.” I itched to rinse out the mug, but this conversation was about honesty, and there was no hiding Dad’s deteriorating condition. “Dad is only…available…during certain hours. Otherwise, he sleeps like the dead.” He spent precious few hours lucid. “Cass is the face of our team to protect my reputation.”

      Digesting this, he nodded, clearly turning the information over in his head. “Cass’s presence at the crime scenes were all bounty-related?”

      “Yes.” I flattened my palm on the table. “We collected, or we will, at all three.”

      Usually, I didn’t mind how I earned a living, but this money felt like blood money since our targets were all dead when we found them.

      Mouth gone tight, he worked his jaw. “I don’t know if I can keep your name out of this.”

      “Yeah.” The blood drained from my face in a cold rush. “I figured.”

      “I’ll throw as much of it on Cass as I can,” he promised. “I’ll make her the point of contact in my report.”

      “But the kiss is going to make it a hard sell.” I exhaled. “They’ll know I’m involved in some way.”

      Of all the times for Cass to go exhibitionist, she had to choose an active crime scene to plant one on me.

      Vampires really had no impulse control. Whatsoever. The miracle was she hadn’t done it sooner.

      I shouldn’t have let my former classmate get under my skin. Cass had reacted to my body’s cues without thought.

      “It’s going to be okay.” He covered my hand with his, and I wondered if he thought that was why I had left it there. Maybe it had been. “You didn’t do anything wrong. We’ll figure this out.”

      I hated the tremble in my tone. “We?”

      “There are a lot of things in my past I’m not proud of, Addie, and I didn’t do them for the noble reasons you did.” He linked our fingers in a show of solidarity. “I’m still in this, if you are.”

      “Are you sure?” I would rather have it out now than get waylaid later. “What if I’m exposed?”

      “Then my sister will still get a second chance at life. She deserves it. Even if it’s as the sibling of a notorious bounty huntress.” One corner of his mouth twitched. “You and I will figure out the rest as we go.”

      “Your family would gain nothing.” I had no control over my mouth, apparently. That or I was pathetically insecure. I could guess which, but I hoped he couldn’t tell. “Are you okay with that?”

      “I care more about my sister than the prestige.” He glanced away from me. “I would have liked to restore the family name for my little brother’s sake, but he loves Amelie too. He’ll understand, when he’s older. I’ll make sure of it. We can weather the storm together, as a family.”

      It hit me then, that the only person not getting a thing out of this bargain was Boaz himself. He was protecting his sister, safeguarding the future for his brother, and attempting to mitigate the scandal for his family. He was stretching himself thin to do it, but he was willing to sacrifice himself to make it work.

      I could learn to love someone like that.

      One day.

      Maybe.

      “We’ve been a step behind the killer this whole time.” I got chills thinking about it. “How do we get ahead of them?”

      The sudden mulish jut of Boaz’s chin warned me he was about to caution me against further involvement, but he must have realized the damage had already been done. He shut his eyes, inhaled, exhaled, and opened them with a new calm. “I’m not sure.”

      A stupid warmth spilled through my chest at his reluctant acceptance of my offer to help him.

      “We’ve beat the sentinels to the punch each time,” Cass said from the doorway. “We’re useful to you.”

      “He didn’t say no,” I pointed out to her.

      “But he’s weighing our skills against his instinctive dislike of putting those he cares for in harm’s way.”

      Those he cares for made that warmth spread right into my cheeks, like I belonged in the high school we just left.

      “You might as well join us.” I cast an apologetic glance at Boaz. “I would say she’s usually not this bad, but it would be a lie. Believe it or not, this is Cass on exceptionally good behavior.”

      “I can believe it,” he said with a chuckle. “She’s definitely unique. I’ve never met a vampire like her.”

      “Why, thank you.” Cass sashayed in to join us. “I consider myself one of a kind, but it never ceases to please me to have my hubris justified.” She reclaimed her seat beside me. “Have I gotten you in very much trouble?”

      For such a bold and confident personality, Cass was shockingly insecure when it came to the relationships that mattered. That was why she tried to sex away conflicts before they became problems. She figured if she made someone feel good enough, they would stick around as long as she kept making them feel good. That I didn’t trade her orgasms for friendship both puzzled and pleased her, but it made for awkward times, like now, when she would rather jump my bones than hear I was mad at her.

      “We knew we’d slip up eventually.” I just never figured Boaz would be the one to catch us. “It’s okay.”

      “I shouldn’t have kissed you.”

      “No, you shouldn’t have.” I struggled not to let her off the hook too easily. It set a bad precedent for the naughty vampire’s already questionable behavior. “You knew what you were doing was wrong, that I wouldn’t have consented, and you did it anyway.”

      “You know how I get.” She poked out her bottom lip. “That’s no excuse, but I didn’t mean to ruin us.”

      “I do know.” Leaning over, I rested my head on her shoulder. “You’re very much you, and it’s one of the things I admire most about you.”

      Her cool fingers brushed the hair falling into my face behind my shoulder. “Are we still…friends?”

      “Of course we are,” I assured her. “I find your lack of filters and utter disregard for personal space endearing.”

      Boaz afforded us as much privacy as he could with us having a conversation across the table from him. I could tell he was curious about our relationship. Not in a jealous way, but as if he was pegging our dynamic and how he might fit in.

      Typically, a necromancer only had contact with the vampires they had resuscitated. Even that was limited. Low Society necromancers didn’t have the juice to bring humans back to life, so there was no reason for them to interact with vampires socially. Cass and I were definitely an odd couple in that respect. I was lucky her master, Javier, found me amusing. And profitable. Otherwise, he could have put his foot down and prevented Cass from seeing me, let alone working with me, again.

      Boaz, as my future husband, held the same power since I was marrying into his family and dependent upon him to provide for my dad and keep the house where I grew up from crumbling.

      “Have you made your decision?” Cass eyed him with equal curiosity. “Will you work with us, or get out of our way?”

      “I’m not going to tell you two how to handle your business when I have my hands full making bad decisions for myself.” He twitched a smile at me. “You’re a capable woman, Addie. I trust you to know your limits, and hers.”

      “How progressive,” Cass demurred. “I expected more chest-beating à la Tarzan.”

      “I’ve done that with women,” he confessed, his tone thoughtful. “It didn’t end well.” He shrugged. “I thought I would try something new.”

      “He can learn.” Cass tipped her chin toward him. “Perhaps you chose better than I first thought.”

      Given how low she had ranked him, she wasn’t saying much, but I applauded her effort to be nice.

      “I would, however, appreciate it if you kept me abreast of new developments.” He spread his hands in a helpless gesture. “I’ll do my best to support your independence, but I’ll still worry.”

      “I can respect that—” I held up a finger, “—if you agree to do the same.”

      “I can do that.” He stuck out his arm. “Partners?”

      “No.” Cass swatted his wrist. “She’s my partner, and you can’t have her.”

      I stifled a snort at her territorial display, which earned me a hard stare from Cass and a smile from Boaz.

      “Poor choice of words,” he amended, honoring my overprotective best friend’s claim on me. “How about we all agree to keep in touch with one another and not sweat the labels?”

      “Works for me.” I regretted, a little bit, not having the excuse to hold his hand again. “Cass?”

      “I won’t have to stay in touch,” she said loftily, “because I’m not leaving your side.”

      A buzzing sound filled the room, and Boaz reached for his phone. “Pritchard.”

      The slight tilt of Cass’s head confirmed she would hear every word and report to me later.

      Holding up a finger, at her or me or both of us, Boaz mashed the speaker button and set his phone on the table between us. “Go ahead.”

      “Angelo Willis didn’t make it,” said a woman’s smoky voice. “I just got the official word.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “Clan Willis is reeling from the loss of two members.” She exhaled. “Things are about to get ugly.”

      A subtler buzz drew my eye to Cass, who frowned at her phone. I raised my eyebrows in question, but she shook her head and jerked her chin toward Boaz’s cell.

      “Thanks for the update, Honey.”

      “No problem.” She hesitated. “I heard a rumor your lady friend might be involved.”

      “Oh?”

      “I can keep it quiet for a few hours, maybe, but you’re going to have to bring her in to make a statement. Her presence at the scene, plus her relationship to you, will make the brass twitchy otherwise.”

      A quiver in my gut made me sick to think how close I was to all this blowing up in my—and Dad’s—face. He was a proper Southern gentleman and would be horrified by his daughter’s proclivities.

      “I’ll take her statement.” He flicked his gaze up to mine. “But I want her name redacted.”

      “That’s not going to fly, and you know it. You’re hardly impartial.”

      “Then you come take the statement.”

      “Anyone who knows us knows I’m hardly impartial where you’re concerned either.”

      Fingers twitching like he wanted to mute the call, Boaz made a fist to steady them. “How about Parker?”

      “I’ll see what I can do, but it won’t be tonight. Use the time between now and dusk to get your stories straight. I’ve got a video meeting with the heads of various investigative units in thirty. I don’t expect it to wrap up anytime soon.” She exhaled. “I’ll issue a temporary gag order. It won’t hold long, but it will stick for twenty-four hours. Tomorrow, I’ll ask Parker to go with me to get Adelaide’s statement. We can bring Abernathy and park him in the car. They’re the only two who overheard Ms. Nunez, as far as I know.”

      “All right.”

      The call ended, and Boaz found plenty of places to look that weren’t at me.

      Cass, of course, waded into the breach. “Honey?”

      “Jessica Honeywell.”

      “And you two were an item?”

      “For about a week, a few years back.”

      “And you trust this fling to handle Addie like a dirty little secret?”

      Boaz looked ready to spit nails at her tone, but he held his temper in check despite her poking at him.

      “Honey is good people,” he said. “She’s also the lead on this case. We sell her on Addie’s innocence, and the sentinels will back off. They might take a harder look at you—hell, even me—in light of these new points of connection, but I can take it. Can you?”

      Anger was an emotion Cass respected. It was honest, she always said. Not always deserved, but still.

      “Selling Addie’s innocence?” Cass wet her lips, diffusing the tension. “That sounds downright lascivious.”

      “That’s…not what I said.” Boaz cast her a dry glance, willing to play along. “Bad vampire.”

      Maybe they wouldn’t kill each other after all. It would definitely make my life simpler if they got along.

      “You have no idea,” she purred, reeling herself in as she checked her phone. “Oh, no.”

      Her pallor set my gut roiling, and I leaned closer. “What’s wrong?”

      “If the pattern holds, the killer has chosen his next victim.”

      “Who?” Boaz demanded, rising from his chair. “We need to move while the lead’s fresh.”

      “Ari Willis,” she rasped. “Her mate, Demaryius, the clan master, texted me.”

      “Cass?” I touched her arm. “What did he say?”

      “She’s missing.”

      And this close to dawn, there was nothing they could do about it.
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      Boaz had earned a reputation for haring off alone after leads, but Honey was still pissed when he cancelled their dusk meeting via text to avoid a confrontation. He, Cass, and Addie jumped in the Ferrari to hunt for Ari Willis as soon as the moon rose.

      Much to his amusement, Addie had skipped the leather and gone casual in jeans and a tee with sneakers.

      “Your friend Honey…” Cass caught his eye in the rearview mirror and wetted her lips. “She’s single?”

      “Yes.” She wouldn’t have come on to him otherwise. “Fair warning, she’s straight.”

      “Mmm.” Cass returned her attention to the road. “She sounds absolutely delicious.”

      Addie had chosen to ride in the cramped backseat with him while Cass drove her matchbox-sized sports car. It didn’t have to mean anything, but it made his chest go tight when he glanced over at her. She was protecting him. He was the Elite sentinel, and she was worried he might get hurt going out on what amounted to a routine call for her and Cass.

      Aside from Grier, no woman had ever worried about him or his ability to handle himself.

      There were parallels there, yeah, and no. He wasn’t about to study them too hard. Not now.

      That would come later, during the long days when his restless mind ought to be sleeping but couldn’t shut down. Guilt was a hell of a catalyst for insomnia, and he had been spending too much time watching sunrises lately.

      “Gustav wants us at Third Saturday Market,” Addie said, her fingers sliding over a tablet’s screen.

      “Ari Willis,” Cass said, “would rather die than be caught at some local arts and crafts fair.”

      “Gustav is leaving me on read. I don’t know what he’s trying to tell us, but he’s not saying anything.”

      “I ought to kick his hairy ass with my silver-tipped boot,” she snarled. “This is Ari.”

      “You have a relationship with her?” He hesitated. “Her mate called you, not your boss, right?”

      “Ari was a member of Cass’s clan until about three years ago,” Addie explained to Boaz. “She pledged to Clan Willis when she mated one of the founding members’ descendants.”

      The direct connection to Clan Willis drew his attention. “Does she have a direct link to Twyla Thorne?”

      “She babysat for Twyla. They were close. Close enough Ari often played bodyguard for Twyla when she was allowed out.” Addie pressed her lips together. “Ari will be devastated when she hears the news.”

      The perp might have flubbed on Twyla’s state of undeath, or maybe not, but for him to go after Ari and not, say, Twyla’s parents was curious. It meant the kid had protected her parents while giving up Ari’s name, or that the perp asked specific questions that led to Twyla answering them with Ari’s name.

      “She was a remarkable woman before Demaryius got his claws in her,” Cass said sadly. “Then she faded a bit, like a rose pressed between the pages of a book for safekeeping.”

      “Cass and Ari dated.” Addie caught his eye. “For about a decade.”

      The corner of Cass’s lips twitched in a fond smile that didn’t stick. “Social-climbing hussy.”

      Boaz didn’t have to know Cass well to hear the strain in her voice as she tried to make light of her worry.

      “I wasn’t opposed to being climbed, you understand.” Cass gave the windshield her full attention. “The social aspect is what split us apart. I came from nothing. I was used to being invisible. She came from a rich and influential human family. She was overlooked one too many times as a second daughter for her pride to bear it.” She shook her head. “She moved out one night while I was at work. The next time I heard from her, she was sending me an invitation to her mating ceremony.”

      “I’m sorry, Cass.” Boaz dipped his chin. “We’ll do our best to find her and retrieve her safely.”

      The vampire mashed her lips together and nodded, her attention hyper-focused on the road.

      “You’re staring.” Addie kept her eyes on the screen. “Do I have a bat in the cave?”

      “That’s disgusting.” Cass huffed from the front. “And an insult to vampires everywhere.”

      “I don’t follow,” Boaz confessed. “What does that mean?”

      “It’s a booger in your nose.” Addie rolled her eyes at Cass. “Even vampires have them, so get over it.”

      “You’re breaking my brain.” Boaz chuckled. “I had this idea of how our lives would be, but this—you—are nothing like how I pictured.”

      Lowering the tablet, she searched his face. “Is that a good thing or a bad thing?”

      “Good.” He couldn’t hide his smile. “You’re fascinating as hell, Addie.”

      A flush warmed her cheeks, and he almost brushed his fingertips across them, but he made a fist on his lap instead.

      “We had good timing.” Addie turned her face toward the window. “The party is in full swing.”

      “The harvest market,” Cass murmured with approval. “I had forgotten that was tonight.”

      “There’s a harvest market?” Boaz glanced through the glass and whistled. “That’s impressive.”

      More than anything, it reminded him of a fair, but there were craft vendors in addition to the games, rides, and abundance of food trucks and restaurant booths.

      “Why did Gustav want us here?” Cass mused. “There are too many witnesses.”

      “Humans are in the mix,” Addie warned him. “This is a fall thing. There’s usually a…” she squinted against the night then pointed out behind the farthest rows of stalls, “…bonfire.”

      “The Saturday after Homecoming,” Cass explained. “The town parties all weekend.”

      Addie shook her head. “How do you remember this stuff?”

      “I always know where to find food when I’m snackish.” She bared her teeth. “Predator, remember?”

      “I wish I hadn’t asked,” Addie muttered. “There was never going to be a good answer from you.”

      “You two go in. Mingle. Couples are less conspicuous.” Cass turned into the lot and found a parking spot far enough away to prevent us from getting blocked in. “Figure out why Gustav wanted us here.”

      “What will you be doing?” Addie leaned forward. “You can’t blend dressed like that.”

      Boaz was starting to think every garment in Cass’s closet was leather, skintight, and missing a few yards of fabric.

      “Don’t fret.” Cass awarded her a feline smile. “I have plenty to keep me occupied.”

      “Okay.” Addie got out then turned back to him. “Get moving.” She snapped her fingers. “I smell funnel cakes.”

      Boaz let himself out his door, breathed in the night air perfumed with fried foods and grilled meats, and his stomach rumbled in response. “You come to these often?”

      “Uh, no. I avoid them like the plague.” She shrugged. “Unless I really, really need a funnel cake.”

      “Does that happen a lot?”

      “More than I would like to admit.” She patted her stomach. “They’re so doughy and sugary and greasy. I shouldn’t want them, I know they’re bad for me, but how can I resist?”

      “Resistance is overrated.” He cut her a look. “Eat the funnel cake.”

      “I suppose I could always start dieting for the wedding after tonight.”

      “I hate to point out the obvious,” he drawled, “but your dress will be white, right?”

      “It’s tradition,” she agreed, sounding amused. “So probably.”

      “Then I don’t see the problem. Let’s have funnel cake at the wedding. White dress, white sugar. Who will ever know?”

      Surprised laughter shot out of her. “I like how you think.”

      “I like you, Addie. Let’s try to keep it real between us, okay?”

      “Done.” She flashed him a bright smile. “Real sounds good.”

      Are you going to tell her about Grier?

      Are you going to explain why your heart’s currently unavailable?

      Are you going to be honest to pay her back for coming clean with you?

      Once he broke the news of his engagement to Grier, he had no reason to tell Addie about her. Grier would cut him out of her heart, out of her life. That was the right thing for her to do, the smart thing. She deserved better. She always had, and he had been a fool to think he could live up to her expectations.

      Things with Addie were good. Far better than he had any right to expect. He didn’t want to start their relationship with the specter of Grier between them. Not when she was already haunting him.

      Bawk. Bawk. Bawk.

      Hell, yes, he was a chicken.

      Give him a bucket of paint and a brush, and he would swipe the yellow line down his own back.

      “How do you feel about turkey legs and roasted corn on a stick for dinner?” Addie cut through the crowd, nodding here and there to folks she knew. “That will keep us mobile while we perform our recon.”

      “I am the least picky eater you’re ever going to find. You choose. Whatever you want. My treat.” Her smile faltered, and he could have kicked himself. “That’s not a dig at your financial situation.”

      “I know.” She kept walking. “I’m sensitive about it, so I tend to read more into things than is there.”

      “I’ll let you buy me dinner, if you prefer.”

      Addie glanced over at him then, and her smile was gorgeous. “I’d like that.”

      They approached one of the food trucks and got in line behind a tense couple. Boaz didn’t expect much in the way of gossip, but there were always those among the preternatural set who didn’t care who overheard what. They figured, rightly, humans didn’t see what they didn’t want to see or hear what they didn’t want to hear. Out of context, most of their conversations came across as normal-ish.

      The prickle of energy dancing across his skin informed him they were vampires, which perked his ears.

      “We moved here to get away from danger,” a woman was saying. “This place is the opposite of safe.”

      “The past few years have been quiet,” the man argued. “This too shall pass.”

      “The children…” She stared off in the distance. “We’re taking a risk by bringing them here.”

      “That’s why we’re going to stay, embarrass them in front of their friends, and make sure they come home safe.” He took her hand. “Peace, Gertie. Our little ones are protected.”

      “Twyla’s parents thought so too,” she said softly, fear bright in her eyes.

      The man pulled her into his arms, and they stayed like that until it was their turn to order.

      “Clan Willis,” Addie said when they were out of hearing range. “I recognize them.”

      “How many fosters do they have?”

      “The numbers are a closely guarded secret, but they adopt more often than most clans.”

      “I wonder why that is.”

      Adoption of human children wasn’t a crime, but some of the things vampires got up to with the ones they collected kept him up at night after working particularly disturbing cases.

      “Cass says it has to do with how Ari had three younger sisters. There was an older sister too, but she married poor, for love, and had three kids of her own. She couldn’t afford more mouths to feed, so Ari and the others were put into different orphanages. Only two of the girls got adopted. Ari and the next eldest. They were then both sold by their adoptive parents to different brothels.” Addie’s lips thinned. “Ari never found their other sisters. She doesn’t know what happened to them. So, when she became the master’s wife, she talked him into encouraging other vampires in their clan to adopt siblings to keep them together.”

      “That’s a beautiful story, if it’s true.”

      “We keep an eye on them.” Addie rubbed her arms. “I want to believe there are good and decent people out there who want to help children…”

      “…but selflessness is often a mask for selfishness,” he finished for her. “Those kids are lucky to have you watching over them.”

      A ripple moved through the crowd, an unconscious parting of the sea of humans, and chills blasted up Boaz’s spine as four vampires prowled the stalls filled with arts and crafts.

      “Boaz Pritchard,” Jean Patel barked. “What are you doing in Bumfuck, Florida?”

      Jean Patel, of Clan Patel, was not the sort of vampire anyone with an ounce of common sense wanted to meet in a dark alley. He was a bruiser with a vigilante strike a mile wide, a wet works man for any clan who could afford his fees.

      “Patel.” Boaz didn’t smile. “The same as you, I imagine.”

      Very few vampires hunted their own, but Patel gathered them to him. They were a band of rogues masquerading as a clan in order to keep the Society and the Undead Coalition, the ruling body for vampires, out of their business.

      “You know him?” Addie snarled under her breath. “Why didn’t you mention that?”

      “We’ve met,” Boaz admitted. “I haven’t seen him in years.”

      “Next time,” she grumbled, “I expect a heads-up.”

      He met a lot of unsavory characters in his line of work, and the events surrounding those meetings were often confidential. There was no guarantee he could tell her all of what he knew under any given circumstances. That included who he knew.

      The nature of her job must require similar restrictions. They would have to sit down after this and come up with a plan for what was and wasn’t fair game. It would require them both to be willing to trust, which wouldn’t come easy for either of them.

      This relationship stuff was not for the fainthearted. No wonder he had avoided it for so long.

      “I came to visit my fiancée.” Boaz shook Patel’s hand. “What brings you to town?”

      “This isn’t a town. This is a speedbump between Jacksonville and Gainesville that someone decided to decorate with houses.” He cut his gaze toward Addie then shook his head. “Figures you would find your ideal woman out here in the sticks. You had to search every hole in the ground to find someone who hasn’t heard about your reputation.”

      The dig shouldn’t have hurt. Not when it was partly the truth. But it did.

      “Oh, I’ve heard the gossip.” Addie took Boaz’s hand in her much smaller one. “I just don’t care.”

      Boaz whipped his head toward her, his palm slick with sweat as he wondered what gossip she had heard, if Grier’s name had been mentioned, how he was going to fix this, a million other things, but Patel had much the same reaction. Except in his case, it was as if he were surprised to remember Addie was there, let alone that she would dare speak to him.

      “You’re pretty enough.” Patel assessed her with a cold sweep of his gaze. “You don’t have much sense if you don’t care about the reputation of the man you’re going to marry. Love may be blind, but you can’t afford to be. Unless you’re rich and powerful. No offense, but you don’t strike me as either.”

      “Are you here for a purpose,” Boaz cut in, his jaw grinding at the insult, “or are you just in town to dispense romantic advice?”

      “Work.” Patel dismissed Addie, and Boaz breathed easier for it. He had labeled her as chattel and dismissed her as being of any importance, let alone his competition. “You know how it is.” His canines were too defined. “I go where I’m needed.” He glanced at his phone, and his smile widened. “Looks like right now I’m needed to pursue a fresh lead.” He winked at Addie. “See you around.”

      “Yeah.” Boaz watched him go. “I’ve got a feeling you will.”

      Patel wasn’t a complication Boaz welcomed, but no one else had managed to catch the killer. Maybe Patel would be good for something for once in his life.

      “Well,” Addie said, “now we know what Gustav wanted us to see.”

      “Is Patel a threat to you?”

      “Gustav would have told Patel we were on the job. This was his way of telling us about Patel. We have the upper hand now, because I’ll recognize Patel if I see him again, but he doesn’t know who I am yet.”

      “Why would he do that?” Boaz rumbled. “That paints a target on your backs.”

      Rival bounty hunters had been known to get aggressive toward their competition when the stakes were high.

      “Gustav believes a little competition is good for the soul,” she said dryly. “He doesn’t play favorites. He does, however, hedge his bets.”

      “How does he win if Patel collects the bounty?” Boaz wondered. “Wouldn’t Patel get that to split with his team?”

      “He’ll owe Gustav a cut since they’re operating in his territory. Not as big as what we would pay him, since we work for him, but a sizeable amount. This is a kick in the pants to tell us to find Ari, and the killer, first.”

      Having never spent time with bounty hunters, he was curious about Addie’s world. “How does that work?”

      “All bounties must be awarded through a licensed broker. Patel isn’t one. He depends on brokers in whatever area he’s hired in to receive and disburse funds for him. Gustav is a rarity. He’s licensed in Florida, Georgia, and Alabama. That means he gets regular business from guys like Patel, who freelance in a region rather than belong to a specific state or county agency.”

      Nodding that he understood the basics, he got back on track. “What’s our next move?”

      “Patel was here for a reason, and it wasn’t funnel cakes.”
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      Patel made a complicated situation that much more intense, but Cass and I could handle it. As long as Boaz didn’t get any chivalrous notions, we could avoid Patel and beat him to the bounty. Of course, with Ari missing, this had become about so much more than that.

      The list of people Cass cared about was short, but Ari was near the top.

      “Any idea what brought Patel here?” Boaz kept pace with me. “He’s not the farmers’ market type.”

      “He saw the Oracle.” I led the way. “I would bet my share of the bounty on it.”

      “The Oracle?”

      “She’s an information broker.” I cut him a smile. “A very exclusive one.”

      “Who works out of a farmers’ market.”

      “Out of a pickle stall, actually.”

      “Will she sell you the same information she gave Patel?”

      “She would sell the same information ten times over if it turned a profit.”

      “Then why wouldn’t she give Patel everything she had to start with?”

      I cut him a look and waited until he figured it out for himself.

      “More money.” He chuckled. “Feeding him breadcrumbs will tempt him back for the whole loaf.”

      “Exactly.” I flashed him a smile, more comfortable in my element than one on one with him. “We, however, are going to buy the loaf before he can take another bite.”

      “The Oracle will sell it to you?”

      “Anything for this.” I rubbed my fingers together. “Just like everyone else.”

      To save us both the embarrassment of him asking if I had the cash for a bribe on that scale, I flashed him a debit card in one of Cass’s many aliases.

      “Mina Harker.” He examined the card. “I don’t get it.”

      “She was the object of Dracula’s obsession—”

      “I got that part,” he said dryly. “Why do you have a debit in her name?”

      “Cass foots the bill for bribes. She uses various cards with different aliases on them for different people/purposes so she can keep it all straight. This is the card for the Oracle.”

      “You guys use her often enough she gets her own card?”

      “No.” I put it away. “She’s just that expensive.”

      Boaz didn’t say anything else as I led him to a stall selling a variety of pickled vegetables.

      A girl who looked around fifteen sat behind her table of wares with her face glued to her phone.

      “Mary Sue,” I greeted her by her preferred alias. “How’s it going?”

      “Business is good.” She squinted at the screen. “The booth is really hopping tonight.”

      We were the only ones standing around, and most of the jars had dust on them from how long she had used them as props. I didn’t think pickles could go bad, but I didn’t want to find out the hard way.

      “Do you have a minute to talk?”

      “Sure. Just let me finish this…” Her gaze flicked up and landed on Boaz. “Oh. Hey. Hi.”

      “Hey hi yourself.” He grinned at her, full of charm. “What are you playing?”

      “I’m addicted to crushing candy,” she confessed. “Mom won’t let me have the real thing.”

      “How is your mom?” I doubted she remembered I was there after setting eyes on him. “Feeling better, I hope?”

      “So-so.” She never took her eyes off Boaz. “Anyway, you’re not here to be neighborly. Come on back.”

      The back was a tent pitched behind her table, the kind you saw at family reunions meant to seal out bugs and weather. The area was warded to prevent anyone from entering her space without her permission, and I got a zing down my spine when I stepped over the threshold.

      “You’re the Oracle?” Boaz checked out the otherwise empty tent. “I thought your mother…”

      “The gift hits hard, and it hits young in my family.” Mary Sue shrugged. “We only get a few good years after the onset before we start losing our minds. I have to earn enough for a comfortably padded room to hole up in for the rest of my life before that happens.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “It is what it is.” Her smile was sad. “Anyway, on to cheerier topics.” She stuck out her arm. “Addie?”

      “What did Patel want?” I pulled out the card and slapped it onto her waiting palm. “How much did you tell him?”

      “He wants to know who’s killing vampires so he can collect on the bounty. Same as you, I assume. He’s also interested in recovering Ari. Her mate is desperate to get her back, and the reward is through the roof. Have you checked in the last hour? Demaryius has doubled it.”

      Cass hadn’t mentioned a reward for Ari’s return, but Demaryius would have known Cass would help for free. I had noticed there was a major reward, as in six figures, for any information leading to the capture of the killer. Or, of course, the body. Cass hadn’t breathed a word about that either.

      As much as it felt like it when disconnect notices began piling up, money wasn’t everything.

      “Patel is a brute, and he’s a cheap brute.” Mary Sue stuck a card reader into her phone and slid the card through the slot. “I told him the truth, but not much of it.”

      Since I joined Gustav’s guild and Cass and I began working together, Mina Harker had bought hundreds of thousands of dollars in farmers’ market pickles. It was the only thing purchased with the card, which made me wonder if it left the card company scratching its head. They must not care so long as the bill got paid on time. Should that change, Cass would burn the identity and move on to a new one.

      “Keep the meter running,” I told her. “I want it all.”

      “That’s why you’re one of my favorite customers.” She flashed a smile. “I don’t know who the killer is, he—or she—is too murky for me to see clearly, but I can tell you they’re after rando vampires.”

      “Oh?” Boaz leaned in closer. “Do tell.”

      Flushing at his attention, she dropped a bomb on us. “They’re after one vampire. The others are all a means to an end.”

      Boaz dialed his charm up all the way. “How do you figure?”

      “They’re tracking someone across the country.” Her eyes turned opaque, and she fastened her gaze on Boaz. “So many bodies.” She shook her head. “So much death.” Her expression darkened. “They’re almost finished.” Her attention slid to me. “This death will be the last one.”

      “Do you mean Ari?” Chills danced down my spine. “Or the person he’s searching for?”

      She blinked free of her vision. “I don’t know.”
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      Boaz figured Oracle was a code name, not a designation. Otherwise, he might have told Addie to skip the spectacle, bought her a funnel cake, and then walked her back to Cass’s car to follow up a real lead.

      “I know what you’re thinking.” Addie slanted him a glance. “You think it’s a bunch of hooey.”

      “Given I know people who raise the dead for a living, I have a much less rigid belief system than you’re crediting me.”

      He could have told her about Odette Lecomte, about how he had grown up around the famed seer, but then Addie would ask how he knew her. He would have to tell her about Grier to explain the connection, and he wasn’t ready for that. He might never be ready for that, but the day was coming on fast when he would have to confess all. She couldn’t very well live in Savannah, as his wife, and not hear about Grier.

      Goddess, what a mess he made of everything.

      “So you’re willing to believe in the divine message,” she mused. “Just not this particular messenger?”

      “Something like that.” He had heard enough of Odette’s prophecies to understand they weren’t straight lines. Mary Sue had given them more direct information than he ever got from Odette. “You trust her?”

      “Yep.” She patted his arm. “What she told us is pure gold.”

      One thing was bugging him about the Oracle’s accessibility. “Why didn’t you go to her at the start?”

      “How much do you think we get paid for bounties?” She laughed. “We can’t afford her to lead us around by the nose. She costs a small fortune. We’d go broke if we relied on her. The only time we use her is if kids are involved and we come up empty on our own.”

      “You were hunting bounties,” he said, thinking it over, “not a killer. The priority wasn’t there.”

      “That too,” she agreed. “They were reported to us as runners. That’s how we pursued them.” Her lips curved in the beginning of a smile that forced him to do a double take. “Now we know that all the steps the killer has taken up to this point lead to one target.”

      “That’s much vaguer than you seem to believe.”

      “Lucky for us, I happen to know an Elite sentinel with access to all of the case files. That’s got to cut down on the amount of time it takes us to identify the perp, the target, and locate Ari.”

      Mild amusement trickled in, and he couldn’t help but return her smile. “You’re using me.”

      “We’re using each other,” she reminded him, a bit somber. “Are you in?”

      Any small thing he could do to smudge the black marks on his soul was worth his time and effort to do. “What do you think?”

      The spark returned to her eyes, and she led him back to the car, where Cass waited for them.

      The vampire swept her gaze up and down Addie then relaxed to see she was in one piece. “Any news?”

      “Patel hit up the Oracle.” Addie rolled her eyes. “Mary Sue gave him what he paid for.”

      The killer was moving fast, his timeline accelerating beyond what he had done in Savannah or the other cities he hit on his way to this one. That hinted the Oracle might be onto something with her intel. He would have to pull the files on the other killings and share what the sentinels had pieced together so far.

      “Well?” Addie smiled up at him. “Are you still interested in a little interdepartmental cooperation?”

      His unit wasn’t the type to share information, or give it away for free, but lives mattered more to Boaz than procedure. If they had a chance to stop the killer here, then he would be a fool not to take it.

      “You don’t belong to a department.” A flicker of uncertainty crossed her features, and he felt like an ass for teasing her. “Come on.” He opened the door for her. “Let’s go find us a killer.”

      On their way back to the old Whitaker place, he texted Honey an update and a request that included her bringing the files on all the local cases with her when she came to meet up with them.

      Cass pulled in and found two unmarked cars sitting in the yard. “Are you sure this is wise?”

      “I can handle it,” Addie assured her. “I give a statement, and they go away, right?”

      “Not exactly.” He got out, and she followed him. “Honey brought the local files. I can pull up everything in the cleaner’s database on the other killings. We’re going to make this a joint effort to show the locals we’re willing to play nice.”

      There was that pesky we again.

      These were his coworkers, and Honey was his friend, but he hadn’t hesitated to pitch his lot in with Addie.

      “That won’t get you in trouble?” She raked her teeth over her bottom lip. “I don’t want to make this worse for you.”

      “Pritchard,” Honey called from across the yard. “This better be good.”

      Parker and Abernathy stood behind her, and Abernathy froze when he spotted Cass.

      “Jessica Honeywell.” He took Addie’s hand in his. “This is Adelaide Whitaker.”

      “You’re in my thoughts and prayers,” Honey told her. “I’ll light a candle for you.”

      “Nice to meet you.” Addie chuckled at the joke, but it was clear in her expression she hoped that was what it was—a joke. “Boaz was singing your praises just yesterday.”

      Honey’s eyes rounded. “Oh?”

      “He said you’re very good at what you do.” Addie pinned her smile in place. “He also said you dated.”

      “I don’t know that you’d call it dating.” Honey palmed her forehead. “I did not mean that to come out the way it sounded. I meant it wasn’t a relationship. It wasn’t going anywhere. It was just…what it was.”

      Addie appeared to consider that, then she angled her head toward him. “What?”

      “What?” Boaz echoed her, certain he sounded a fool. “What are we whating about?”

      “You’re sweating.” She reached up to drag her finger across his forehead. “Are you that worried what I think about you?”

      The answer was out of his mouth before his brain let him consider it. “Yes.”

      Honey whistled long and low, and her eyebrows climbed into her hairline and made a nest there.

      “You asked me to marry you. I said yes.” Addie searched his face. “You’re not getting rid of me that easy.”

      There was too much at stake, for both of them. Yet the warmth in her expression… He wasn’t worthy of it. That didn’t stop him from wishing he could be. He had done what he wanted with his life up to this point, all in pursuit of what felt good at the time. Now he had to man up and start taking others into consideration, putting them first. That started with Addie.

      “I’m glad,” he said, and he meant it. “I’m going to screw up more than you can imagine, but I’m in this.”

      The smile she flashed him was blinding, and the hope for more he read in her eyes made him want to hold up his end of the deal with both hands. No one had ever had that kind of instant effect on him. Addie was just that good. She made others, even hypochondriac vampires, want to be better.

      “I take back what I said about thoughts and prayers,” Honey murmured. “I want to sit at your feet and learn from the master how to reform bad boys. I can’t quit them, and I’m getting too old to deal with their shit. Either you help me, or I’m going to start shooting them when they act like a bag of dicks.”

      “Or you could forget boys,” Cass purred, “and let a bad girl show you how much better life can be without them.”

      “I appreciate the offer,” Honey said politely, “but I’m not down with playing blood donor.”

      Addie groaned, and Boaz realized Honey’s mistake. She hadn’t told Cass no. All she’d done was put a limitation on how far she was willing to go with her preconceived notions of vampire sex. Cass was quick to notice as well, and she sidled up to Honey with her eyes alight.

      “I swear I wouldn’t bite unless you begged me.” Cass ran her finger down Honey’s arm. “I’m a woman of my word.”

      With a gentle swat, she shooed off Cass’s advance. “I’ve never begged for anything in my life.”

      “There’s a first time for everything.” The vampire smiled. “I would love to be your first.”

      Addie heaved a sigh, crossed to Honey, and shackled Cass’s wrist. “Why can’t you act normal for five minutes?”

      “I refuse to be a slave to the hour hand of a watch. Why would I want to be aware of my life force ebbing away? My days are not infinite, Addie. I find the concept of time depressing.”

      “Drama llama.” Addie hauled her a safe distance away. “You’re all welcome to come in.” She yanked on Cass’s arm. “The vampire will keep her fangs, hands, and innuendos to herself.”

      Somehow, despite Addie’s best efforts, Boaz doubted it.
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      I gave my statement to Parker, who stared at me like I was a unicorn. Talk about awkward. I hadn’t tamed Boaz. I hadn’t won his undying love. I had entered into a business arrangement. A good ninety percent of Society marriages were a calculated negotiation between families. Love matches were myth unless you were rich enough to not require a blessing for your union.

      Abernathy, on the other hand, had settled into a sulk over Cass’s outrageous flirting with Honey. If Honey didn’t give her a hard no soon, she would wake up one day to a vampire watching her sleep.

      With a tray of ice teas in my hands, I joined the group in the dining room. The table sat twelve, so there was plenty of room for the team, their laptops, maps, and snacks.

      Boaz and Honey stood with their heads together, reading off the same piece of paper.

      A curl of unease in my gut caused me to pause on the threshold, but Boaz glanced up with a grin for me that went a long way toward urging me forward. Beside him, Honey noticed what held his attention and jogged over to me.

      “Let me help.” She took the tray. “You can forget the guys offering.” She rolled her eyes. “Sentinels are the worst. They forget our society is matriarchal, and therefore, I outrank them based on sex alone. Instead, they pretend their legs and arms are broken and expect me to wait on them hand and foot.”

      “Hey,” Parker chortled. “I brought sushi to the office last week.”

      “You set the bag on my desk and waited for me to plate everyone.” Honey threw an ice cube at his head. “How do you expect your mother to marry you off with manners like a human?”

      “Dang.” Abernathy winced. “That was cold.”

      “Brutal,” Boaz agreed. “But is she wrong?”

      Neither Parker nor Abernathy said a word.

      Once Honey passed out the tea, I moved to take a seat only to have Boaz gesture me over to him.

      “This is the first known case.” He pointed to a spot on the map. “Puyallup, Washington.” He slid his finger down. “We didn’t figure out we had a serial killer until these two deaths in Reno, Nevada.” He eased it right. “Then another in Springfield, Missouri.” He moved it over. “Three in Greenville, North Carolina.”

      “No.” Cass slapped her open palms on the table. “That can’t be right.”

      “The victims were killed in a variety of ways, but the prints match.” Boaz nudged a stack of papers over to her that she ignored. “The music left playing on their phones ties them together.”

      “What’s wrong?” I shot to her side. “Talk to me.”

      “He went from Greenville to Charleston to Portsmouth to Savannah and then here, didn’t he?”

      “Yeah.” Boaz glanced up from the map. “How did you know?”

      “That’s the last hundred years of my life.” She swallowed hard. “That’s the path I took that led me here.”

      Concern twisting my gut, I stroked her back. “Who would have followed you all this way?”

      “Sydney Delacorte.” A shudder rippled through her shoulders. “I thought he was dead.”

      The name was unfamiliar, and that troubled me. “Who is that?”

      “The man who had me resuscitated.” She wet her lips. “My first master.”

      The same master she had refused to talk about, even to me, her best friend.

      “Your master?” Parker scowled at her. “Why didn’t you mention this connection sooner?”

      “She didn’t know,” I defended her. “I told her Boaz was working the case here because they mirrored an ongoing investigation in Savannah. I found out later the killer had come down from Maine, but I didn’t tell Cass. Savannah is hours away. How could she have put together this had anything to do with her?”

      “Ari.” Pinkish tears formed at the corners of her eyes. “I should have suspected when they took Ari.”

      Of course, she skipped right to blaming herself instead of the person responsible.

      “You had no connections to the other victims,” I reminded her. “Other than them being vampires too.”

      A town this small, of course they all knew one another, but that didn’t make them buddies.

      “We need all the information you can give us,” Boaz said gently. “Starting with a description.”

      “Yeah.” She shook it off. “Of course.” She cloaked herself in aloofness. “I’ll tell you everything.”

      The details she relayed made it clear why he had been able to move around undetected.

      Brown hair. Brown eyes. Five foot six. No tattoos, no birthmarks, no freckles, no moles.

      The picture she painted of him was startlingly dull, but he had proven he excelled in one area.

      Too bad, according to her, he had also burnt to a crisp when she took her revenge.

      “I’ll call this in to Chambers.” Boaz pulled out his phone. “He can verify whether Delacorte is still around. There would be records of a fire that took out a master vampire. The Undead Coalition is a stickler about that kind of thing. They track their new masters closely to ensure they’re not growing their clans more quickly than they can control.”

      Abernathy, who had moved closer to offer her comfort, asked, “Why would he be after you?”

      “Like I said, he footed the bill.” Her hands flexed at her sides. “He thought that meant he owned me.”

      I got a bad feeling where this was headed, but Boaz beat me to asking the question, and I was grateful.

      “He had you resuscitated against your will,” Boaz surmised at the hitch in her voice.

      “Yes,” she murmured, a bare whisper. “He was a customer of mine. He thought I loved him, but it was the act, you know? A good whore knows how to keep them coming back, and I was one of the best.”

      “That’s all we need to know.” I tucked a lock of hair behind her ear. “You don’t have to dig deeper.”

      “I should have told you.” She shut her eyes. “He…beat me.” Her voice trembled. “He paid extra, so I didn’t get much say. The boss drew hard lines, she didn’t want me out of work, and he never crossed them. Until that night.” She drew in a long breath. “He went crazy, spouting all this nonsense about how we were going to be together forever. He was so riled up, he got carried away and almost killed me. There was blood everywhere. I begged for a physician, but he laughed and said it was all part of the plan.” She shook her head. “When I woke, I was a vampire, and he was my master.”

      “Cass.” I brought her into my arms, and she curled around me, sobbing. “I’m so sorry.”

      “One night I pumped a donor full of opium. Delacorte drained him and passed out.” Her fingers dug into me. “I evacuated the house, set it on fire, and it burned down around him.” She exhaled. “Or so I thought. Until tonight.”

      Parker rubbed his jaw. “Were there any witnesses?”

      “None.” Cass unwound from me. “We were a clan of two. It was always only him and me.”

      How awful that must have been, to be the sole focus of his possessive fervor.

      “Why would he wait so long to come after you?” Boaz tugged on his ear. “You said it’s been a century?”

      “Thereabouts.”

      “The killings started six months ago.” Abernathy drummed his fingers on the map. “That doesn’t line up for me.”

      “Did anything change for you six months ago, Cass?” Honey sipped her tea. “Any anniversaries? Things like that?”

      “No.” She let me help her into a chair. “Even if there was, why wait a century to act?”

      “Can you think of anyone else who might have wanted revenge for his death? Any common enemies? Anything at all to help us narrow things down?” Parker frowned. “We’re missing something here.”

      “I had a girlfriend, a real one, not a client, back when I was human.” She dropped her face into her hands. “She worked at the same brothel as me. When he found out, he went ballistic. He bought her one night and paid extra to take her home with him.” Her bottom lip trembled. “I begged Madame not to let her go, but she said if I couldn’t beat his price for the night, I had to allow it.”

      Most vampires spent a good bit of their lives accumulating wealth. I doubted this guy was any different. If Cass had bought her girlfriend for the night, it would have likely meant the difference in whether or not she ate that week. While he had a vampire’s resources to return until he bankrupted her.

      “The sheriff came by the next morning at dawn.” More pink tears fell. “They found her swinging from the limb of an oak that wrapped around another until they merged. It overlooked a lake.” She drew in a shuddering breath. “If it’s him, and if he’s got Ari, if he was drawn to her because of our past, then he might recreate the scene with her.”

      This might explain why he moved on Ari rather than Twyla’s parents. By that point, he must have known where to find Cass. What he wanted was to know how to hurt her. With our friendship secret, Twyla would have been right to name Ari as Cass’s last significant relationship, romantic or not.

      “The other victims weren’t staged that way,” Abernathy reminded them. “From what we can tell, he interrogated his victims and then killed them.” He paused. “He might be less sentimental than you think.”

      “What about the music?” Parker studied her. “Music was left playing at all the crime scenes.”

      “Serena loved to dance. She sang too, but it made cats yowl in the alley.” Cass’s eyes turned glassy. “The one thing she loved about living over a saloon was the music from downstairs drifting up to us all day and all night. She was always humming.”

      “He might be taunting you with it,” Boaz surmised. “He might still be using her to punish you.”

      And in doing so, he was wrecking Cass’s good memories by associating them with those brutal deaths.

      Scanning the table, I met the gaze of each person present. “Anyone got any better ideas?”

      No one offered up a better idea. Collectively, we had none. We were grasping at straws.

      “Haven Lake.” Cass wiped her eyes dry. “That’s my best guess.”

      “The Lovers are there,” I realized then explained to Boaz. “A pair of oak trees that grew together into an arch over the path that leads to the gazebo overlooking the lake.”

      “Then let’s go.” Boaz clapped his hands. “We’ll split into pairs and comb the area.”

      “I’ll call Demaryius,” Cass said quietly. “He would want to be there for this, and he can bring help.”

      A clan master searching for his mate and several of their peers familiar with her scent could only help.

      “All right.” Boaz nodded. “Let’s move out.”

      For Cass’s sake, I prayed we weren’t too late.
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      The park attached to the lake, where the Lovers resided, closed at sunset. There was an RV park about half a mile away, so the posted hours didn’t mean much. There was often traffic from the lake itself as well, so we would have to remain alert for humans.

      Parker and Abernathy split into a team, Boaz and Honey paired off, and that left me with Cass.

      Demaryius had yet to arrive, but he would be here soon. His clansmen ought to be on his heels, but we had no idea how much time we had left to locate Ari. If any. All Cass could say with any certainty was her girlfriend had been found at dawn.

      There had been no postmortem, not that I would have expected much from one way back in the day, so there was no telling when she had actually died. The point was moot since Cass and her girlfriend had been whores, and no one had cared if they lived or died. Only that the beds in the brothel were kept full and warm each night.

      “I’m still the same me,” Cass said softly. “What I said back there doesn’t change anything.”

      The worry I would view her as a victim, as weak, stunned me. She was a survivor, and I was proud of her.

      “I want to kill him with my bare hands for what he did to you.”

      The tension smoothed from her shoulders. “Thanks.”

      “Don’t thank me. He should have been staked and left out for the sun a long time ago.”

      “All those people died…” she shook her head, “…so he could get me back.”

      “Those deaths aren’t on you.” I took her hand. “None of this is your fault.”

      “He killed them to get to me.”

      “Cass.” I pulled her to a stop and got in front of her. “This? It’s not you. You don’t hide. You don’t scare. You don’t back down.” I jerked on her arm. “You’re a fighter. You taught me everything I know. You’re the most fearless woman I’ve ever met.” I frowned. “Don’t let him put you back in that box. Don’t let him diminish you again. Don’t give him what he wants.”

      “You’re right.” She drew in a shuddering breath. “It’s…a lot to process.”

      “You can break down later.” I smiled. “We’ll have a Keanu marathon. We can do it up big, make a whole weekend out of it. Just you and me.” I let her go. “But we have to get through this first.”

      “Okay.” She nodded. “Yeah.”

      The defiant spark that made her my Cass ignited in her expression, and she regained her swagger. It wasn’t real, but it was a good fake. Only someone who knew her as well as I did could see beneath the mask.

      “We’ll hit the Lovers first.” Her tone came out cool and confident. “I doubt he’s staging things yet, but he must have scoped out the area. I might pick up his scent if he’s been there already tonight.”

      “Good plan.” I stepped aside and let her lead. “Listen to your gut, and we’ll catch him.”

      Until we had a better plan, we had to move forward based on the assumption Delacorte was the killer.

      “This time,” she said, her voice regaining its strength, “I’m going to watch the light go out of his eyes.”

      “I’ll film it if you want, so you can watch the instant replay every night before bed and sleep secure in the knowledge you’re free, and he’s dead.”

      “You’re too good to me.” She flashed a fangy smile over her shoulder. “We’re almost there.”

      “How do you know your way around this park so well?”

      “You’d be amazed how many guys think this place is romantic.” She shrugged. “If this lake could talk…”

      The return to normal was a comfort while we were in the field, but after? I would hold her while she cried, screamed, whatever it took to get her to purge the hurt, the guilt, the loneliness of keeping such painful history to herself.
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      “I like her.”

      “Good.” Boaz angled his head toward Honey. “I do too.”

      “I got that about the time she announced you proposed to her.”

      The reality wasn’t as romantic as Honey wanted it to be, but there was a spark between him and Addie, and Boaz understood enough to know he had to protect it at all costs and nurture it if he wanted it to grow.

      He had never tried to make a woman fall in love with him. It just happened. No matter how he warned his lovers against it. This time with Honey had given him a refresher course on all his favorite tricks, and he was determined not to use them with Addie.

      “You hear that?” Boaz lowered his voice and slowed his steps. “We’ve got movement up ahead.”

      “You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to,” she began then fell silent. “Oh. Yeah. I do hear it.”

      They locked down the chatter and stuck close to each other, moving through the brush to keep out of sight from anyone walking the paths. Together they swept the area, closing in on the sound, and they came to a stop in front of the gazebo.

      No one was there.

      A cheap burner phone sat on the railing, playing a haunting song, the refrain one that chilled his blood.

      You’ll get what’s coming, coming, coming to you.

      Honey jerked her chin toward the phone, but his gut was twisting with a warning.

      The noise had lured them out into the open. They were exposed. Anyone could see them now.

      “No.” He caught her arm. “It’s a—”

      Impact drove Boaz to the dirt, and his skull cracked against the edge of the lowest gazebo step. Blood ran down into his eye, and he blinked it away to find a female leaning over Honey. He could tell by the tingle dancing over his skin that she was a vampire.

      “Freeze.” He drew his gun. “UV bullets won’t kill you, but they’ll hurt like a mother.”

      The vampire hissed then sprinted into the woods.

      “Honey?” He shoved to his feet and crossed to her. “You okay?”

      “My…head…”

      Eyes on the forest, alert for movement, Boaz gently slid his fingers behind her neck and worked his way up until he reached the back of her skull. His fingers came away wet and slick. Head wounds bled like crazy, but vampire strength could make even a shove lethal. He felt beneath her head, thankful for the improved night vision that made it easier to see.

      “You hit a rock.” Boaz gathered her hands in one of his to keep her from reaching up to touch the wound in a daze. “I’m going to call this in and get you some help.”

      The flash of blue and red emergency lights would scare off the killer, but Honey needed treatment now.

      “That won’t be necessary,” a crisp voice informed him. “I’m Demaryius Willis.” He snapped his fingers. “This is Jack and Arlo. Arlo is healer. He can patch up your friend. Jack will stand watch to ensure no more harm comes to her.”

      “I still need to touch base with command. The vampire who attacked us might be the killer.”

      “I’ve already dispatched two of my people to track them down. That ought to suffice, for now.”

      Demaryius must be afraid of spooking the killer worse. With his help, Boaz would let it ride.

      As the clan master himself said—for now.

      “Thanks.” Boaz reached for his phone. “You understand I’ll have to check your credentials.”

      Scanning the area, Demaryius lifted his head to breathe in. “Of course.”

      Boaz dialed Addie, who handed the phone to Cass, who asked to speak with Demaryius. With his hearing, Demaryius had been expecting the handoff and accepted. They spoke briefly, he handed the phone back, and Boaz got his confirmation.

      “Honey will be safe with them,” Addie promised him. “Demaryius will do anything to get Ari back.”

      He didn’t know Cass well enough to trust her word, but he believed Addie.

      “All right.” He checked with Honey, who gave her blessing for him to go. “Send me your coordinates, and I’ll meet up with you and Cass.”

      “Or perhaps,” Demaryius offered, “you would prefer to partner with me.”

      “Sure,” Boaz drawled, aware this was politics. “Scratch that, Addie. I’ll partner with Demaryius.”

      “Be careful out there,” she said softly. “You promised me funnel cakes at our wedding, and I expect you to pay up.”

      “You too.” The flash of grief he expected came, but it was dulled by the woman on the other end of the phone. “It’s down to you to educate me on how they’re any different from elephant ears. They’re both doughy, both fried, both served coated in powdered sugar. I expect answers.”

      Her snort of laughter rang in his ears as he ended the call and met Demaryius’s stare.

      “You understand what I’ve lost,” he observed. “I will do anything to get her back.”

      Boaz was no stranger to grief, to loss, but he hadn’t experienced what Demaryius had with Ari. The vampire read him well, but not well enough. He misunderstood the affection Boaz had for Addie. It was a separate entity from the grief over his betrayal of Grier. They coexisted, overlapped, but they weren’t the same.

      Though it was the height of rudeness to treat vampires like tracking hounds, they had excellent noses, and Boaz was going to use every resource available to him. “Can you scent the vampire who attacked us?”

      “I can,” he said at length, shoving aside his dislike of the question. “It’s no one I’ve met before.”

      The killer wasn’t local, so Boaz hadn’t expected Demaryius to be able to ID them. His hopes lay elsewhere. “Can you track them?”

      The request pushed the limits of Demaryius’s patience, evidenced by the muscle tic in his cheek, but he cared more for his mate than any perceived rudeness. “Yes.”

      The two stared at one another before Demaryius heaved a sigh and set out on a path running perpendicular to the main trail. Two other vampires followed at a discreet distance, and their nostrils twitched as they pulled in scents too.

      A text prompted Boaz to reach for his phone, and he spat a curse. “Whoever we’re tracking, it’s not Delacorte.”

      “What do you mean?” Demaryius continued to lead, his pace quickening. “I thought he had been positively identified.”

      “We made the assumption it was him, based on the belief Cass was the one being targeted.” Boaz shot Chambers a message to dig into any known associates. “Cleaners out in California verified he died in a fire a little over a century ago.”

      “Are you wasting my time?” He whipped around, hands balling at his sides. “My mate has only hours.”

      “We acted in good faith on the information we discovered.” Boaz texted a warning to the others, which was hard as hell to do while also keeping an eye on Demaryius. “The fact remains a strange vampire attacked my partner and me in the park, where Cass expected to find your mate.”

      “Vampires pass through small towns all the time on their way to bigger ones. The poor or exiled have been known to live in forests like animals and prey on hikers or campers. Who’s to say that’s not who we’re tracking?”

      “This is the best lead we’ve got,” Boaz said softly. “I know that’s not what you want to hear, but it’s the truth. I’m sorry. I wish I had more, but I don’t.”

      Demaryius hissed under his breath, the words foreign and sharp as his teeth. He marched off in the direction of the road, his guards on his heels. Boaz let his head fall back on his shoulders. He could track the vampire the old-fashioned way, but Demaryius could have done the job twice as fast.

      “Pritchard.”

      Boaz turned at the sound of his name. “Yeah?”

      “I can smell her.” Demaryius scanned the woods ahead of him. “Ari was here.”
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      We searched until an hour before dawn, but we turned up no evidence Ari had been taken to the lake. Demaryius thought he picked up her scent, but it disappeared between two trees. As if she had never been. His clansmen were quick to throw their weight behind his claims, but neither appeared certain.

      I worried it was his imagination, that his senses were playing tricks on him. Desperation worked like that. I knew from experience. So many times, I had wished Hadley well. On every falling star, every penny in a fountain, every four-leaf clover. None of it had saved her, and I had only grown more desperate as the clock ticked down on her life.

      Honey had been treated and evacuated, but Demaryius’s people showed up in numbers.

      With sunrise an hour away, we called the teams to meet by the Lovers.

      “She was here.” Demaryius leaned into a friend’s embrace. “I swear it, Jack.”

      “I believe you.” The man stroked his hair. “We’ll find her.” He exchanged worried glances with the two women closest to him. “I swear it.” He guided him away. “The children are worried about their mother. We should go home now, let their father comfort them.”

      “None of this makes sense.” Cass hung back, on the off-chance Demaryius’s guilt made her its target. “I thought I had my head wrapped around this, but I don’t.” She lowered her chin. “He’s really dead?”

      “Delacorte is nothing but ash.” I showed her the report on my phone. “However guilty he was in life, he’s innocent of this.”

      “I told myself he was dead.” Her expression remained pinched. “Now it’s like he’s been resurrected, and I can’t lay him to rest again.”

      “You’ve had a crazy eight hours.” I rubbed her shoulders. “You’ll get through this, promise.”

      “Yeah.” She forced a smile. “What doesn’t kill us makes us stronger, right?”

      “I’ve never liked that quote. It’s too suck it up, buttercup for me.”

      “Hmm.” She thought about it. “You’re right. What doesn’t kill us usually just tries to kill us again.”

      “Ready to go home?” I noticed Boaz waving off Parker and Abernathy. “We can regroup, try again tomorrow.”

      “There is no tomorrow,” she said softly. “No one he—or she—has taken has survived longer than twenty-four hours.”

      There was no comfort to offer, so I took her hand and led her to Boaz, who nodded to us.

      We set out for Cass’s car, and Boaz called in fresh sentinels to comb the woods and the lake.

      It was all we could do, and it wasn’t enough.

      

      I didn’t know what to say to Cass when we pulled into my driveway. I offered to let her sleep over in Hadley’s room, but she passed. She wanted time alone to process all she had learned, and without her saying it, I knew she wanted privacy to grieve for her friend.

      I watched her car until she cut the corner onto the main road. “I thought we had it.”

      “I did too.” Boaz walked up beside me and slung his arm around my shoulder. “We all did.”

      The weight of his arm was pleasant, and a companiable touch was welcome. “How’s Honey?”

      “She’s claims she’s at one hundred percent, so I figure that means ninety-five or so. She’ll be fine come tomorrow.”

      “I’m glad.” I leaned my head on his shoulder to see how it felt. Nice. It felt…nice. “I’m relieved neither of you were hurt worse.”

      “I don’t get it.” He rested his cheek against my hair, proving himself an expert at offering comfort. “The sentinels in the area keep tabs on vagrants, for the safety of the human population. According to Parker, this area has never had a problem. They get through traffic, sure, but those vampires stay in hotels and make no effort to hide themselves.”

      That was the smart approach, to make yourself seen by the local sentinels and the local vampires, in a way that made it clear you were in town for a day and would be gone the following night.

      “Ready to go in?”

      I noticed I was staring after Cass, even though she was long gone. “I’m worried about her.”

      “She doesn’t live too far from here.” He winced, and I felt it. “Not that I sneaked around her property when I—very briefly—considered she might be the killer or anything.”

      “Of course you didn’t,” I said dryly. “What are you saying?”

      “That if you’d feel better doing a drive-by, or tucking her in, or whatever else, I’m game.”

      “You must be exhausted.” I gave him a quick hug in thanks before I chickened out. “You don’t have to come too.”

      “I’m not letting you out of my sight until we resolve this situation.” He released me. “We don’t know who we’re dealing with, but there’s a link to Cass. There must be. You’re her friend, and her partner. That might make you a target.”

      “I’m not a vampire.”

      “Neither was Twyla Thorne.”

      “I’m not arguing with you.” I couldn’t help a warm at his earnest concern. “I don’t mind the company.”

      “Then let’s go.” A slow smile crept across his features. “Have you ever ridden on a motorcycle?”

      “Um…”

      “You’re going to love it.” He took my hand and dragged me toward his bike. “Her name is Willie.”

      The boyish glint in his eye connected the dots for me. “You’re pulling my leg.”

      Removing a second helmet from his saddlebags, he strapped it on me. He pulled a leather jacket out too and forced my arms through it then zipped it up to my chin.

      “I don’t know about this.” I couldn’t see my hands, the sleeves hung so far past my fingertips. “Is it safe?”

      “You hunt rogue vampires and goddess only knows what else for a living.” He cocked an eyebrow at me. “Are you serious right now?”

      Rolling my eyes, I watched him helmet up and swing a long leg over the bike. He patted the seat behind him, and I had seen enough movies to get the idea. I climbed on and let him place my arms where he wanted them around his waist. I linked my fingers and buried my face in his back.

      “Ready?” He covered my hands with his. “Hey, no pressure. We can take your car if you’d rather.”

      “How can I say I don’t like it if I don’t try it?” I screwed my eyes shut tight. “I’m willing to extend you this much faith.” I clenched my thighs. “However, if you wreck, and I die, I will come back and haunt you.”

      “I would expect nothing less,” he said, a smile rich in his voice. “Hold on tight, and let me know if you want to stop. I don’t care if I have to walk Willie back to the house, I’ll do it.”

      “Thanks.” I sucked in a deep breath. “Let’s do this.”

      Relationships were about give-and-take, right? No one who didn’t love bikes spent the kind of money on one that Willie must have cost. The thing was huge, and it was spotless, and it was all decked out with accessories made by the manufacturer. The logo was everywhere. I didn’t have to love bikes, or riding them, for this thing to work between Boaz and me, but I was determined to make an effort rather than dismissing what frightened me out of hand.

      After all, if I did that, I would run screaming from the altar. Marriage was scary as heck.

      The bike roared to life, and my eyes popped open wide. Boaz glanced back one last time to check on me. I wasn’t willing to let go of him, so I smiled and hoped he understood I was set. He must have, since he pattered slowly down the drive, allowing me get a feel for it.

      “This isn’t so terrifying,” I yelled to him. “I like the wind in my hair.”

      Thankfully, now that we were moving, he kept his eyes on the road. “Ready to go faster?”

      “Yes?”

      The wind increased, and I squished myself tighter against him, hiding behind his back. The vibration under me jarred my teeth…and other places…but it wasn’t a bad feeling. Just an awkward one.

      “Doing okay back there?” Boaz slowed for a car to pass us. “We’re almost at the speed limit.”

      “We’re not even going fifty-five yet?” I gaped at his spine. “It feels like we’re flying.”

      Boaz’s laughter carried back to me, and an answering smile twitched on my lips.

      Despite the somber night, I was having fun. It shocked me to realize one day I might want my own Willie. Just with a classier name. I still couldn’t believe he named his bike Willie. Talk about overcompensating.

      “Almost there,” he called, though I knew this road better than he ever would from traveling back and forth between my place and Cass’s. “Hold on a little longer.”

      “Hey.” I sniffed the air. “Do you smell that?”

      “Goddessdammit. I have to call this in.”

      “What’s wrong?” I couldn’t see over him, he was too tall, and I wasn’t brave enough to lean out and peek. “What do you…?”

      Gently as he could, he took Cass’s gravel driveway, but we were close now. I could see the flames licking the night sky, smell the burning forest, and tell my highly flammable friend was in grave danger. This close to sunrise, Cass was screwed. Her bedroom was downstairs, in the basement, but she couldn’t retreat there without trapping herself. She couldn’t run either. The sun would be up in a half hour, maybe less, and she had no shelter in the woods.

      “Stop.” I released the fist I’d made in the back of his shirt. “Stop the bike.”

      The second the motor quit, I was shucking the protective gear and then running for the house.

      “Cass,” I screamed. “Cassandra.”

      The door was engulfed in flames. I didn’t have to kick it down. It fell. The first-floor interior was a raging inferno.

      “You can’t go in there.” Boaz caught me around the waist. “You can’t reach her.”

      Flailing against him, I kicked and hit him and bit when he got too close to my face. “Turn me loose.”

      “I’m not going to let you kill yourself. Cass wouldn’t want that.”

      “Cass can’t want anything if she’s dead.”

      “Addie…” He turned me in his arms. “It’s too late.”

      “No.” I stomped his instep and then screamed in his face when his grip loosened. “It’s not.”

      “Wait—” He kept reeling me back in. “Do you hear that?”

      I heard nothing over the pounding of my heart.

      He seemed to understand that and clarified, “Music.”

      “Music.” I whirled from the house toward the woods. “Like the others.”

      Before he could stop me, I bolted into the trees, sprinting hard, desperate to find Cass.

      

      Boaz had a killer headache from the gazebo incident, and he was sore from all the hits Addie landed, but he could have run a triathlon the second he lost his grip on her and she fled into the woods. He ran after her, crashing through the leaves and debris, no stealth whatsoever, but in that moment, he didn’t care about how much noise he made. He cared about Addie.

      The killer might be in the woods, but he didn’t slow. Addie would give away their location long before him, and it chilled his blood to think what the killer might do if they got their hands on her while Cass was still breathing.

      Only the secretive nature of their friendship had spared Addie. He believed that in his bones. The killer would have circled around to her, given time. No one could convince him otherwise. And here she was, throwing herself at them.

      With every ounce of strength left in him, Boaz poured on speed until he caught her. He slammed into her, and they tumbled to the ground. He only half absorbed the impact, and she cried out from the shock. He would have clamped a hand over her mouth if he wasn’t certain she would bite him.

      “Addie, you’ve got to calm down.” He struggled to restrain her. “Think.”

      “Cass might be out there.”

      “And she might be alive.” He hated to be the bad guy, but she left him no choice. “The killer might finish her off if they hear us coming.”

      The fight drained out of her, and tears poured down her face. “Oh, goddess.”

      “Shhh.” He released her slowly, unsure if this was a trick or if he had gotten through to her. “It’s okay.”

      “It’s not okay.” Twin tracks glistened on her cheeks. “She’s my best friend.”

      “I know.” He hit his knees then helped her sit on the forest floor. “Let’s go find her.”

      Backup was on the way, but they would arrive too late to help Cass, and Addie knew it.

      Nodding, she rose to her feet then helped him stand. “All right.”

      Worried she might bolt, he took her hand and laced their fingers. “Come on.”

      Her legs didn’t work right the first step or so, but he kept tugging her along until she remembered how to walk. The farther they traveled, the quieter she became until he worried she might never speak again.

      Away from the fire, the music pounded, making it easier for them to track its source.

      They came into a pecan grove filled with broken limbs on every tree and ratty leaves in dull colors.

      “I didn’t know this was back here.”

      Boaz jolted at hearing Addie’s voice after so long. “Are we still on Cass’s property?”

      “She owns the entire hill.”

      Her return to quiet made it clear small talk was over, but at least the spark was back in her eyes when they came across yet another phone resting on the stump of a tree cut down long enough to turn mushy with rot. This one, he could tell, belonged to Cass.

      “You must be my replacement,” a feminine voice called. “She’s always had a thing for blondes.”

      Boaz’s fingers spasmed around Addie’s, and he tightened his grip on her. “Who are you?”

      “Not Delacorte, if that’s what you were thinking.” Her laughter was high and light. “I’m Serena.”

      Addie’s fingers went limp in his. “Cass said you died.”

      “I did.” The speaker made no move to reveal herself. “And then I was brought back. Resuscitated. The sheriff was in Delacorte’s pocket. He set the whole thing up to keep Delacorte’s hands clean.” Her voice trembled. “Delacorte meant to give me to Cass as a gift, or a bribe, I don’t know. It mattered to him that she accepted his offer of eternity, that she wanted it, but she kept refusing him.”

      That explained why they got it wrong. Serena knew Cass well enough to guess where she would go looking for her, at the Lovers, and Serena had laid a false trail to give her time to arrange one last tableau. She had gone as far as to plant Ari’s scent there, perhaps using a piece of clothing, and attacked him and Honey to further make it appear as though her plans had been thwarted when they had been stumbling deeper into her trap with every step.

      Hand to her throat, Addie said, “I’m sorry for—”

      “I don’t want your pity. I want revenge.” A short woman wearing jeans and a flannel shirt stepped from behind a cluster of trunks. Her blonde hair was worn high in a tail, and her brown eyes were warm. “Lovers always say they’ll die for one another, but it’s only words. Not for us.”

      Careful to keep Addie a step behind him, he engaged the vampire to get her focus off Addie. “Why punish Cass when you’ve admitted she’s just as much a victim as you?”

      “He enjoyed what he did to me so much, he did it to her too. He was tired of waiting. He beat her half to death, really got his jollies, and then got the sheriff to call in the same necromancer to make it all go away,” Serena said. “That left him no use for me. He should have killed me true dead or set me free. He could have sold me into an immortal brothel, and I would have thanked him, but no. He kept me.”

      Slowly, he crept forward, doing his best to scan the area for signs of Cass while inching closer to Serena. “Why?”

      She had come here to talk, and he was giving her the platform she craved with a live audience.

      But the sky was lightening, pinks and purples on its edges, and he had to move this along.

      “He planned to use me to leash her, I think.” She tugged on her ponytail. “I’m pretty sure that was the plan.” Her gaze twitched to her left, to him, drawn by his movement. “But he never got the chance.”

      “Cass killed him,” Addie said, making herself the focus while he crept forward, eyes alert.

      “She did, but you know what? He didn’t register his precious angel with the Undead Coalition. He was too paranoid. Me? He registered me right away. I was the only member of his clan listed on his records. When he was killed, the UC knocked on my door, not hers.”

      “They blamed you for his death,” Addie realized. “They punished you for it.”

      “They found me locked in the basement of his manor. It was obvious I had never been allowed out. I was filthy and half starved. I barely knew how to feed. They didn’t care. About any of that. They only cared they had someone to pin his murder on.” Her gaze zinged to Boaz. “Sentinels, the lapdogs of the Society.”

      An odd sort of coil surrounded a tree in the distance, the color right to be vines, but the thickness… Boaz needed to get closer to tell for sure, but he thought maybe it was their break.

      Addie stepped forward to steal her attention back. “What did they do to you?”

      “For one hundred years, they kept me in a room with only a bed and sink. I was given books to read, which was a mercy. It kept me sane and current on the world.” She quit twirling her hair. “Do you know what kept me going every second of every minute of every hour of every day?”

      “Revenge,” Boaz supplied, having moved too far to escape her notice much longer.

      “No.” A frown knit her brow. “Love.”

      “Love?” Addie echoed, her voice gone soft. “I don’t understand.”

      “Then you’ve never been in love.”

      Boaz couldn’t believe his ears. “You tracked Cass across the country so that you could be together?”

      “In the sweet hereafter,” she agreed. “This isn’t what she wanted. It’s not what I wanted either. Why should we continue to exist like this? I came for her, to end it. Then we can be together, as we were meant to be, not as we are.”

      He realized then that, despite her outer calmness and rational conversation, Serena was out of her ever-loving mind.
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      I had worked with Cass often enough to understand Boaz was letting me draw Serena’s focus while he attempted to get close enough to take her out. It was nice, that he trusted me to do the job and didn’t coddle me, but I wished I could fist the back of his collar and drag him back to safety.

      “Cass has adjusted to her new life.” I noticed the warmth on the horizon and took a step forward. “You will too.”

      “I don’t want to adjust.” She eased toward me. “I want this to end.”

      From the corner of my eye, I watched Boaz moving in at an angle. “What if Cass doesn’t?”

      “You think because you love her that you can speak for her?” Serena scoffed. “We were lovers when we were both mortal, when we both had hearts and souls and dreams. She’s a shell. That’s all. She doesn’t care about you. She’s as vacant as I am.”

      Had Serena spent any time around Cass, she would have realized fast that Cass was anything but vacant. She was vibrant and alive in a way that few people, and no vampires I had ever met, were. Maybe it was a reflection of her holding on to her humanity, refusing to let go of the parts of her Delacorte stole when he had her turned against her will, or maybe it was simply her.

      “Where is she?” We were out of time for games. “Where is Cass?”

      “She’ll be at peace soon.” Serena removed a wooden stake from her belt. “I’ll be waiting for her.”

      “No.” I lurched forward.

      Too late.

      I was too late.

      Serena stabbed herself through the heart.

      “Where is she?” I screamed, running to her, grabbing her shoulders. “Where is she?”

      With a tired smile, Serena began to disintegrate before my eyes, until I was holding ash in my hands.

      “Leave her.” Boaz pointed through the trees. “See that? Might be nothing but—”

      I didn’t wait for him to finish. I couldn’t bear to stand still a moment longer. I sprinted in the direction he indicated, toward odd vines wrapping a tree.

      No.

      Not vines.

      Ropes.

      Unsheathing the knife at my hip, I ran full out, eyes on the coming sunrise. “Cass?”

      A faint voice murmured on the other side of the tree. “Addie?”

      Tears blurred my vision as I reached her and began to hack at the ropes that bound her to a small rise overlooking a gorge. The tree stood about a foot from the crumbling edge, offering her no shelter as the shadows baked off into nothing.

      “Hold on,” I chanted over and over. “I got you.”

      Once she was free, she slid down onto her knees, too weak to move. Her skin was already pinkening.

      Kneeling beside her, I gathered her into my arms. “What did she do to you?”

      “Stake,” she panted. “Gut.”

      Cass must have fought back too hard for Serena to restrain her without inflicting mortal damage. Immortal damage, more like, since she had given her enough wounds to bleed her dry. Cass could heal, if we got her to shelter, but not without help.

      “You’re going to have to drink from me.” I angled my head to make it easier. “You’ll have to do it fast.”

      “No,” she murmured. “I promised you I would never do that.”

      “Extenuating circumstances, Cass.” I cupped the back of her skull and guided her down. “It’s okay. Promise.”

      The flash of pain I expected never appeared, but the scent of blood overwhelmed my senses. “What…?”

      Boaz had stuck his wrist in front of Cass, and she had been too hungry to resist.

      Avoiding their intimate moment, I averted my gaze from where their skin met and sought his gaze. “Where do we take her?”

      “It’s too late.” His voice came out tight. “We’ll have to bury her.”

      “Bury her?” I clutched at Cass. “Will she be okay if we do that?”

      “She’ll be safe from the sun, and she doesn’t have to breathe. She’s not technically alive, remember?”

      He allowed her to feed precious seconds longer then forced her to let him go with a pressure technique he applied on her jaw. Blood still dripped down his wrist when he jogged deeper into the shadows and drew a sigil on the dirt, using the crimson as ink.

      While I cradled Cass, I attempted to get a better idea of what he was doing, but he was too sheltered for me to see. “Ready?”

      “Ready.” He got to his feet, wavering. “I’ll help.” He swallowed a few times. “Just give me a second.”

      “Took…too much.” Cass wedged her feet under her and staggered toward him with my assistance. “Didn’t mean…”

      “It’s not your fault.” He gave up and sat down before he fell down. “I don’t have much magic. Using it drained me, not you.”

      When we got near enough, I could see he had created a perfect grave. The hole in the ground had precise square corners, and it must have measured eight feet by three feet. It was flawless, and, I say this as a necromancer, creepy as heck he could do that on a whim.

      “Give me your hands.” I seized her wrists. “I’ll lower you down.”

      Cass mumbled, fighting me, and tipped backward. She fell onto her back in the hole with an undignified, “Oomph.”

      “I’ll be right here until dusk,” I promised her. “Don’t breathe and don’t struggle.”

      Curling onto her side, Cass shut her eyes and fell into the deep sleep only achieved by vampires.

      “We’ll have to fill in the hole.” Boaz groaned as he reached for the mound to haul handfuls of dirt into the hole. “I was only half telling the truth when I blamed magic.”

      That he didn’t want to burden Cass’s conscience, even at a time like this, endeared him to me.

      Together, we buried my friend in a grave.

      Weirdest couples’ activity ever.
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      The sentinels found Ari in the basement of Cass’s house. She was as close to true dead as it got, but she hadn’t given up on her second chance at life yet. The reason for the delay in the sentinels locating us was the rescue op they organized on the house. They thought, and rightly so, that I would have bulled in to find Cass. They expected to discover Boaz’s and my charred remains. Instead, they located Ari in the nick of time.

      Abernathy told us all about it when he brought Boaz and me sleeping bags for the day. I had made a promise not to leave Cass, and I meant it. Boaz meant his vow too, and he refused to leave me. Honey brought us fast food that tasted better than the signature dish at any three-starred Michelin restaurant in my current state, and we passed out in the shade of the trees.

      “Will your magic trick work with Cass in the grave?”

      Sitting shoulder to shoulder with Boaz, we watched the moonrise together.

      “I’m not sure.” He scratched his jaw. “I’ve never done it with a live person. There was never a reason.”

      “How did you learn to dig insta-graves?” I stared up at him. “That’s a very specific magic.”

      “You know I’m an Elite, but before I was a sentinel, I was in the army.” He gazed across the gorge. “War is ugly. The winners and losers all look the same when they’re dead.” He frowned. “I got a High Society friend to teach me the sigil so my unit could bury enemies and friendlies alike. It wasn’t much, but it was the least we could do.”

      “I’m sorry.” I touched his arm. “That couldn’t have been easy.”

      “Life never is,” he breathed. “The gravedigger is the only sigil that works for me every time.”

      From his story, he’d had cause to use it until he must have perfected it, even with his weakened magic.

      “Can you do any other magic?” High Society necromancers had all the good tricks. “Or is that classified?”

      A snort ripped out of him, which made me feel good for brightening his mood. “I learned three total. The other two almost never work. I don’t have enough juice for them unless I’m desperate.”

      “What are they, if you don’t mind sharing?”

      “I can start a fire that takes ten times as long with magic as it does to strike a flint, and I can sanitize water with magic in three hours, as opposed to the fifteen minutes it takes it boil it.” A smile tugged at his lips. “The guys mock me about it, but hey. I can do more than most. I’m not going to knock it.” The corners of his eyes twinkled. “I’m also never traveling without a lighter or water purification tablets.”

      A smidge of envy had me agreeing with him. I wished I could do even one trick. One small thing.

      “It’s time.” He threw off his sleeping bag. “Be ready to help me restrain her if she’s got the munchies.”

      “Okay.” I tossed my bag aside and scooted close to him. “I’m ready.”

      With a grimace, Boaz slid a knife across his palm then used the blood to ink the sigil on the dirt.

      This time, I got a front row seat when the dirt simply vanished from in front of us and appeared in a pile beside us. I was so distracted, it took me a second to notice the problem.

      “She’s not in there.” I leaned over the edge. “Cass? Can you hear me?”

      The mound of dirt beside us shifted, and Cass’s neon-yellow hair poked through the dirt.

      “Never,” she spat. “I am never letting you bury me again. I would rather die.” She paused. “Again.”

      Rushing over, I helped dig her out and then tackled her with a hug. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

      “Okay would require fewer worms and beetles.” She got to her feet. “What did I miss?”

      Unsure how much Serena had told her, I explained the whole sordid mess while she gazed up at the moon. Much of it, she must have already known, based on her lack of response. Or maybe she was numb from shock.

      “I had no idea,” she said at last. “I thought she was dead. I mourned her. I killed him for her.”

      And Serena had been punished for it, which only added to Cass’s burden of guilt.

      “I’m sorry.” I touched her shoulder. “For all of it.”

      “None of it’s your fault.” She wiped pink tears from her cheeks. “I can’t believe she was out there, this whole time, and I didn’t know. I could have saved her. We could have been…”

      Delacorte had stolen that time from them, twisted Serena until she was a hull of her former self, until all she wanted was to make the pain, the loneliness, the memories…stop.

      “You couldn’t save her, Cass.” I hoped she believed that. “It was too late when she started hunting you.”

      “We’ll never know, will we?” She ruffled her hair, shaking loose dirt. “I think I’m going to go home for a few weeks.”

      Home meant back to her clan, to Javier, where she could heal among her own kind in safety and privacy.

      I won’t lie. It hurt. I would rather she asked to come home with me. I would have let her use Hadley’s room until she climbed out from under this cloud. But maybe that was me, forgetting she was a vampire at the core. A calm, sterile environment with minimal emotion might be the best environment in which to heal. I had to trust her to know herself, what she needed now.

      “Okay.” I cleared the lump from my throat. “Bring your phone?” I handed it to her, since Serena had taken it. “In case you need me?”

      Cass came to me, folded herself against me, and buried her face in my neck. “I’ll always need you.”

      Touched by her affection, I didn’t notice at first that she was licking me. My carotid, actually. “Cass…”

      “You told me to bite you.”

      “That was last night. When you were dying. You’re fine now.”

      “You’re not fun.”

      “So I hear.” I shoved her back a safe distance. “Do you need a ride?”

      “I’ll call Javi.” She rubbed her thumb over her phone. “He’s always fussing I don’t come home enough.”

      “You’ll stay with me while you find a new place to live.” I made it an order. “I’ve got plenty of room.”

      “Yes, Mom.” She cracked a smile then faced Boaz. “Take care of her, or I will rip out your throat.”

      “Keep your lips to yourself,” he said, returning her threat, “or I’ll tear them off and feed them to you.”

      “No one is ripping anyone’s throat out or lips off.” I waded in between them. “Y’all need to behave.”

      Both of them squinted at the other, clearly waiting to see who would fall in line first.

      When neither broke, I tried for diplomacy and expediency. “Do you want us to walk you to the road?”

      “No.” Her gaze slid past me, and I wondered if she was searching for a pile of ash scattered across the leaves in the distance. If so, she wouldn’t find Serena. The cleaners had already collected her remains, though Cass could claim them, and the bounty, later. If she wanted. I wouldn’t pressure her either way. “I think I’ll stay here for a few more minutes.”

      “All right.”

      I startled when Boaz wrapped an arm around my shoulders, but I appreciated him guiding me away. I might not have left otherwise, and that was wrong. Cass deserved a moment alone to say her goodbye.

      We returned to Willie, who was right where he’d left her, but the view of the charred remains of Cass’s home left a cold weight in my stomach that only grew colder when a blue pickup turned into the drive.

      The window slid down to reveal Patel, who took in the destruction and then us.

      “You cost me money.” He spat on the dirt. “I came all the way down here to collect on this killer that had all the clan masters clutching their pearls, and you beat me to them.”

      “Sorry, man.” Boaz shrugged. “Them’s the breaks.”

      “Yeah.” He grunted. “Guess so.” A feral smile tipped up his lips. “I still say you owe me a drink for my troubles.”

      “Sure.” Boaz grinned. “Name the time and place, and your first glass of water is on me.”

      The joke, that water was free, took a second to penetrate Patel, but then he roared with laughter.

      “Always did like you.” He slapped his hand on the side of his truck. “You’re an asshole, just like me.”

      From what I had seen of them, Boaz was nothing like Patel, but I wanted Patel gone more than I wanted to defend Boaz. Cass and I were big fish in a small pond here, and we liked it that way. We had no room for a shark in our waters.

      “See you around, Patel.” Boaz offered him a curt wave. “Happy hunting.”

      “I expect an invitation to the wedding.” Patel put the window halfway up then laughed. “I’ve never seen a man get his balls chopped off. Ought to be interesting.”

      With that, Patel spun dirt that ruined Willie’s mirror shine and hit the road.

      “I really hate that guy,” Boaz muttered. “I hope I go another five years without seeing him again.”

      “Me too.” I wiped the grit from my eyes. “I promise there will be no ball-chopping at the wedding.”

      Whipping his head toward me, Boaz broke into a wide smile that turned into a laugh. “Good to know.”

      “I’m ready to go.” I patted his arm. “I want to wash off the smoke and dirt and then sleep ten years.”

      “Hop on.” He patted the seat on his bike. “We can go the speed limit and everything.”

      A laugh wedged itself in my throat, and I was tempted, so tempted to take him up on his offer.

      “I think I’ll walk back,” I murmured. “I’m ready to go home, but I’m not ready to be home, if that makes sense.” I raked my hair back into a ponytail. “See you there?”

      “I’m not letting you go alone.” He shot me an incredulous look. “I told you I would walk the bike if I had to, and I meant it.”

      About to tell him I had changed my mind, that I was being silly, he didn’t give me the chance. He nudged the kickstand and started rolling Willie down the drive. I fell in beside him and breathed easier for it.

      For the first two miles.

      Then I caved and begged him to drive me the last four home.

      We put the hot water heater through its paces by showering together. Well, not together. But at the same time. Then I raided the freezer for TV dinners. We ate pizza bagels and chips on the couch while watching Dracula in Cass’s honor. I fell asleep with marinara on my shirt and my head on Boaz’s shoulder.

      Our story might not be the start of a sweeping romance, but it felt like one day it might become more.

      That was all the happily ever after I could ask for. I could do far worse than marrying…a friend.
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      Regret tasted like a discount food truck taco. Frak. Sal swore on his mother’s grave he had used real chicken this time, and I bought it. Literally. Goddess only knows what he had fed his regular customers until the health department caught up with him. Hence tonight’s discount. He was trying to lure in a new crop of suckers, and my forehead must have looked freshly stamped.

      Rinsing my mouth out with a gulp of flat soda of undetermined flavor, I was tempted to chase this bad idea with another one. The Italian ice stand the next block down made for a good palate cleanser, but they served at a glacial pace worthy of their product, and I wanted to finish watching Robot Space Tentacles Attack Earth before I called it a day.

      The shadow pretending to be mine unspooled its grasping fingers across the sidewalk in front of me and made a gimme motion.

      “Fine.” I tossed my half-eaten meal, wrapper and all, into the darkness. “Don’t come whining to me if it makes you sick.”

      The fingers shifted into a hand and formed the letter C. No. Wait. They mimed holding a drink.

      “Are you serious?” I lifted my cup and got a thumbs-up in response. “Hope you like backwash.”

      The void swallowed my offering and snapped back into shape, mimicking me once again.

      I never should have fed it one of the single origin chocolate ganache squares my boss gave me on my birthday. Flavored with champagne and dusted in pure cacao, they were heaven in the mouth and hell on the wallet. Now they were the only currency the shadow accepted as a reward for good behavior. Thankfully, indulgences at that price tier came magically treated against melting in my pocket. Benefits of living in the Deep South.

      Halfway down Peachtree Street Northwest, I got a text from Bishop, who might as well have been my parole officer given how often he required check-ins when the boss was out of town. Rumor had it he had been a desk jockey prior to my arrival. Lucky me, he had decided—or the potentate had decided for him—to hit the streets to keep a particular eye on the newest member of Team Atlanta.

      >>We got trouble.

      Nice and vague, just the way I like it.

      >>Details to follow.

      An address popped on-screen that forced me to pull up the GPS app.

      I had been a resident of Atlanta for a year and two days, but Peachtrees still looked the same to me.

      On my way.

      Using a rideshare app exclusive to the city’s paranormal population, Swyft, I arranged for transportation. I didn’t have to wait long for a sporty two-seater painted lime green with black racing stripes to squeal up to the curb. The driver honked twice, and when I didn’t break an ankle sprinting around the car, she lowered her window.

      Skin so pale it was translucent, I figured her for a vampire, but she hadn’t sent a warning tingle up my spine. Her wide blue eyes, the color of her pronounced veins, locked on me like a tractor beam, as if her will alone could haul me into the passenger seat. Her spiked pixie cut highlighted the roundness in her cheeks, and the elastics on her braces matched her hair and her wheels.

      Open palm smacking her outer door, she called, “Are you coming or what?”

      Sizing her up, I felt my eyebrows climb. “Are you old enough to drive?”

      Returning the favor, she leaned out farther. “Do you see a student driver sticker, lady?”

      Another texted nudge from Bishop forced me to take my chances. “Let’s go.”

      I climbed in beside her, noted the aftermarket stereo system that belonged on a spaceship, and exhaled through my teeth.

      “I’m an ace driver,” the girl snarled. “Stop huffing and puffing over there.”

      “Does your attitude get you many tips?” I strapped in. “How about positive reviews?”

      Once upon a time, I had taken pride in the number of glowing reviews I collected on the job. Those were the days. I didn’t get thanked for the work I did now, and I sure didn’t earn any tips. Heck, I considered it a good night if I made it home without blood on my clothes or spit in my hair, and those were the more sanitary bodily fluids that got splashed on me. Maybe things would have turned out differently had I not embraced the role of villain, rather than heroine, in the fairy tale that used to be my life.

      Used to be was key. I wasn’t that person anymore. I had shed her and grown into a new skin.

      I had buried the old me where no one would find her and risen with a new identity, a new purpose, and with hope that new and improved me would cancel out all the karmic debt past me had incurred. I was fully embracing the role of phoenix, which was only fitting since one graced the city seal.

      Though I had to admit, as a necromancer living in a city teeming with paranormals, my old story hadn’t ended so much as I had flipped to the start of the next chapter.

      “I have to make rent.” She stomped on the accelerator but mercifully left the radio off. “To do that, I zip as many slowpokes across town as I can in a night. Gas don’t pay for itself. Neither do groceries. Keep that in mind when you’re typing up the review I can hear you mentally composing over there.”

      That stupid taco came back to haunt me as she cut lanes, slashed through an exit, then slammed on her brakes.

      I swallowed it back down, hit release on my seat belt, then reached for the handle. “Thanks for the lift.”

      “What’s he doing here?” the girl mumbled. “Hey.” She locked the doors, ensuring a captive audience. “What’s he doing here?”

      “You’ve got to be more specific.” A manned barricade blocked the sidewalk. “Who?”

      “Midas Kinase.”

      The sound of his name sent a shiver whispering down my spine. “I don’t know.”

      But I could guess, and I only needed one.

      The Atlanta Gwyllgi Pack wouldn’t trot out its heir and chief enforcer for anything less than a capital crime involving a pack member. Crossing paths with him—or his keen nose—was the absolute last thing I needed tonight or any other night.

      Gwyllgi scent memories filed away all sorts of information, meaning my true identity was only a sniff away. I had taken precautions, magical ones, to flesh out my new persona, but this wasn’t how I wanted to learn if the witch had sold me the promised charm or just an old silver band that sometimes turned my middle finger green.

      “You’re Hadley Whitaker.” Her eyes rounded until they swallowed her face. “The Hadley Whitaker. I saw your name pop up on the app, but…geez. You’re really her?”

      “Yep.” I tapped on the window so she would take the hint. “I’m really me.”

      “No shit?” She all but bounced in her seat. “You know the Potentate of Atlanta?”

      Linus Andreas Lawson III.

      Appointed by the Society for Post-Life Management, the ruling body for necromancers, over which his mother presided, to protect and serve this city. He was Society royalty. Rich. Powerful. Influential. And engaged to my former best friend.

      Yeah.

      Our relationship was…complicated, even before I took a walk on the dark side.

      Chills coasted down my arms, and my heart kicked hard once. “He’s my boss.”

      “You’re like his heir, right? Scion? I forget what you corpse-raisers call it.”

      Corpse-raiser.

      This kid could teach a master class on how not to get repeat business.

      “Right now, I’m a lowly employee of the Office of the Potentate. One day, if I play my cards right, I might get promoted to upper management.”

      “Wow.” She sank back against her seat. “He’s pretty hot if you’re into the grim reaper type.”

      Once upon a time, I might have agreed with her, but on bad nights, I still dreamed of him.

      The moth-eaten black cloak that hung from his shoulders, the threadbare cowl that hid his pale face. All that, I could stomach, but his scythe…the way moonlight glinted off its blade when he raised it to strike a killing blow…

      I stood on the right side of the law these days, but one look at him had me feeling cold steel parting the warm flesh at my throat.

      “Is this like official business?” She scanned the scene. “Did someone bite it?”

      While she gawked, I manually unlocked my door. “That’s classified.”

      “That’s a yes.” She grinned at me, metal glinting over needle-sharp teeth that made me wonder if she wasn’t as pixie as her hairstyle. “I’ll be in the area if you want to call me up special.” She passed me a crumpled piece of paper trimmed into a lopsided rectangle. On the front, she had painstakingly drawn a business card with colorful markers. On the back, she had crossed out the last four digits of her debit card number on a receipt for takeout. “The app won’t let you pick who you get, but I’ll charge their rates for a private ride.”

      “I appreciate it.” I tucked the slip into my wallet so as not to ding her pride. “See you around.”

      As I stepped onto the curb, she peeled out, blasting rap music that rattled my bones from three feet away. She hadn’t given me a chance to shut the door, so she yanked the wheel hard to one side and let momentum slam it for her.

      “Goddess,” I muttered, grateful to have survived the experience.

      “Buy a car,” Bishop advised on his way to greet me. “You won’t suffer so many near-death experiences.”

      Adrenaline still pumping, I glanced behind me. “Do you have one?”

      “Hell no.” A shudder rippled through his broad shoulders. “People drive like maniacs here.”

      The snow-white hair he kept trimmed short and styled neat was streaked with russet brown. Not much. Just enough to tell me he had fallen off the wagon. His eyes, usually a brilliant titanium, were tinted the milky green of the corpse he had no doubt left in his wake. But he and I had an unspoken agreement. I didn’t ask how he fed, and he returned the favor.

      “I heard Midas Kinase is here.”

      “Yeah. The victim is gwyllgi.” Bishop studied me. “That a problem?”

      “No,” I lied, and he pretended to believe me.

      “Come on.” He led me to where sentinels, necromancers working undercover with the Atlanta Police Department, held the line. “The pack reps are waiting for you.”

      “Goody.” I had successfully avoided all remnants of my past life since arriving in Atlanta, but it looked like my number was finally up. “It just had to be a gwyllgi.”

      “You got this,” Bishop murmured, misreading my hesitation.

      Ahead, two men cut from the same cloth stood watch over their dead. Gwyllgi varied in height, but they ran toward beefy—in a sink-your-teeth-in kind of way—and these two made a girl think about taking a bite. They lifted their heads in tandem upon scenting us and joined us at the barricade.

      “Hadley,” Ford said, his voice warm. “This your scene, darlin’?”

      Ford Bentley, who had cracked a joke about his name the first time we met, wasn’t laughing now. As the pack liaison with our office, he and I were on friendly enough terms that I recognized the endearment wasn’t a come-on or condescension but simply habit.

      Sorrow had turned his lively blue eyes dull, and his wild black hair showed tracks from where his fingers kept tunneling through its jagged length.

      “Yeah.” I locked my gaze on him to keep it from sliding to his left. “The POA is in Savannah.”

      That meant this was my case to solve, the first one I would tackle as lead.

      Just my luck, Midas was here to bear witness. A ghost from my past, come to haunt me.

      Perfect.

      “Have you met Midas?” Ford twitched his head toward the slightly taller man. “He’s our beta.”

      “We haven’t been introduced.” I dropped my gaze to the victim, using the gruesome tableau to help regulate my pulse. “I’m Hadley Whitaker.”

      “Midas Kinase,” he said, his voice sandpaper rough, not with emotion, though I heard that too, but from an old injury no one so much as whispered about behind his muscular back. “Are you sure we haven’t met?”

      Predator that he was, he scented my nerves and eased in front of me for a better look.

      In response, the predator in me unfurled, creeping across the asphalt, stretching shadowy fingers under his boots, tapping on individual treads, as if counting all the ways it could kill him.

      “We both live in the city.” I kept my voice bland, eyes focused on the stag logo branding his tee. Fine. I was ogling the way his pecs stretched the thin fabric to its limits. He had packed on serious muscle since the last time I saw him, but he hadn’t been the heir then. His sister, Lethe, had held that title until deciding to break ties with Atlanta and start her own pack in Savannah. Guess her defection had landed him a promotion. “You must have seen me around.”

      The new cut and style reinvigorated my blonde hair with short layers and plenty of curls, and the hazel contacts, heavy on the green, plus a few magical augmentations, meant Midas would see only Hadley. Just the law-abiding citizen and enforcer of justice. Not the homicidal maniac our mutual friends would have warned him about.

      “Your scent…” Flaring his nostrils, he parted his lips. “It’s familiar.”

      “I work a kiosk in the mall, and I run the Active Oval in Piedmont Park five days a week.” I held my ground. “You could have picked up my scent anywhere.”

      Crowding me, he ducked his head, attempting to force eye contact, a dominance tactic that didn’t work half as well on necromancers as it did on gwyllgi and did nothing for me. “What was your name again?”

      “Hadley.” I caved to the challenge and my annoyance, which never failed to land me in hot water, and met his gaze. “Hadley Whitaker.”

      The full force of his shifter magic pooled in his eyes, turning the tranquil aquamarine to vibrant crimson. I should have been terrified. I was terrified. Goddess, I couldn’t glance away after verifying he was every bit as gorgeous up close as I remembered from all the glimpses I had stolen of him through a curtained window in that other life.

      Sun-streaked blond hair fell in waves to his broad shoulders and framed a face so beautiful in its austerity that I wanted to reach out and touch it, see if he was real. His jaw was hard, and muscle twitched in his cheek. His mouth was full, perfect. Soft, I bet. But his eyes. That’s what captured and held my attention. The sorrow in them tugged on my heartstrings, and I understood in that soul-bearing moment when our gazes clashed that he was dangerous to me on levels I hadn’t conceived of before meeting him in the flesh.

      The one thing I had been warned against doing—instigating a staring match—was exactly what I did while Bishop and Ford looked on in horror.

      Clearly, they expected Midas to strike me down for the offense. I did too. And yet, I kept breathing.

      “I have exceptional control,” he rumbled, “but you’re testing it.”

      Bishop stomped on my instep, and the jolt of pain yanked my attention to him and away from Midas.

      “Fire ant.” Bishop made a production of searching for more on the sidewalk. “Little bastards.”

      “Bastard is right,” I groused at him before redirecting my focus to Midas’s chest to avoid another standoff. “Mr. Kinase, I’m sorry for your loss. I respect your right to be present, but I have a job to do. I would appreciate it if you stepped aside and let me do it.”

      Midas yielded no ground but let me ease around him. If he figured my willingness to do so proved his dominance, well, bless his heart.

      Ditching him and Ford at the barricade, I continued on with Bishop. “That went well.”

      “Yeah,” he said, ignoring my sarcasm. “It did.” He crouched over the body, what remained of it. “The pack isn’t required to cooperate with us. Not when the victim is one of theirs. They could throw their weight around and block us from investigating. Their alpha prefers to handle these matters internally.”

      “There’s no guarantee the person who did this is gwyllgi. That puts the ball back in our court.”

      Though I couldn’t afford to let assumptions cloud my judgment this early in the investigation. I had to get this right, or I lost points with the POA, who would not want to cut his trip short to play pack politics.

      “That’s why I like you.” Bishop chuckled under his breath. “You’re so gosh darn optimistic.”

      “Har har.” I flicked my fingers at the shadow nosing the corpse. “Make yourself useful.”

      The vague outline of me snapped out a salute then made a production of diving in headfirst.

      “Showoff,” I grumbled then caught Bishop staring. “What?”

      “I’m never going to get used to that.”

      “All potentates have wraiths.”

      “That is not a wraith.” His gimlet eyes dared me to lie to him. “It’s so…Peter Pan. Do you remember the part in the cartoon where Wendy captures his shadow one night then sews it back on him the next?”

      “No?”

      “You never watched Peter Pan?” He clucked his tongue. “What kind of childhood did you have?”

      A dull throb spread beneath my left eye, a distant memory of pain, and when I ran my tongue along my teeth, I almost tasted blood in my cheek. I would have spit to clear my mouth if it wouldn’t have contaminated the scene.

      Some girls learned makeup to entice, some learned it to claim their spot in the girl hierarchy, but others learned it for more practical purposes. Makeup had never been armor for me, it had been camouflage. I learned how to apply concealer, how to set a proper foundation, so no one, not even my siblings, saw what happened to the family’s spare when the heir misbehaved.

      Goddess forbid we got a speck of dirt on the precious family name.

      Thinking about how thoroughly I raked that name through the mud before discarding it once and for all, I almost laughed, but freedom from that life had cost me everything.

      Every-frakking-thing.

      Most of them, I didn’t miss. Some things, two in particular, I missed a whole heck of a lot.

      “A long one,” I rasped, drawing on the good times to erase the bad.

      Motion caught my eye as darkness seeped from the body, giving no warning before it leapt into mine.

      Cold plunged into my chest, wrapping my heart in an icy fist, squeezing a gasp out of me.

      “Play nice, Ambrose,” I snarled under my breath. “Or I’ll put you in time-out.”

      Warmth returned to my torso in a petulant creep, but the biting chill speared my skull in the next second, giving me an epic brain freeze.

      At least, once I thawed out, I had the information I requested. Since he had more or less behaved, I tossed a piece of expensive chocolate into the darkness spilling from my soles across the concrete.

      “You’re training your shadow to do tricks.” Bishop watched the confection vanish. “That can’t be healthy.”

      “Nice streaks,” I said sourly. “Who does your hair?”

      “Point taken,” he grumbled then gestured toward the body. “Walk me through it.”

      “The victim is a black female, early twenties.” Squatting for a closer look, I started off easy, with the stats. “Five-nine or five-ten. Maybe one-sixty. Brown hair. Eye color is also brown.” Next came the hard part. “The cause of death is…” I searched my memory for the technical jargon the POA would have used but came up empty. A gaping hole started below the victim’s throat and ended at her hips. The soft parts had been devoured, the hard ones gnawed on. “She was eaten.”

      Bishop didn’t dock me, just listened while I tried to keep the fumbling to a minimum.

      “There are claw marks on the body as well as teeth marks.” Bruising where the creature pinned down the victim while it ate made clear which was which. “There are defensive wounds on the forearms and hands.” That stupid taco made its thoughts on the carnage evident, but I wasn’t going to hurl in front of an audience. “She was alive when the creature started feasting.”

      The shadow I cast across her thighs turned its head, interested in something behind me.

      “You keep saying the creature,” Midas rumbled, a dangerous edge to his voice. “Are you implying the killer was one of us?”

      “I’m not implying anything.” I kept my back to him. “No gwyllgi did this.”

      Ambrose, being a parasitic entity that consumed paranormal energies, had what you might call a refined palate. The flavor, according to him, wasn’t gwyllgi, wasn’t anything he could pinpoint, and I bowed to his superior taste buds.

      Midas squatted next to me, our elbows almost brushing, close enough I smelled the cedar and amber soap he must use. “How can you tell?”

      “It’s my job,” I said flatly, but Ambrose shook a warning finger, chastising me for taking all the credit. “What I can’t determine—yet—is the killer’s species.” There was no delicate way to ask, but I figured I might as well put him to work if he was going to hover. “Can you identify its scent?”

      “No,” Midas said after a pause that made it plain he was deciding if the question insulted him.

      I conducted the rest of my examination in silence, as much to keep my thoughts contained as to give the illusion I knew what the heck I was doing without the POA there to dictate my every move.

      “I’m done here.” I stood, ready to bluff my way through the pack reps, when Midas rose beside me. “Mr. Kinase, I will keep you and your alpha apprised of any further developments.”

      “No need.”

      “Are you…?” I squared my shoulders, cleared my throat. “Are you taking the case from me?”

      “I thought about it,” he admitted, and I had to swallow a plea to let me have this one chance. “I have a lot of respect for Linus, and he chose you as his potential successor. That means, if you ace your apprenticeship and trials, you and I will be crossing paths for the foreseeable future.”

      Relief fluttered through me on butterfly wings. “Thank—”

      “I can’t allow this investigation to continue without pack oversight.”

      “—you,” I finished dumbly.

      “Ford.” He gestured for him to join us. “You’re with Ms. Whitaker.”

      Surprise flickered in Ford’s eyes, but he smothered it quickly. “Happy to oblige.”

      Bishop, who filled the roll of aide to me when I wasn’t doing the same for Linus, goggled.

      “Looks like it’s you and me against the world, darlin’.” Ford grinned at me. “Let’s give it a swift kick in its axis.”

      A soft laugh escaped me, totally inappropriate given the location, and I caught Midas staring at me, watching my mouth like he expected me to crack up again. Blanking my expression, I angled my chin higher. “Anything else?”

      “Give me your number.”

      The moisture evaporated from my mouth when he captured me in his gaze, but I found enough spit to lubricate my tongue. “Ask me nicely, and I might.”

      “Please,” he said flatly. “Give me your number.”

      Figuring that was as good as I was going to get, I rattled off my digits and waited, but Midas didn’t offer his in return.

      He didn’t say goodbye, either. Just turned on his heel and left me questioning who had won our rematch. Bishop trotted after him, likely hoping to clarify our arrangements, but I was done here.

      “Women.” Ford blasted out a sigh as I watched Midas go. “Y’all always want what you can’t have.”

      “True.” I reeled my attention back to him. “I want to be home watching TV with a bowl of extra buttery, extra salty popcorn on my lap while I marathon the Robot Space Tentacles trilogy, but it doesn’t look like that’s happening.”

      “You’re a geek.”

      I swung my head toward him. “So?”

      “A huge geek.” He flared his nostrils. “That’s probably what Midas smelled earlier.”

      “And?” Used to being picked on, I reined in my temper. “There’s no law against being a geek.”

      As a matter of fact, Atlanta hosted one of the largest science fiction and fantasy conventions in the world.

      “You, being a geek, would know.”

      A flicker of shadow coiled near Ford’s boots, but I stomped on it and sent it skittering.

      “Fire ant,” I mumbled when his brows winged higher. “Little bastards.”

      The rest of the on-site work fell to the cleaners. A neutral entity comprised of all supernatural factions in any given area, they documented each paranormal crime scene in photos and video, collected blood and tissue samples, then made it all disappear before humans caught wind of a disturbance. There wasn’t much I could do until they finished and uploaded their findings into their database, so I was done here.

      “Come on, Lee.” He reached in his pocket. “Can I call you Lee?”

      “Sure.” The almost familiar ring of the nickname shot a pang through me. “Where are we going?”

      “Dawn will be here soon.” He squinted at the sky. “I’m driving you home.”

      “Necromancers don’t have sun allergies like vampires do.”

      “I know.” He jingled his keys. “Hurry and you can still catch Robot Space Tentacles Encircle the Earth.”

      “Ah.” I nodded sagely. “I thought I caught a whiff, but I wasn’t sure.”

      “This isn’t the start of a wet-dog joke, is it?” He pointed out a jacked-up white pickup truck, a gleaming off-roader without a speck of dirt marring its glossy wheels, one I would need a boost or a ladder to climb in. “I’ll warn you now, I’ve heard ’em all, and not a single one made me laugh.”

      “No.” I made a show of sniffing him. “Geek.” I wiggled my nose. “You reek of it.”

      Grinning when he hooted with laughter, I headed for his truck, shadow obediently in tow. For now.
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      Want to purchase signed books? Stickers? Mugs? Water bottles? Tumblers? Temporary tattoos? Canvas totes? Visit Black Dog Baubles for all the latest.
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