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        Author’s Note

        As I did with THE OTHER HALF OF THE GRAVE, I updated the technology to today’s time because I didn’t want to confuse readers by not mentioning technology that is commonplace now. Also, once again, there are slight changes in both context and dialog since couples can have two different versions of the same incident. Thus, this is Bones’s version of what was said and done, and he’ll swear that it’s the right one.

        --Jeaniene Frost
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        * * *

      

      “I hope this won’t be engraved on my headstone,” said the man sitting next to Bones. “But you haven’t breathed this whole time. Care to tell me how you do that?”

      Bones had been ignoring the bloke, as he’d ignored everyone else in this hole-in-the-wall bar, but at that, his gaze lasered onto him. Caucasian, late twenties, amber-colored hair, glasses, and a steadfast gaze despite his newly accelerated heartbeat.

      Brave, Bones added to his list. Perceptive, too.

      Bones rarely pretended to breathe in public, and most people never noticed, especially at a bar. Still, Bones wasn’t about to admit to being a vampire, so he gave a derisive grunt.

      “You’ve had too much to drink, mate.”

      “Oh, you’re English?” the man continued in that same conversational tone. “So is my blind date, if she ever shows up. She’s an hour late, so I’ve probably been stood up, but just in case, I’ve only been drinking club soda.”

      The man hefted his glass in punctuation. Annoyance filled Bones. Figures he’d sit next to the only sober, observant person in a bar filled with the drunk and the oblivious. At least this was a problem he could easily fix. Bones leaned forward and crooked his finger, inviting the man to come closer.

      After a moment’s hesitation, he did.

      Bones released the power in his gaze. Two thin, emerald beams hit the man right in his widening eyes. With their heads so close together, no one else noticed.

      “You’ve seen nothing,” Bones said in a newly resonant voice. “Now, mind your business.”

      The man blinked, and Bones shuttered his gaze and leaned back. Now, he could resume waiting for his client to show up-

      “Was that supposed to do something?” the man asked with another blink. “Aside from looking scary and cool, I mean.”

      Bones’s gaze swung back to him in disbelief. He was one of the few humans with natural immunity to vampire mind control?

      “Yes, it’s supposed to do something,” Bones snapped. Then, his gaze narrowed. Maybe this was more than a case of bad luck.

      Bones pulled out his mobile and started a program without taking his eyes off the stranger’s face. Then, he placed his mobile on the bar near the stranger’s phone.

      “Who are you?” Bones asked in a coldly pleasant tone.

      “Randy MacGregor,” the stranger said, edging away. “And I’m starting to regret saying anything to you—”

      “Too late for that,” Bones interrupted with flash of fang in his smile.

      Randy blanched and tried to get off his bar stool.

      Bones’s hand landed on Randy’s knee, and a warning squeeze made Randy yelp. Randy’s own body blocked the other people at the bar from seeing, and Bones had chosen his seat because it put the wall at his back. That, combined with the bar’s wide countertop and low lighting, caused Randy to look around with the belated realization that he wasn’t safe despite the establishment’s many patrons.

      “I could scream,” Randy said when he turned back to Bones.

      “You could,” Bones agreed. “Wouldn’t help, though. You might be immune to the power in my gaze, but I’d bet your life that everyone else here isn’t, so all you’d do is piss me off.”

      Fear soured Randy’s scent, yet when he spoke, his voice was steady. “All right. Then how about I willingly forget everything I’ve learned, and we both go our separate ways?”

      “Depends,” Bones said. “Did someone send you to find me?”

      Shock widened Randy’s eyes. “What? No! I didn’t even know people like you existed until now!”

      Randy’s scent, gaze, and pulse all indicated truthfulness, yet Bones hadn’t survived for over two hundred years by being too trusting. That’s why his mobile was cloning Randy’s phone even now. Soon, he’d have all of Randy MacGregor’s data, if that was even his name.

      Bones’s brow rose. “And the first thing you do when you discover that ‘people like me’ exist is introduce yourself?”

      “Told you I regretted that,” Randy said with a dry laugh. “But I couldn’t help it. The unusual has always fascinated me…”

      Randy kept talking. Bones didn’t hear it. His attention was now focused on the tall, bald man entering the bar. His skin was light taupe, his brows dark brown, and he had a lean, wiry build and features that hovered between pleasant and plain. He looked human enough, if you didn’t notice the faint tinge of luminescence to his skin or how predatory his gaze was. When that gaze landed on Bones, the vampire’s aura rolled out in a wave that only another vampire could feel.

      Swirls of energy bit into Bones, as if he’d suddenly become a feast for a swarm of mosquitoes. Power that potent marked the new arrival as an old, strong vampire, and he wanted Bones and any other vampire there to know it.

      Bones rose and grabbed his coat, pausing only to say to Randy, “If you want to live, stay here.” Couldn’t have the bloke follow him and get killed from more of his dangerous curiosity.

      “Lionel, right?” Bones said when he reached the vampire.

      Lionel regarded Bones with an icy aqua gaze. “First you insist on meeting in person, then you use my name in public. So much for your reputation for discretion.”

      Bones ignored Lionel’s scathing tone. “I might be unconventional, but my services are guaranteed. That’s why I require exclusivity on this contract.”

      Lionel’s gaze raked Bones.

      Bones let a small amount of his aura out, keeping the rest behind a wall of ice that hid his true strength. Lionel felt the power in that brush of aura and straightened, his scowl fading.

      “That guarantee plus your reputation is why I agreed to your terms, but I’ll only grant exclusivity for two weeks. After that, this is an open contract. I need this handled quickly.”

      Bones smiled. “Your price told me that. Half a million is quite the bounty to have on a human.”

      “Oh, the Red Reaper isn’t human,” Lionel said in a dark tone. “If she were, I wouldn’t need to hire someone like you.”

      Rage scorched Bones, yet nothing in his expression changed. Lionel was right; the “Red Reaper” wasn’t human even though she breathed and had a heartbeat.

      “Intriguing,” was all Bones said. “Now, give me everything you’ve got on her.”

      “Not here,” Lionel said. “Somewhere private.”

      Once again, Bones smiled. “I know just the place.”
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        * * *

      

      Winter-dried leaves crunched beneath them as they walked. Some of the piles were high enough that the edge of Bones’s coat swirled them as they passed. Lionel gave him a sardonic glance.

      “Pale skin, ridiculously handsome, and wearing a black leather trench coat on top of all-black clothes? You’re a walking caricature of our species.”

      “The coat was a gift.”

      Bones’s glib tone hid a sharp inner stab at the memory of Cat’s eyes, darker than an approaching storm while her voice quavered from grief even as she teased him. “Vampires are supposed to wear black leather, aren’t they?”

      “And I have better things to do than fret about color- coordinating my clothes,” Bones added, stifling the memory.

      Four blocks later, the neighborhood changed from shops and pubs to empty buildings and abandoned businesses. Urban decay in this part of Virginia had taken its toll. Bones stopped at a fenced-in structure that had once been a basketball court.

      Lionel curled his lip in distaste. “This is the best you can do?”

      “The nearest building’s condemned and only warehouses and train tracks are behind us, so it’s quite private.” Bones held out a hand. “Now, give me what you have on the target.”

      Lionel pulled a legal-sized envelope from his coat. “This has the Red Reaper’s last known whereabouts plus pictures of her. They’re blurry, but these were the best I could find.”

      Bones rifled through the pages. The pictures were blurry, showing only a profile or partial face through a crowd. That’s why they hadn’t been scrubbed from the internet before Lionel could find them. No full face shots of the “Red Reaper” existed. Someone with impressive government reach and a constantly-running facial recognition program had made sure of that.

      The focus of these pictures was police officers and an area closed off with crime scene tape, but a woman with scarlet hair was in the background. Lionel had circled her, as if Bones wouldn’t recognize the shape of her jaw, the high peaks of her cheekbones, her slim, straight nose, or those full lips…

      “…arrogant to name herself the Red Reaper,” Lionel was saying. “As soon as I saw a redhead in those pictures, I knew who must’ve ruined my operation and killed my men.”

      What Lionel didn’t say was that his “operation” must have involved murdering humans. Those were the only vampires that Cat Crawfield, a.k.a. the “Red Reaper,” came after these days.

      “Oh, she didn’t name herself that. I did,” Bones replied.

      He’d gotten to the “last known whereabouts” part, but to his dismay, Lionel had no address, city, or even state of residence. He only had the address of the crime scene a few counties over from this one. Blast it, Bones already knew that Cat had been in Virginia ten days ago! It’s why he was here now.

      “What do you mean?” Lionel said in a sharp tone.

      Bones looked up. “I called her the grim reaper with red hair when she kept killing my targets before I could interrogate them. She didn’t like that, but weeks later, when I called her my Red Reaper, she smiled-”

      “You know the bitch?” Lionel interrupted.

      Rage smashed through Bones’s walls, releasing the full force of his aura.

      Lionel recoiled when he felt it. “What the fuck-”

      Bones yanked Lionel’s throat out before he could say another word, and then grabbed two silver knives from his coat.

      Lionel leapt back when he saw them, his throat already healing with supernatural swiftness. “What are you doing?” he demanded.

      Bones snorted. “Would’ve thought it was obvious, but if you need it spelled out”-he lunged-“I’m going to kill you.”

      Lionel avoided the strike, but just barely. The knives slashed into his back instead of piercing his heart.

      “Stop!” Lionel demanded with the imperiousness of someone used to being obeyed. “Kill me, and you’ll start a war!”

      Bones lunged again, feinting right this time. Lionel fell for it, going left. Bones’s stab pierced Lionel’s chest, but Lionel yanked back with impressive speed. The knife ripped through Lionel’s arm instead of his heart.

      “Why?” Lionel spat, yanking out one of the fence poles and swinging it like a club. “Why take the contract if you knew the Red Reaper? You even demanded exclusivity-”

      “Yes, which makes me the only bounty hunter after your measly five hundred K,” Bones cut him off.

      Craftiness sprang into Lionel’s gaze. “If it’s more money you’re after…”

      Bones’s temper exploded. Money, power, control…that’s what had motivated the people who’d forced Cat to leave him. Why else would a shadow branch of government blackmail a half-vampire into becoming their personal assassin?

      “Fuck your money,” Bones said, and flung his knives.

      Both landed in Lionel’s chest. One pierced his heart from how suddenly Lionel dropped to his knees. Silver in the heart was nearly paralyzing for a vampire, but it wasn’t fatal. Yet.

      Bones landed on Lionel and slammed his head into the ground hard enough to shatter his skull. The deep rents in Lionel’s head healed in the next several seconds, but the knife wounds didn’t. Silver prevented a vampire’s natural healing abilities.

      Lionel’s eyes focused and widened as he saw Bones’s hand on the hilt of the knife in his heart. “Don’t,” he rasped.

      “You asked why I took the contract,” Bones replied. “It’s the same reason why I’m the one who spread the ‘Red Reaper’ moniker in the undead world. That way, news of her exploits warned the smart ones away, and the stupid ones, like you,” his tone turned scathing, “used that same name when hiring undead bounty hunters to kill her, making you so, so easy to find.”

      “I’ll cancel the contract-”

      “Oh, it’s cancelled,” Bones said, and twisted the blade.

      The green glow instantly faded from Lionel’s eyes and his skin began to crackle and split. Vampires might not age while they were alive, but true death reverted all their years back onto their corpse in short order. By the time Bones rose, Lionel’s body resembled a badly constructed scarecrow.

      A rat scurried away from the nearby waste container. A vermin-infested rubbish bin was a perfect place for this sod. Bones picked him up and shoved him inside, but Lionel’s neck was now so brittle that it snapped. His skull banged down the side of the dumpster before landing on Bones’s foot. Bones kicked it with enough force to penetrate the dumpster’s rusted exterior.

      Goal! he thought irreverently.

      Later, Bones would manufacture a price on Lionel’s head so that the war Lionel had threatened him with would never happen. If people knew that Bones had killed a prominent vampire for personal reasons, it might, but if Bones called it business because he was a bounty hunter by trade, and Lionel had a contract out on him? Well, vampires didn’t respect much, but commerce was a highly protected industry.

      Bones reached for his mobile, freezing when it wasn’t in its usual place inside his jacket. Had it fallen out during their fight? No…he’d left it back at the pub to clone Randy’s phone.

      Bones wiped the worst of the blood on his shirt. That was the other reason he only wore black; it hid incriminating stains. Then, a pair of gloves hid his red-stained hands. The gloves reminded him of Cat. She’d worn gloves the night they met. Yes, she’d also tried to kill him that night, but she believed all vampires were evil at the time. Took a lot of doing to convince her otherwise. Took even more work before she grew to love him with the same unbridled passion he’d felt for her…and if he kept thinking this way, he’d give into the loss that burned like a living inferno inside him.

      Bones forced his pain back beneath the ice that had saved him countless times during his long life. He picked up Lionel’s envelope. It might not contain anything useful, but he wasn’t leaving it behind for anyone else to discover.

      When Bones finally entered the bar again, he was surprised to see that Randy was still there. Bones’s former seat was still open, too, and his mobile was on the countertop where he’d left it. Even his whisky glass remained untouched.

      “Didn’t expect you to stay,” Bones said.

      Randy gave him a look of wary amusement. “You told me to stay if I wanted to live. I do, so here I am. Plus, I saw that you’re cloning my phone. I’m a software designer, so I recognized the program,” he added at Bones’s raised brow. “No point in running when you know everything about me now.”

      Bones let out a bark of laughter. “You should have taken both mobiles with you when you fled. Then, I’d have nothing.”

      Randy’s eyes widened. “You don’t have the cloning program backing up into the cloud on a private server?”

      He sounded more shocked by that than he had at learning that vampires existed. Bones should take his mobile and leave, but…he had no new leads, no one else to kill, and no one else to talk to, if he were being honest. His best mate, Charles, would only give him another lecture to move on with his life, and nothing awaited him back in his hotel room except loneliness.

      “I meant stay as in ‘don’t follow me,’ but since you were so literal with your translation,” Bones signaled for the bartender, “I may as well buy you a drink.”
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      Two months later, Bones was following up on a possible sighting of Cat in Texas when his mobile rang. He glanced at the number with a silent scoff. It was Ian, the vampire who’d turned him over two centuries ago despite Bones emphatically saying that he did not want to become a vampire.

      Bones ignored the call. He could do without another thinly-veiled admonition from his sire to stop taking contracts on prominent vampires. Word of Lionel’s death would have reached Ian by now, and Ian hated playing a placatory role in the undead world. He far preferred the rebel role.

      Bones’s mobile stopped ringing, but then immediately chimed with a text alert. His lips curled. Patience wasn’t his sire’s strong suit, but Ian would have to learn it because Bones had no time for his sire’s nattering today.

      An hour later, Bones glanced at Ian’s text only to stop the “unread message” alert from chirping every five minutes. Then, adrenaline harpooned him so fiercely that he crushed his phone, but not before reading the single line of text Ian had sent.

      
        
          
            
              
        Very well, I WON’T tell you what happened when your redheaded ex came to see me yesterday.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Lucifer’s boiling blood!” Bones shouted, knocking things over in his haste to get to his burner phone. Then, he had to force himself to relax as he dialed Ian’s number. Cat had gone after his sire? And Ian was still alive?

      Did that mean…did that mean Ian had killed her?

      At last, Ian answered. “I don’t know this number-”

      “Where is she?” Bones shouted.

      “Well, look who finally rang me back,” Ian said with heavy sarcasm. “Have your attention now, don’t I?”

      It took all Bones’s willpower not to scream his question again. Sharks scenting blood were less ruthless than Ian when he knew he had an advantage. Bones had already given away too much. He had to reel it back or his wily sire would tell him nothing.

      “Say again? There’s beastly noise in this club,” Bones said while turning up the telly as loud as it would go.

      “Look who finally rang me back,” Ian repeated in a louder, yet still sarcastic tone. “Thought you might after that text.”

      “Yes, well, I have many redheaded exes, but you’d only bother contacting me over one of them,” Bones said in as calm a manner as he could. “She tried to kill you, I assume?”

      “Certainly did,” Ian said with infuriating amusement.

      “And?” Bones ground out, his blood feeling as if it had transformed into boiling oil.

      “And I’m busy now,” Ian said before a distinct click.

      Bones stared at his mobile, confirming that the call had indeed ended. Then, he set it down…and demolished his hotel room. If Ian had killed Cat, this carnage would be nothing compared to what Bones would do to him, sire be damned. Still, he couldn’t do anything until he collected himself.

      It took twenty minutes before Bones had piled on enough ice to think logically again. When he did, he was certain that Cat was still alive. Why would Ian rush to inform him if he’d killed her? That wasn’t like Ian, for the simple reason that it showed too much bloody consideration.

      Oh, Ian would eventually get around to telling Bones if he’d murdered one of Bones’s exes, but it would hardly make Ian’s priority list, and he’d said that Cat came to see him yesterday. No, Ian would only hurry to tell him that if Cat had gotten away. That, Ian would consider a priority because he’d want revenge for the attempt on his life.

      But how did Ian know about Bones’s connection to Cat? Only three of Bones’s closest friends knew of his ties to her, plus a few very dead vampires that Bones had tracked down years ago.

      Only one possibility-Cat must have told Ian herself.

      Hope splashed Bones like a cooling wave. Had Cat left some breadcrumbs with Ian for Bones to follow?

      Bones snatched up his mobile and laptop. Ian had the answers he needed. Now, to convince his narcissistic sire that it was in Ian’s best interest to give them to him.
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        * * *

      

      Thirty hours later, Bones’s knock was answered by an unfamiliar blond vampire instead of Ian’s normal ghoul manservant. Then again, this house wasn’t Ian’s usual house when he stayed in New York, so several changes were afoot.

      “Tell Ian that Crispin’s here,” Bones said to the new doorman, using his human name since Ian was one of the few people who still called him that.

      “More to the left,” Bones heard Ian say, sounding as if he were in an upper room of the three-story mansion. “Blast it, man, can’t you see that the piece isn’t centered?”

      “Never mind, I’ll tell him myself,” Bones said, brow arching as the vampire failed to move from the doorway.

      “You haven’t been approved yet,” the vampire replied.

      He was barely out of his teens in undead years, judging from the low power level in his aura. That’s why Bones smiled instead of knocking him flat.

      “You must be new, so let me elaborate. I’m also the first vampire Ian ever made, and I knew him before he had fangs, so I don’t require ‘approval.’ I only require you to move.”

      “But, sir…” the vampire began.

      “Oh, let him in,” Ian called down. “Before he gets even nastier than his normal foul temperament.”

      The doorman stepped aside, revealing more vampires that Bones hadn’t met before. No surprise. Ian was always expanding his line. Even now, several of the vampires hustled to unpack crates containing antiques, artwork, and other expensive decorations while still more vampires hauled in furniture or hung thick silk drapes over the huge windows.

      Bones went up the grand staircase, following the sound of Ian’s voice. On the third floor, Bones found Ian reclined on a chaise lounge in a parlor, his long auburn hair spilling onto the collar of his vivid blue robe.

      “What do you think, Crispin?” Ian said in lieu of a hello. “Is that piece centered or not?”

      Bones glanced at the wall opposite Ian, where a vampire was holding up the wood-framed, mounted head of a Caucasian man with thin black hair and a look of complete surprise on his features.

      “More to the left,” Bones said.

      Ian gave the vampire holding the piece an exasperated look. “I told you so.”

      Bones turned back to Ian. “Not your usual artwork, is it?”

      Ian flashed an impish smile. “No, but when a mate told me that an American trophy hunter had booked an illegal hunt to kill a Siberian tiger, I couldn’t resist. Do you know how few Siberians remain? This bloke didn’t care. Now look at him.” Ian nodded at the head. “He still can’t believe he’s the one stuffed and mounted on a wall instead of that tiger.”

      “Speaking of rare, beautiful things,” Bones drew out.

      Ian whistled. “I haven’t seen you in, what? Three years? Now, a day after you learn of your former paramour’s visit, you’re in my new house, which, by the way, I didn’t tell you about, so how’d you find me?”

      Bones flashed a brief grin. “Finding people is my stock in trade, you might remember. With your extravagant tastes, it was hardly a challenge. Your former house is under police guard with all your belongings inside, so that left you without your required finery. I only needed to look up the delivery address for all the posh furnishings and antiques being hustled in by frantic rare antiquities dealers to find you.”

      Ian gave an appreciative grin. “Guilty as charged. Your weakness, however, has always been women, and now, it seems, one woman in particular.”

      What had Cat told Ian about them? If Ian knew they’d been in love, his sire would hold that over Bones with the glee of a tyrannical toddler stealing someone’s favorite toy.

      He’d gamble that she hadn’t. “That woman is a pain in my arse. Do you know how frustrating is it that she’s still using what I taught her to kill vampires when she was only ever supposed to be temporary bait for my targets?”

      Ian stared at Bones with such sharpness that Bones’s eyes prickled, as if the suspicion threading through the bond that connected every vampire to their sire wasn’t indication enough that Ian sensed something was off.

      Bones stared back, his posture loose and relaxed. If he’d been human, he would have yawned, too.

      “So, you have no idea why your former ‘bait’ came to my door, then?” Ian asked in a too-casual tone.

      Bones shrugged. “Must be because you killed some humans. She was always right aggrieved by vampires who did that. It’s why she agreed to be my bait in the first place. Well, that, and because of her other…talents.”

      “Talents,” Ian repeated with a low laugh. “That’s one way to describe the rarest person to exist in six hundred years.”

      Bones inwardly cursed as he saw that Ian’s gaze now gleamed with something Bones was very familiar with because he saw it in his own eyes every time he looked into a mirror.

      Obsession.

      Bones tried to defuse Ian’s interest. “I found her dual nature fascinating at first, too. It’s why I bothered to train her, but rare genetics only go so far. They certainly couldn’t stop her incessant whingeing, not to mention her lackluster shagging, her aversion to regular bathing, and don’t get me started on her snoring. Blimey, I’ve never been so tempted to smother someone in their sleep, but if I had to bear another night of lawnmower noises right next to my ear-”

      Ian’s laughter cut him off.

      “Oh, she can sleep in her own room after I’m done shagging her. But being in possession of the world’s only half vampire?” Ian let out a luxuriant sigh. “No artifact, piece of artwork, or priceless jewel could compare. The fact that she’s beautiful and fiercer than a dragon only makes her more irresistible.”

      Bones didn’t move. If he did, he’d decorate the walls with Ian’s guts, and if Ian were dead, Bones might miss some clues as to Cat’s whereabouts from him.

      “Can we have the room?” Bones asked in a pleasant tone.

      Ian’s brows rose, but he flicked his fingers. At once, the other vampire left.

      “Acquiring her would be more trouble than she’s worth,” Bones said in the biggest lie of his life. “She’s violent, which you clearly know, but she’s also unstable and untrustworthy. If you try to make her your property, you’ll regret it.”

      Ian grunted. “That warning’s rich considering that you’re the one who branded her like free-range cattle.”

      Bones’s eyes narrowed. “The hell you say?”

      “Her tattoo.” Ian’s gaze landed on Bones’s left arm where his one and only tattoo resided. “Seeing your distinctive cross-bones symbol on her hip is what distracted me enough for her to plug a silver stake in my heart.”

      Blood roared through Bones as if his heart had suddenly started beating again. Cat had marked herself with his tattoo?

      “She said you forced her to get it,” Ian went on. “Also said she hated you, and that you owe her a check after stiffing her, which, if true, is hilariously rude of you-”

      “I owe her what?” Bones interrupted.

      “Money.” Ian emphasized the word. “She said you failed to pay her a cut of the jobs that she played your bait on. Seemed quite miffed about it, too. Called you a cheap bastard.”

      All lies. Cat had refused Bones’s money, claiming she wouldn’t be his lover and his “employee.” Bones teased her that she’d turned him back into a whore because of her insistence on not taking a cut of their jobs as long as they were sleeping together. God, he could still see her face when he told her that he’d have to earn the money back with her pleasure instead…

      “…suppose I have to thank you,” Ian was saying. “She would’ve killed me after getting in that lucky stab if not for you. Did you know it’s really true that your life flashes in front of your eyes before certain death? With her blade in my heart, I suddenly felt like I was back on the Alexander. Must have said something about that, too, because instead of twisting that blade, she asked me which prisoner I was.”

      Ian’s shields dropped again, peppering Bones’s subconscious with needles of surprise and remembered pain.

      “Imagine my shock when she knew the story of how we were shipped to the New South Wales penal colonies on a ship named the Alexander when we were human. Or how I escaped imprisonment and later returned to change you into a vampire.” Suddenly, Ian’s walls were back up, slamming Bones out of his sire’s feelings. “She said you saved her mum once, so she spared my life to call that debt even.”

      “Ironic,” was all Bones could get out. If he’d been alone, he might have dropped to his knees. Every moment of the past four years, he’d wondered if Cat still loved him. Hell, in recent months, he’d wondered if she still felt anything at all.

      But Cat wouldn’t have spared Ian’s life simply because Bones had once helped to rescue her mum. Cat had a near-pathological need to kill vampires. Bones had trained Cat to be better at it only so she wouldn’t die herself. It was her vampire-killing talent that had made Cat irresistible to the unknown government operative who’d forced her to work for him.

      
        
        Don’t come after me because I’m already gone…

      

      

      So began Cat’s farewell letter. Bones hadn’t heard from her since…until now. Cat sparing Ian’s life because he was Bones’s sire was as clear a message as that damned letter had been. Yes, I still care, it said.

      But how much?

      Bones would get his answers, or die trying.

      To cover his churning emotions, he let out a harsh chuckle. “So, she pulled a stake-and-run on you, hmm? To quote you, that’s hilariously rude.”

      Ian’s eyes flashed emerald. “She had a team of surprisingly well-trained, silver-armed humans with her. I ran off like she ordered me, but then circled back to catch her unawares. By then, she was being hustled into a van by the blokes, and they were surrounding the property. Under normal circumstances, they’d be easy pickings, but with my newly-pierced heart…”

      “You were weakened,” Bones finished. Few vampires survived having their heart pierced with silver at all, and fewer still would have the stamina to attack anyone soon afterward.

      “Don’t you have any idea where she is?” Ian asked, that impish smile back on his lips. “Irritating or not, you wouldn’t have let someone so unique entirely off your leash.”

      Bones smiled despite his urge to smash Ian’s face in. “I’ve kept track of the damage she’s caused, but I haven’t taken the time to look for her. I keep expecting her to get killed.”

      That last part was horrifyingly true, and also why he hadn’t had a decent day or night’s sleep in years.

      “If you care so little, why rush to see me as soon as you knew she visited me, then?”

      Ian’s light tone didn’t fool Bones. His gaze was back to crystalline sharpness.

      “As I said, she’s violent,” Bones replied. “She wouldn’t have shown up for a social call, and I wasn’t sure if her going after you was a backhanded assault on me. You and I might have our differences, but I can’t have some chit thinking she can slaughter you to spite me just because I owe her money.”

      “You came to check on me?” Ian clutched his heart as if overcome with emotion. “Oh, Crispin, you do care!”

      “Don’t get used to it,” Bones said coolly.

      Ian laughed. “Eh, it was nice while it lasted. Well, I assure you she had no idea of our connection until after she’d stabbed me, so you can rest easy on that front. And, if you have no useful information”-Ian waved at the door-“you can return to wherever it is you skulk off to when you’re ignoring me.”

      He was being dismissed, and Bones hadn’t learned nearly enough yet. He already knew Cat traveled with human soldiers, but none of them had been left behind at Ian’s former residence. Bones had already mesmerized those guards to make sure. They were only local police officers, and they believed the house had been the scene of a violent drug bust, not a vampire attack.

      “If not spite toward me, then why did she show up at your door at all?” Bones asked, his tone only one notch above bored. “You’re not the type she normally goes after, unless you’ve taken up a new hobby of mass-murdering humans?”

      Ian snorted. “Not yet, and I asked her the same thing. She said it was because of Thomas and Jerome, my former employees. Here I was in Siberia, killing that trophy-hunting sod, while back at home, my own people were stealing from me. Do you know how it felt to see my prized Edvard Munch paintings on eBay?”

      “Terrible. That’s the only artwork of yours I’m envious of,” Bones replied with a straight face.

      Ian gave him an arch look. “Liar, but that’s off topic. So, I returned home and killed those thieves. Didn’t even make a mess of it. Your Red Reaper shouldn’t have known a vampire did it. I healed the puncture wounds in their necks before they died, but then not a week later, she shows up pretending to be an FBI agent. That part was boring, but the way she kissed me?” Ian let out a luxurious sigh. “That was anything but boring.”

      Bones turned around and left. It was that, or he’d rip Ian’s head off, which would be gratifying in the moment, but have long-term consequences. Besides, he already knew that Cat distracted her targets with kisses right before she slaughtered them. Ian was just lucky enough to live to tell the tale.

      “If there’s nothing else, I have places to be,” Bones threw over his shoulder. Thank God the sire bond went only one way and Ian couldn’t feel the possessiveness burning through him.

      “Don’t be a stranger!” Ian called out.

      Bones turned to give a scathing reply, thought better of it, and spun back around-

      -and walked right into someone coming up the staircase. Only Bones’s quick grip prevented the man from falling backward down the stairs since his arms were filled with yet another crate, and he held it up to protect it instead of grabbing the handrail. Bones couldn’t even see his face with the crate in the way, and he steadied the stranger with a short laugh.

      “No need to surf the staircase with your backside rather than drop one of Ian’s trinkets.”

      “If you knew what was in this, you’d understand,” the man replied with a Midwestern American accent.

      “Max, is that you?” Ian called out. “Took you forever to fly in! Now, tell me you have my Faberge eggs.”

      “Right here,” Max said, and lowered the crate.

      The floor felt like it vanished beneath Bones. That face.

      He knew it better than he knew his own, for he’d long ago memorized those dark red brows framing thundercloud gray eyes, that straight nose, those high cheekbones, that stubborn jaw line, and those generous lips, but never before had Bones seen those features anywhere except on Cat. Now, they were also on a tall, athletic-looking vampire striding through Ian’s door.

      Max disappeared into the parlor before Bones could snatch him back. His blasted shock had cost him precious seconds! Now, he could only hope that Ian wouldn’t notice the resemblance-

      “Break my back and baste my balls!” Ian shouted, shattering that hope. “I knew the Red Reaper looked familiar! I even told her so. I just couldn’t place where I’d seen her before. Turns out I hadn’t, not really. Max, you magnificent bastard! Do you have any idea what you’ve done?”

      “No,” Max said, sounding very confused.

      Ian’s laughter preceded a wave of glee as his sire’s emotions crashed through their connection. “You probably don’t. You wouldn’t unless you’ve seen her. Now, tell me about every woman you shagged immediately after I turned you…”

      Bones left. He didn’t need to hear Max’s reply. He already knew that twenty-seven years ago, Max had raped a young Justina Crawfield so soon after becoming a vampire that his sperm was still viable. Five months later, Justina gave birth to Cat, and raised her to despise all things vampire, including herself.

      Blast it all, if he’d only reacted to Max immediately! Now, Ian was too clever not to recognize the huge advantage he’d just gained over Cat. At least Max had no useful information on her. Max had no idea that Cat even existed.

      He would now, but more importantly, Bones had discovered a new way to track Cat: Ian.

      Ian didn’t fit the profile of every other vampire Cat had been sent after. The others had murdered humans in messy, attention-getting ways. Not quietly dropped two bodies without even a fang mark to show for it. Ian must have been personal for whoever pulled Cat’s strings. Because of Max? Or something else?

      Either way, it meant a trail that Bones could follow back to Cat’s boss, and to her.
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      Following that trail proved more difficult than Bones imagined. With her father’s first name plus his mid-twenties age range and the month and year he would have “died,” Bones expected to have Max’s human information in less than a day. Instead, he had nothing. According to the internet, Max had never existed.

      Within three days, every trace of information related to Cat’s attack on Ian had vanished, too. Even the cover story about Ian’s house being the site of a violent drug bust was nowhere to be found. It was maddening, but also further confirmation that Ian was the key to finding Cat. None of the other cover stories for her vampire hunts had been deleted this way. Only Ian’s, and how interesting that all traces of Max’s life as a human had been erased with the same thoroughness.

      Bones didn’t believe in coincidence. Cat’s boss had to be behind both. Now, Bones could narrow his current list of suspects from the hundreds he had to something more manageable.

      Bones threw himself into the search. Four weeks later, his list of suspects among high-ranking FBI agents, Secret Service, Homeland Security, CIA, and other important government officials was down to fifty, but he was too concerned to celebrate. Cat hadn’t surfaced again since Ian. Not since the first six months of her forced tenure had she been off the grid like this. Had something happened to her?

      Bones was scouring both the regular internet and the dark web when one of his alerts grabbed his attention. He’d set up several of them to trawl for lethal crimes with a supernatural slant. A cursory glance made him frown. A couple hacked to death in their bedroom last night was tragic, but it hardly fit his search parameters. Why had this triggered his alert system? Wait…what was that address?

      “Bloody hell,” Bones swore, and left at once.
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        * * *

      

      His plane touched down in Ohio four hours later. It was the fastest he could get there after driving to the nearest airport and mesmerizing a clerk into bumping a passenger and adding him instead. Even still, every moment felt like razors on his psyche, and not for the usual reason of how Bones hated to fly.

      Cat would be at this murder scene. She wouldn’t be able to resist it. After all, it had taken place inside her old house.

      He checked for updates as soon as he landed. Anticipation crackled through him when he saw that the previous reports had already disappeared. He’d been in the air only two hours. This must be the work of Cat’s boss, and why else would he erase the evidence unless he was sending her here?

      Bones hailed a cab. “Take me to Licking Falls, and hurry.”

      Nearly an hour later, Bones was at the winding road that led to the cherry orchard bordering Cat’s former house. He was halfway through the orchard when Cat’s scent danced on the wind, causing him to nearly stumble as he caught that honey-and-cream mixture. Bones inhaled-and instantly caught the metallic tang of blood plus the unmistakable stench of death. He hadn’t beaten her here after all, but she might still be in the house. In moments, he could be looking into her eyes…

      The thought nearly caused him to fly right into the dash cameras of the police cars surrounding the house. Bones forced himself to stop at the edge of the orchard. Several police guarded the perimeter, but were they the only ones here?

      Bones circled around to the back of the property. It helped that the trees were overgrown and brush had grown between the once neatly trimmed rows. Cat would mourn to see her family’s orchard so neglected. He pushed that thought back. One of the men patrolling the perimeter had come nearer. From his utter lack of attention to the trees at his back, this wasn’t one of Cat’s human vampire hunters. They’d know better. Bones loudly snapped a branch. The officer came closer without so much as a mention to the others of what he was doing.

      Thank you, you arrogant fool.

      Bones grabbed him from behind, crushing his body camera into pieces before turning the bloke to face him. “Not a word,” Bones hissed while green filled up his gaze.

      Mutely, the officer nodded.

      “Is there a woman inside the house?” Bones whispered.

      Cat didn’t have a vampire’s incredible sense of smell, but she did have their supernatural hearing. With luck, the squawk from dispatch in the patrol cars would drown his out.

      Another nod. Adrenaline shot through Bones. She was here!

      “More men inside with her?” Bones asked softly.

      Another nod, though less emphatic. Something about the question had confused the officer. Not that it mattered.

      “Return to your post,” Bones whispered. “You didn’t see me. Then, in one minute, shout ‘Over here!’ and run the other way.”

      Another nod. Bones released the officer, who resumed his leisurely stroll around the orchard for another sixty seconds.

      Adrenaline and anticipation boiled within him, making him feel like a bomb about to detonate. Almost. Almost…

      “Over here!” the officer shouted, and ran in the direction Bones had indicated. At once, the other six officers guarding the exterior rushed to follow him.

      Bones burst from his spot and torpedoed through the back door of the house. Wood and glass exploded around him, briefly blinding the single guard on the first floor. One punch knocked the guard out, and Bones flew up the stairs. He heard another heartbeat coming from Cat’s old bedroom…

      …where a bloke with brown hair and goggles jumped back from Bones’s sudden appearance. Aside from two very bloody bodies on the floor, the brown-haired man was the only one here, and from the silence, no one was in the other upper bedroom, either.

      “No!”

      The shout tore from Bones while Cat’s scent taunted him, heady even over the harsh stench of death. She’d been here, but she’d already left. Once again, he’d been too late.

      Had the officer lied to him? No, Bones realized after a glance at the bodies. One was a woman, the other a man, so yes, a woman had been inside the house. Just not Cat, and no wonder the officer had hesitated on saying “yes” to Bones’s other question of “More men inside with her?”

      Technically, yes, but not how Bones had thought.

      The brown-haired lad slipped in the blood while backing away. Bones grabbed him, a raking glance noting his surgical gloves and the plastic booties covering his shoes. A medical examiner, probably. Another glance took in the room, pausing on the words scrawled in blood over the victim’s bodies.

      
        
        here kitty kitty

      

      

      Ice covered Bones’s boiling emotions. Someone had wanted Cat to know that this murder was personal, as if slaughtering someone in her former bedroom wasn’t enough.

      Bones shook the lad. “Where is the woman who was here?”

      “W-hat woman?” he stammered before moaning, “Oh God, your eyes…what are you?”

      “Never mind that,” Bones snapped. “Tell me about the redhead. When did she leave? Where did she go?”

      “Redhead?” the man repeated. “I-I didn’t see a redhead-”

      Bones showed his fangs. “Lie to me, and I’ll eat you.”

      “I promise!” the man shrieked. “There was no redhead! A hot brunette was here earlier, that’s all!”

      Brunette. So, Cat had finally dyed her hair to help conceal her identity.

      Bones hauled him close. “Tell me everything about her.”

      Under the power of Bones’s gaze, the man talked. Fast.

      “I don’t know who she was. Some expert, they said, which is bullshit because she and her crew contaminated evidence, got footprints and fingerprints everywhere…they even dug into the bodies! Then, they left in a helicopter, but right before that, Danvers overheard one of them talking about a special rock in the victim’s chest, but I didn’t see anything special about it-”

      “What rock?” Bones interrupted.

      The man gestured to a red-smeared evidence bag nearby.

      Bones dropped him and grabbed it, ripping it open. Nothing special, indeed. No writing on the rock, no distinctive shape, no rare mineral content. It was just a hunk of limestone…

      Limestone.

      All at once, Bones knew exactly where Cat had gone.

      “You never saw me,” he said to the shaking medical examiner, and left the house as rapidly as he’d entered it.
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        * * *

      

      By car, the cave was over an hour and a half away. At a dead run, Bones made it there in forty minutes. Flying would have been faster, but it was still bloody bright out, and getting caught on cell phone video displaying supernatural abilities was a sure way to get killed by the Law Guardians.

      Winter had transformed the dried leaves into crackling perimeter alerts, so the last five miles, Bones glided above the ground. A pang hit him as he realized that the last time he’d been here, it had also been winter.

      Three miles out from the cave, Cat’s scent reached him, and from the trampled earth and bent twigs, she hadn’t worried about being stealthy. She’d run right toward the cave knowing full well that any vampire inside could hear her coming.

      Dammit, Kitten! You had to know this was a trap!

      And she’d ignored that with her usual mixture of brashness and bravery. Her courage was one of the reasons Bones had fallen in love with her…and her recklessness was why he’d never known a night’s peace since.

      A mile away, the ground became so trampled that a herd of cattle couldn’t have done more damage, and more scents flooded the area. Cat’s human backup must have come, some driving all-terrain vehicles. From the ruckus they would have made, either things had gone very well, or they’d gone very wrong.

      But where was everyone now? The woods were eerily silent.

      Bones dropped low, flying just above the flattened brush and darting between the trees with the sinuousness of a shadow. It might be quiet, but that didn’t mean he was alone.

      He was a quarter mile from the cave when the scent of blood drenched the air, so strong that Bones wasn’t surprised to see flecks of it on the leaves and ground. The only surprise was that it was vampire blood, and vampires healed too fast to usually leave this much behind. Worse, Cat’s scent forked, some of it heading deeper into the forest while stronger waves led toward the cave.

      Bones hesitated a moment before following the scent leading into the cave. With how quiet the woods were, Cat could only be in the cave, if she was still here at all.

      Be here, Kitten! Don’t let me be too late again!

      Bones slowed when he reached the mouth of the cave. It was covered in bloody footprints going in both directions, with so many people’s intermingled scents that parsing through them was impossible, especially since blood overpowered them all. Spent shell casings also caught the remaining light, and newly blasted holes in the rocks further confirmed there had been a shootout.

      Bones followed the red footprints leading inward. Almost immediately, they led to two sets of scarlet-soaked stones. The smaller one probably came from a human’s serious yet survivable injury, but the larger one was a lethal arterial bleed-out. Bones had seen enough of those to know.

      He knelt beside it. The blood was still wet, and it smelled human. A deeper sniff revealed the scent of vampire blood, too, and Cat’s scent, sharper from rage and grief.

      Bones rose while his hands curled into fists. She’d held the dying person so closely that her scent had imprinted onto their spilled blood. A fallen friend? Or a fallen lover?

      Jealousy was pointless, so he continued into the cave. In moments, the temperature increased, taking the bite out of the icy day. The cave’s internal temperature stayed around fifty-five degrees year-round. Comfortable enough for a vampire, but chilly for Cat, which is why he’d gotten space heaters for her. Not that those stopped her from stealing all the covers…

      Anguish ripped into him when he arrived at his former living quarters and found them empty. Once again, he’d been too late. She’d been here, though. Blood spattered what remained of his former sofa, tv, tables, and Cat’s dressing area. Some was hers, and some belonged to others. Bones inhaled, allowing the scents to trigger memories like recognizing faces among a crowd. One of these splatters belonged to a bounty hunter named Lazarus, and was that Nicolai’s scent, too? If so, Cat had faced two vampire mercenaries plus several more vampires that Bones didn’t know.

      Who’d sent them? Bones hadn’t seen another contract on the Red Reaper, but Lazarus and Nicolai wouldn’t be here unless someone had put out a bounty on Cat, and a big one, judging from the backup they’d brought.

      Bones inhaled again. Some of the humans who’d been at Cat’s former house had been here, too, but what was this other scent? It was human, but it hadn’t been back at her old house. It had been at the entrance to the cave, though, in the smaller, survivable puddle of blood, and it was…familiar.

      Frustration filled him when no name came to mind. Then again, he’d met thousands of humans in the past decade alone, so he could hardly recall every one. This person must be connected to Cat somehow, and they might also still be alive.

      Bones couldn’t say the same for the vampires Cat had faced. From the dried bits of flesh and bone concealed beneath the foam from his destroyed furniture, several of them had died, though at least one must have gotten away. Cat’s scent had led back into the forest. She’d run after someone.

      Bones gave the destroyed area a final glance before striding away. His answers would be found in either the trail Cat had left in the woods, or in the familiar-smelling human who might have survived the attack.
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      Five days later, Bones stared at the large hospital from his vantage point of a roof across the street. Cat hadn’t left anything useful in the woods, but a human had been medically evacuated from the cave, and unlike the black-ops helicopters that transported Cat and her team, med-vac choppers were required to file flight plans.

      Cat’s boss had tried to hide the information, of course. He’d also had the human flown to three different hospitals in two different states before transporting him by ambulance to this facility in Chicago, Illinois. That’s why it took Bones nearly a week to find him, but he had, and when Bones’s binoculars showed who it was through the hospital window, Bones let out a laugh that made the ghoul next to him jump.

      “Whoa,” Rodney said with a sideways glance at Bones. “Hell just called, and it wants its ringtone back.”

      “Don’t bloody believe it,” Bones said, still chuckling. “That’s how I knew the worthless sod’s scent!”

      “Guess you recognize the survivor,” Rodney noted.

      He did, indeed. Before, snatching him up was a simple means to an end. Now, Bones was going to enjoy this.
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        * * *

      

      Rust-covered pipes vibrated every time one of the city’s trains rushed by overhead, shedding tiny orange specks onto the dirty tile floor. The walls were gray except where paint curled away to reveal its former yellow color. With their proximity to dozens of screeching machines in the nearby maintenance area, Danny Milton could scream, and no one would hear him, but sadly, Bones couldn’t do anything to make him scream.

      He had a promise to abide by, after all.

      “Good job on selecting this place, Rodney,” Bones said.

      The bearded ghoul grunted. “Private and close to the hospital, just like you wanted.”

      Danny sat in the folding chair Rodney had provided. Bones knelt in front of him, holding Danny’s frightened stare. He’d commanded Danny to be silent ever since he snatched him from his hospital room, but now, he needed him to talk.

      “Tell me how you ended up in a cave with Catherine Crawfield, and don’t lie about a word of it.”

      Danny hunched as if expecting a blow. “I remember I was somewhere I didn’t like, but I don’t know where or why.”

      “You don’t know?” Bones repeated. Had the sod been unconscious the entire time?

      Danny nodded. “Whenever I focus on it, my head hurts, and I keep hearing a voice saying ‘it never happened’ over and over.”

      Ah. Cat’s boss must have set human brainwashers to work on Danny. Clever of him, but it wouldn’t be enough.

      Bones turned up the power in his gaze. “You don’t hear those voices any longer. Your head no longer hurts, either. In fact, nothing does. You feel completely relaxed, and you remember everything.”

      Danny slouched in the chair as all the tension suddenly left him. He even smirked like the smug, entitled shite he was.

      “Hey, I remember now! My friend Laz brought me to the cave. His eyes turn green like yours do, but I didn’t know that then, and I thought we were going out for a beer, but Laz chained me to the cave’s wall until Catherine showed up.”

      Laz must be short for Lazarus, the vampire bounty hunter. “Tell me in detail how you met Laz, what he said, and what Catherine said, too.”

      “Catherine.” Danny spat her name out. “That girl was the biggest mistake of my life. She wasn’t even a good fuck, either. She cried through most of it-”

      “Because you forced her,” Bones said while clenching his fists until his fingers broke.

      Danny gave him an aggravated look. “’Forced,’ my ass. She knew what she went up to my room for. All that ‘wait, not yet, it’s my first time’ crap was just for show-”

      Rodney lunged at Danny.

      Bones yanked him back. “Don’t.”

      “Why?” Rodney said in disbelief. “If this pisses me off, you must be enraged!”

      “I am,” Bones said through gritted teeth. “But after I crippled his hand, Cat forced a vow from me that I would never harm, maim, blind, bleed, torture, or kill this wanker, or stand by and watch as someone else did.”

      Rodney’s eyes widened. “That’s not fair!”

      Dry laughter barked out of Bones. “My reaction exactly.”

      “She did?” Danny’s tone brightened. “Well, that’s cool, but it still doesn’t make up for the bitch shooting me.”

      Bones raised a brow. “Start with when you first saw her, and repeat every single word she and everyone else said.”

      “’Quit stalling, I don’t need to see one of your chew toys to believe you’re all badasses,’” Danny said in a high falsetto meant to represent Cat. “’Really, I’m quaking. Where’s Bones?’”

      Bones closed his eyes. She’d thought that he was at the cave? And that she needed to rescue him? Bloody hell.

      “Then Laz said, ‘Bones? Where?’” Danny went on. “And then Catherine saw me and was all, ‘Danny Milton? You’re the reason I had to drag my ass all the way from Virginia?’”

      Bones’s eyes snapped open. Virginia.

      “And I said, ‘You ruined my life, bitch!’” Danny went on. “’First your freak boyfriend crippled my hand, then you’re not dead, and now these creatures kidnapped me. I hate the day I met you!’ which is so true, but she said, ‘Right back at you, asshole!’ like any of this was my fault. And Laz was all, ‘He said you used to be in love with him. You’re pretending not to care now so I won’t kill him,’ and Catherine yelled, ‘Want to kill him? Go ahead. Here, I’ll help!’ and then she shot me.”

      “Then what?” Bones prodded.

      Danny shrugged. “She jumped on Laz and the other dudes. I couldn’t see much ‘cause it was dark, and they were all so fast. After a while, she grabbed me and ran. Next thing I know, she’s screaming, ‘Don’t shoot!’ and some guy’s yelling, ‘Don’t fire, it’s Cat.’ And she was all, ‘Hostile coming fast, aim high’ as I finally saw light again. But then Laz grabbed some dude and she screamed, dropped me, and ran to the guy. His neck was gushing blood, and she yelled, ‘Man down, man down!’ but like, I was bleeding, too? And no one cared. They all ran to him instead.”

      “Imagine that,” Rodney mocked.

      The sarcasm flew over Danny’s head. “Right? No one even checked on me until after Catherine and some of the other guys ran off. I ended up needing surgery, but they still kept moving me from place to place anyway. Assholes.”

      Danny’s description matched the blood evidence, and now, he knew the most important detail: Cat lived in Virginia.

      “That’s everything concerning Catherine?” Bones asked him.

      Danny nodded. “Yeah. Some bullshit, right?”

      Rodney let out a short laugh. “God, I’m hungry.”

      “I’m hungry, too,” Danny said, oblivious to the subtext.

      Rodney usually ate what he called a ghoul’s version of vegetarian, which meant foods that came from a farm or a garden instead of from a human. But every so often, ghouls required other sustenance, and from the way Rodney was looking at Danny, the sod was about to become Rodney’s cheat meal.

      Bones met Rodney’s eyes. “Fast and painless, and I can’t stay to watch. After all, I promised.”

      Rodney gave him a single nod. “I understand.”

      Bones squeezed Rodney’s shoulder and walked away.

      “Hey!” he heard Danny say as Bones closed the door behind him. “Isn’t he going to take me back to the hospital?”

      “No.” Rodney’s voice, much harsher than his normal tones. “And I understood what he told me, but I didn’t agree to it.”

      Bones paused, a smile tugging his mouth. He hadn’t, had he?

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Danny asked. “Hey, what’s with your jaw? It’s getting really huge and…arrgggh!”

      Danny’s scream faded as Bones kept walking. He hadn’t harmed Danny himself, and he hadn’t stood by and watched.

      Promise kept.
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      Bones hadn’t just snatched Danny from the hospital room. He’d also left something important behind for Cat-the same watch she’d set beside her goodbye letter to him over four years ago. It looked like a regular, old-timey watch, but it had a special alert feature that was connected to the mobile Bones still had. With it, she finally had an untraceable way to reach him.

      Bones expected the first week of waiting. It might take Cat a few days to get to the hospital after she heard of Danny’s abduction. Her boss did send her all over the nation, and she might have been in the middle of a hunt when she got the word.

      The second week was more difficult. Cat definitely should have responded by now. She would know who the watch was from and what it meant as soon as she saw it. Granted, Bones hadn’t seen Cat enter the hospital despite monitoring its entrances, but she could have snuck in another way. He certainly had.

      The third week, doubt tore at him like a scavenger feeding from a kill. No chance that she hadn’t seen the watch by now, and yet she still hadn’t pressed that button. Why not? Fear that her boss would discover any attempt to contact him must be why she hadn’t reached out all these years, but now, she finally had a secure way to do so! Why hadn’t she used it yet? Didn’t…didn’t she want to see him again?

      By the fourth week, Bones refused to speak to Rodney, who was now echoing Charles’s admonitions that he was taking things too far and needed to move on with his life. Neither of them understood. Cat would reach out. With that watch, she wouldn’t choose to stay lost any longer. She wouldn’t.

      The fifth week, a knock sounded on his hotel room door.

      “Go away,” Bones said without looking up from his feed of the hospital’s entrances. “I don’t need my room serviced.”

      “I’m not housekeeping, and I’ve come too far to leave now,” a feminine and very unexpected British voice said.

      Bones snapped his shields into place. Annette was the first vampire he’d made, so she’d feel his emotions through his sire bond to her unless he shut her out. He rose, his joints briefly burning before the surprising pain vanished. How long had he been sitting in that exact same spot? He couldn’t remember.

      He opened the door, revealing a lovely, curvaceous woman wearing a dark blue Chanel suit. Annette’s strawberry blond hair was perfectly coiffed, and diamond earrings winked from her earlobes. She’d been smiling, revealing the fine line around her eyes and mouth, but that smile fell as she looked at him.

      “Oh, Crispin,” Annette said, dropping her suitcase to wrap her arms around him. Her familiar scent of rosewater enveloped him, too, bringing over two hundred years of memories with it.

      Annette’s face the first time he saw her, apples still in her cheeks from her youth, and her expression unsure as her friend said, “I have a special gift for you. This is Crispin. I’ve purchased him for the night to do whatever we desire…”

      Or Annette at court, looking regal in her ballgown even though the heavily-applied white paint on her face and shoulders couldn’t hide the bruises her violent husband had given her.

      Or Annette weeping and clutching her abdomen after nearly dying from a stillbirth. “I lost the baby! Oh, Crispin, I could bear it if I knew that it was Abbott’s child, but when I think that it might have been yours, I wish I would have died, too…”

      And Annette’s determined face pressed against the filthy bars of his prison cell. “I’ll find a way to save you, Crispin. I promise that you won’t hang. I won’t allow it.”

      “You shouldn’t be here,” Bones chided her.

      She caressed his back. “You’ve never abandoned me in my hour of need.”

      Bones pulled away. “I’m not in any need-”

      Her fingers pressed to his lips. “Lie to me after I’ve had a drink, hmm?”

      With that, she went into his hotel room.

      Bones shut the door behind her. She’d come all the way from London. He couldn’t throw her out without at least having a drink with her. Then, he’d assure her that all was well despite whatever she’d heard, and he’d send her on her way.

      Annette’s brows rose as she saw his hotel room, which was…rather untidy, he supposed. At some point, he’d stopped doing his wash and simply thrown his dirty clothes into the corner. He’d done the same with his used bath towels, and now a mildew scent hung in the air, or was that smell coming from the dinner tray he’d ordered as a pretext for drinking from the room service attendant? Had that been last week? Or the week before?

      Annette said nothing about the disarray. She just opened her suitcase, revealing two bottles tucked among her clothes.

      “You’ll enjoy this,” she said, opening the first bottle. “I bought it for your birthday two Novembers ago. Shame that this is the first chance I’ve had to give it to you.”

      “Yes, well, I’ve been busy,” Bones said noncommittally.

      She glanced at the computer screens showing different angles of the hospital’s entrances. “I’ve heard.”

      He grunted. “Rodney shouldn’t have rung you.”

      “Rodney didn’t,” Annette said while looking for a clean glass in the mini bar area. When she couldn’t find one, she handed him the bottle. “He rang Charles, and Charles rang me.”

      “Charles,” Bones muttered before taking a drink. The whisky was exceptional, with a welcome heat that instantly mellowed into smoky smoothness. “He’s become a busybody in recent years.”

      “He hasn’t,” Annette said, her tone softening. “He’s just concerned about you. So is Rodney, and if I wasn’t before, I am now. Look at the state of you. You’re pale as death from not feeding, your hair’s greasy, your clothes smell like a rubbish bin, and this room smells worse. You took better care of yourself when you were a whore living at that bordello.”

      Bones let out a harsh laugh. “Then I bid you to enjoy the more pleasant sights and scents outside of my hotel room.”

      She sighed. “You can push me away, Crispin, just as you’ve pushed Charles and Rodney away, but eventually, you’ll have to reckon with the fact that if the three closest people in your life are all saying the same thing, you might want to listen.”

      “Why should I when none of you understand!”

      The words ripped out of him, taking down his shields with them. Annette’s face crumpled as his emotions spilled out.

      Bones snapped his walls back up, cursing himself for the slip. “Don’t bother about that. It’s nothing-”

      “It’s not.” She grabbed him, tears sliding down her cheeks. “Oh, Crispin, I knew you were in pain, but I had no idea. I’m so sorry, my darling. So very, very sorry…”

      She embraced him again. He knew he should pull away. He didn’t need her pity or her exhortations or her logic, but…it had been years since someone had put their arms around him this way. He must have missed it more than he’d realized.

      “You should go,” he said into her hair.

      “No,” she whispered. “You’ve been alone far too long.”

      “She didn’t want to leave me.” His voice was hoarse as he fought to keep Annette from feeling the anguish that his ice couldn’t entirely smother. “She did it to save me.”

      
        
        Don’t come after me because I’m already gone, Cat’s goodbye letter had started off with. Those agents knew about vampires, and they were going to kill you. I’m dressing Switch in your jacket and telling them his body is yours, so they’ll think you’re dead now. You’ll be safe this way…

      

      

      There had been more, but remembering it strained his ice to the breaking point. Annette gripped him tighter as some of his emotions forced their way through the cracks.

      “What a wonderful girl she must have been, and how noble. She meant the best for you, Crispin, which is why she’d hate to see you like this, too.”

      “Don’t presume to know her,” Bones said harshly.

      Annette pulled away, tears still in her golden eyes. “I don’t, but I know you, and the man I see before me is not my Crispin. It’s a poor shell of him. You don’t wallow in squalor because you can’t be bothered to care of yourself, and you don’t endlessly wait for someone who clearly doesn’t want you-”

      “I said she was forced to leave me!”

      Annette didn’t flinch at his whiplike tone. “Whatever she was forced to do then, she has chosen to do since. At first, I’m certain they did monitor her every movement. But it’s been years, Crispin. Even before you left her that watch, if she truly wanted to contact you, she could have found a way. But she hasn’t, and her silence is her message. It states her preferences quite clearly. You just haven’t wanted to hear it.”

      Annette said aloud what every fruitless day of searching had whispered, and what every lonely night had screamed. Hearing it, his walls shattered, and pain gushed out. He didn’t want Annette to feel it, but he couldn’t make it stop, just like he’d been unable to stop his blood from gushing into Ian centuries ago.

      A ragged sound ripped from him as Annette’s mouth was suddenly on his. Bones didn’t want her kiss, but he needed to feel something other than the agony breaking him apart.

      
        
        …and everything I said about how much I loved you was the truth. You are my life, Bones, and now consider me dead because with the job I’m taking, I will be soon…

      

      

      Dammit, he didn’t want to think about Cat or that bloody letter! She’d thrown him away, and he’d be a fool to waste another moment on someone who continually made it clear that she didn’t want him. Annette did, and holding her might only fill him with ashes, but ashes were a relief compared to the agony still simmering within him.

      He forced his ice to cover him, freezing out Cat.

      “Come to me, Crispin,” Annette said, reaching for him.

      He did, and he focused on Annette with single-minded determination.

      It failed. Her moans only hammered home how this wasn’t the voice he longed to hear, nor were her hands the ones he wanted gripping him. Soon, all his senses screamed in protest, until pain burned through his ice as if Cat’s memory were living fire.

      
        
        …but I will love you forever, right down to my final breath, where your name will be my last word, I promise…

      

      

      Bones tore himself away and leapt out of bed.

      “What are you doing?” Annette asked with a gasp.

      He hadn’t completed the act, and still, he felt more shame than he had when he was a whore back in the seventeen hundreds.

      “I’m sorry,” he said as he pulled on his trousers and collected his effects.

      “You’re leaving?” Annette said in disbelief.

      He was. Annette had been right about one thing: sitting here wallowing wasn’t him. No more giving into the pity, pain, or despair. Yes, Cat might have moved on with her life, but he couldn’t until he heard from her lips that she didn’t want him anymore, and knew it was the truth instead of someone else making that decision for her.

      “I’m sorry,” he repeated, and left.
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      One month later, Randy MacGregor smiled as Bones approached. “Hey, Cris. You made it!”

      Cris was the name Bones had given Randy since he didn’t want his own name bandied about in the wrong circles. Danny had learned the hard way that, sometimes, vampires were listening when you spoke even if you weren’t talking to one of them.

      Bones snorted as he took the seat opposite Randy at the bar’s high-top table. “Come now, I don’t cancel every time.”

      “Fifty-fifty,” Randy said, but he was still smiling.

      Randy’s affable nature was why Bones had struck up a friendship with the human after their initial chance encounter. Well, that and how Randy knew nothing about Cat, Bones’s search, or any other painful topics. To Randy, Bones was merely a friendly vampire, and that was enough for him due to his admitted fascination with “the unusual.”

      For Bones, drinks and a chin wag with someone utterly unconnected to his real life was…relaxing. Besides, Randy reminded Bones of a younger version of his mate, Ted, with how both were computer prodigies. The only difference was that Randy made his living legally as a software programmer and designer, and Ted’s hacker skills were a bit less legal. Now, Bones and Randy were neighbors, too, of a sort. Randy lived in Richmond, and Bones had moved to Richmond last month. Cat was somewhere in Virginia. If he had to go door to door, he’d find her.

      Not that Bones would need such drastic measures. Cat’s secret boss was no longer so secret. The sod might have scrubbed the internet of any information about him, but no one’s trail could be completely erased. That’s why Bones sent dozens of members of his line to libraries all across Ohio and Virginia. For weeks, they’d scrolled through old newspapers on microfilm looking for anything they could find on Max. Yesterday, those efforts paid off. Max’s human identity was found, and it was tied to the same man who’d snatched Cat up over four years ago.

      “I propose a toast,” Bones said when Randy slid a glass of whisky across the table. Randy had ordered one for him even though he hadn’t been sure Bones would show up since chasing down leads had led him to cancel more than a few times.

      Randy’s brows went up, but he said, “Sure. Who are we toasting to?”

      Bones raised his glass. “To Don Williams.”

      The founder and head of a covert branch of “Homeland Security” that hunted the rogue undead using a captured half-vampire as their lead fighter. The notion was so ludicrous that no one would believe it even if word did leak, but it wouldn’t. Don’s operation was bankrolled by one of the military’s many dark money slush funds, and those had no public accountability.

      “Don Williams,” Randy said before touching his glass to Bones’s. Then, Randy flashed a wide grin. “Since we’re toasting, I have one, too. This one’s for Denise.”

      Bones clinked glasses with a knowing smile. “Denise is the owner of the perfume you’re now covered with, I presume?”

      Randy laughed. “I forgot how you can smell things like that. Yeah. She’s amazing. We met two weeks ago, and last night, I…never mind. You’ll say I’m crazy like everyone else did.”

      “Will I?” Bones said, his raised brows adding, try me.

      Randy took off his glasses and cleaned them even though there hadn’t been a spot on the lenses.

      “I know it’s too fast,” he said, as if heading off arguments Bones hadn’t made yet. “Two weeks is barely time to get to know someone, let alone commit to them, there’s no reason to rush, we’re both young, we have our whole lives ahead of us, blah, blah, blah.” His gaze turned defiant. “I don’t care. Last night, I asked Denise to marry me, and she said yes.”

      The smallest smile touched Bones’s mouth. How well he remembered feeling the same wild, reckless joy that simmered beneath Randy’s defiant expression.

      “Congratulations,” Bones said, clinking his glass to Randy’s.

      Randy stared at him. “I can’t tell if you’re mocking me or being serious.”

      “Quite serious,” Bones said, clinking his glass again.

      Randy still gave him a suspicious look, even if he couldn’t stop the smile spreading across his lips.

      “Then you’re literally the only person to congratulate us so far. Both our families are appalled because of the short time frame, not to mention how I’m Catholic and Denise is Jewish, but I guess nothing shocks someone like you, huh?”

      Bones leaned forward. “No, nothing does, but if there’s one thing my long life has taught me, it’s that not everything is about length of time. So, mate, don’t bother about how long you’ve known this girl if you love her. Time has no dominion over love.” His tone thickened as memories raked him. “Love is the one thing that transcends time.”

      Randy blinked rapidly before he looked away, as if Bones hadn’t already caught the new sheen to Randy’s eyes. Yes, sometimes it meant the world to a person simply to not have someone stomp on your feelings just because they disagreed with them.

      Then, Randy put his glasses back on and got off his bar stool. “Brace yourself, big guy. You’re getting a hug.”

      Bones got down and returned the embrace, saying “Congratulations” again because Randy obviously needed to hear it.

      When Randy pulled away, he had a shy but pleased smile. “I know we haven’t known each other that long, either, but since you’re probably the only person who won’t stand up and wave their arms when the justice of the peace asks if anyone objects to this union…want to come to the wedding next month?”

      Bones clapped Randy on the shoulder. “Love to.”

      Randy beamed, and then a crafty expression crossed his features. “Good, because my two cousins are refusing to come, I only have one brother, and my best friend is filling the other groomsman spot, but Denise has three bridesmaids, and she wanted the same number of groomsmen, so…got a tux, too?”

      Bones laughed. “I do indeed, and I’d be honored to be one of your groomsmen.”

      Randy hugged him again before taking his seat and signaling for the bartender. “Then, Cris, this round is definitely on me.”
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      Bones was too busy to think about Randy’s upcoming nuptials until four days before the wedding, when he was once again meeting him for drinks. This time, Randy was the one running late, probably because he’d spent the day moving his belongings into Denise’s house. Bones had offered to help, but Randy said that his fiancé had enough people to assist.

      “Need another whisky, my love?” the blonde bartender cooed, leaning across the bar until her low-cut top dipped even lower.

      “Not now,” Bones said, looking at her eyes instead of the bounty she offered. “I will take a Blue Moon, though.”

      Randy’s latest beverage preference. Bones would have a drink waiting for him for a change.

      “I just love your accent,” the bartender said with an exaggerated shiver. “Makes everything you say so yummy.”

      Her flattery was wasted on him. He already tipped well, and she was getting nothing else despite her telling him when she got off work and how lonely she’d been lately.

      Bones’s mobile rang with an unfamiliar number. Not unusual. His people changed their phones frequently, and he had several of them working on finding Don’s secret base of operations. He might now know who the man was, but he hadn’t located him. Yet.

      “Have to take this,” Bones said in polite dismissal, ignoring the lingering smile the bartender gave him. “Hallo?”

      “Crispin.” Charles’s uppercrust tone managed to convey a mountain’s weight of disappointment into the single word. His aristocratic ancestors would be so proud. “Now, at least, I know you’re still alive. Pity I had to trick you by ringing you from a different number to acquire that knowledge.”

      “Don’t be dramatic,” Bones said. “It’s only been a few months since we’ve last spoken.”

      “A year,” Charles instantly replied.

      Bones sighed. Probably true. “Apologies, but silence better serves our friendship than fighting, which was where this conversation is doubtless headed. Besides, I’m sure Annette gave you a full report about me after you sent her to me in April.”

      Charles didn’t bother denying it. All he said was, “I’m in the States now. Just arrived three days ago.”

      “Enjoy your visit,” Bones said coolly.

      Charles made an exasperated sound. “Are you really intending not to see me?”

      He wasn’t playing this game. “If you persist in chiding me like a child for my choices, no, I don’t intend to see you.”

      A huff. “I hardly think expressing my legitimate concerns-”

      “And there it is,” Bones cut him off. “Goodbye, mate.”

      “Crispin, you are being unreasonable-”

      Bones’s temper snapped. “My search has only cost me four years when you changed your fiancé’s murderers into vampires so you could torture them for the last century and a half!”

      His voice was louder than it should have been. The bartender’s head whipped around. Blast it, now he’d have to mesmerize her into forgetting that she’d heard that.

      Charles sucked in an audible breath, and he didn’t need to breathe. Regret pierced Bones. Charles might be acting like an ass, but he still shouldn’t have brought up Giselda’s murder.

      “I’m sorry,” Bones said. “That was uncalled for. It’s also why silence is better between us now. I’m too raw and you’re too convinced that you’re right, so we only end up wounding each other. When things change, I’ll welcome seeing you again.”

      A pause, and then Charles said in a quiet tone, “What if they don’t change? What if you never find her, Crispin?”

      “I will,” Bones said, catching sight of Randy as he entered the bar. “Now, I have to go. My friend just arrived.”

      “Glad to hear you still have those,” Charles said when a familiar honey-and-cream scent suddenly seared Bones’s senses. Good Christ, that was Cat’s scent! Thick, heady, and coming right toward him.

      “Hey, Cris,” Randy said, bringing that scent even closer.

      Bloody fucking hell, Randy was covered in it!

      Bones flew to him, not caring that Randy backed up in shock. Then, Bones grabbed him and inhaled, taking in even more of the intoxicating aroma coming from Randy’s clothes.

      “Where is she?” Bones demanded.

      “Where’s who?” Randy sputtered. “And, wow, that hurts!”

      He’d forgotten to check his strength. Bones released Randy, and he dropped a foot and stumbled back.

      Bones caught him, slamming ice over his seething emotions. Either Randy knew far more about Cat than he was letting on, or he was as clueless as his expression indicated. Either way, Bones had to tread carefully. Randy couldn’t be mesmerized.

      He laughed even though he was screaming inside. “Sorry, mate. Got here early and drank more than my fair share of whisky, I’m afraid. Even made me think I smelled an old friend on you, but now, I realize that I was wrong.”

      “Oh.” Randy appeared mollified, but he winced as he rubbed his arms. “I didn’t know that you, uh, could get drunk.”

      He couldn’t on anything that a human bar served, but Randy’s ignorance of vampires was to Bones’s advantage now.

      Bones threw a hundred-dollar bill on the countertop and affected a sheepish expression. “Yeah, enough whisky will do even my kind dirty. In fact, why don’t we go to your place instead of staying here? Don’t think I should drink more.”

      “Sure,” Randy said without hesitation. “Denise is getting dinner with a friend after her fitting, so we’ll have the house to ourselves. I know a great place that delivers, too.”

      “Smashing,” Bones said before adding, “Who’s this friend?”

      “Cristine,” Randy replied. “She’s Denise’s maid of honor. She helped move my stuff into the house today, and wow, is she strong! Guess she’d need to be, with her job.”

      “What job is that?” Bones said while thinking Cristine. Local to Richmond. Best mates with Denise. Bloody hell, he’d have Cat’s address tonight with such a bounty of facts!

      “FBI,” Randy replied. “Cool, right?”

      “Very,” Bones managed, unable to keep the hoarseness from his voice. This had to be Cat! Every piece fit.

      “Best if you drive,” Bones said, leading Randy toward the door. “Just have to grab something from my ride first.”

      “Sure,” Randy said, oblivious.

      Pity that Bones had to dose him, but Randy needed to quickly fall asleep and forget this conversation. A pinch of the chemicals Bones had in his glove box should accomplish both.

      “Ready?” Randy said after Bones met him at Randy’s car.

      “More than,” Bones replied. Just not for the take-out food and male bonding that Randy thought was about to happen.

      Soon, Kitten. Very soon.
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      Four hours later, Bones hid behind an electricity pole in one of Richmond’s many residential neighborhoods. At one in the morning, the streets were so empty and quiet that he could hear snores from people sleeping in the nearby homes.

      That’s how he heard the car blocks before it turned onto this street. The black Volvo SUV slowed as it approached the cul-de-sac, and then parked in front of a blue house with white trim. Moments later, a woman hopped out. Her back was to him, but Bones didn’t need to see her face to know his search was over. Moonlight danced across Cat’s bare arms as if envious of her skin’s faint luminescence, and her silhouette showed off her lithe limbs and ripe curves as if taunting him.

      Bones gripped the wooden pole concealing him. He’d thought nothing could compare to what he felt when he snuck inside her house and her scent enveloped him from every angle, but this…

      Cat’s head suddenly whipped around.

      Bones ducked behind the pole. His aura was locked down, and he hadn’t made a sound. What had attracted her attention, then?

      A glimpse revealed Cat stretching her hands as if trying to grasp something unseen in the air. Bones stiffened. She might be feeling traces of his aura from when he’d first come to her house. He hadn’t locked it down then because she hadn’t been there. Had he left too much of it behind?

      At least she wouldn’t be able to scent him. Her nose was the only part of Cat that hadn’t been supernaturally enhanced. She also shouldn’t be able to see him since he was two blocks away. Just in case she somehow felt his gaze, he looked away.

      No sounds for several minutes. Each second grated across Bones’s nerves. Finally, he heard faint footfalls, and they weren’t coming closer. He risked a glance and saw that Cat was now headed inside her house. Moments later, the front door shut, and he heard her say “Hey, Helsing,” to her kitty.

      That kitty was the only other occupant of the house. Furthermore, the only pictures Cat had were of her mum, Denise, and Helsing. If she had someone special in her life, he hadn’t reached photo-displaying status.

      But she also lacked cameras in or around her property, and he’d worn a full ski mask anticipating those. His scanner also hadn’t picked up any recording devices in or around her house, so if Cat was still being monitored by her boss, then Don was doing it by bloody satellite.

      Annette’s words rang in Bones’s mind. Even before you left her that watch, if she truly wanted to contact you, she could have…her silence is her message. It states her preferences quite clearly…

      So it would seem. But if Cat no longer cared, why had she kept the car? That black Volvo had been his Christmas present to her several years ago. And why had she spared Ian? And why, out of every name in the world, had she chosen that alias?

      Bones had searched for Cat under countless variations of her name, her mum’s name, her grandparents’ names, their parents’ names, and so on since people usually picked some iteration of their family’s names for an alias. Not Cat, as he’d found out a few hours ago. She’d been living under the name Cristine Russell-and Russell was the surname name that Bones had been born with almost two hundred and fifty years ago.

      Even though he longed to fly through Cat’s window and get his answers from her in person, he wouldn’t be that rash. Cat would only see him when he was sure that Don wouldn’t be able to whisk her off into the smoke once more.

      Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice, shame on me.

      Besides, he had another member of the Crawfield family to renew his acquaintance with first.
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        * * *

      

      Sunlight streamed through the bay windows as Bones entered the house on the other side of town. The statuesque brunette inside didn’t see him. Her back was to Bones as she considered two dresses. One was a washed-out beige frock with a high-necked collar and stiff lines, and the other was a shoulder-baring, Greco-style purple dress with a slit past the knee.

      “Oh, the purple one, definitely,” Bones said.

      Justina Crawfield whirled. For a second, her blue gaze only registered shock, not recognition. To be fair, the last time she’d seen him, his hair had been short and platinum blond, and now it was his natural brown shade and brushed past his collar.

      “Hallo, Justina,” Bones drawled. “Miss me?”

      At once, rage mottled her features. “You!” she shouted, and swung at him with both fists.

      Bones grabbed her wrists before her blows landed.

      “None of that, now, and no biting,” he added when she instantly tried to gnaw his fingers away from her arm. “Really, who’s the human and who’s the vampire here?”

      “Animal!” she screamed.

      “Quiet,” Bones replied, unleashing the power in his gaze.

      Justina’s mouth snapped shut. Then, her eyes bulged when she tried to speak and couldn’t.

      “Should’ve done that years ago,” Bones muttered.

      She kicked him. Bones considered letting her continue since she was only hurting herself, but that would be petty.

      “Stop that,” he ordered. “Now, sit down, and only speak when I ask you something.”

      Justina sat on the edge of her bed. Her scent was so acrid from rage that she smelled more like a burned-down building than a woman. Bones would pity her, if she hadn’t nearly ruined Cat’s life while also doing a damn fine job of ruining his.

      “Be calm,” Bones said next. When her heart rate slowed to a normal rhythm, Bones gave her a thin smile.

      “You’d kill me if you could, wouldn’t you?”

      “Yes,” she said without hesitation. “And dismember you.”

      “Anything else?” he asked in a dry tone.

      An emphatic nod. “I’d burn your pieces into ashes and then use you as fertilizer for my garden!”

      Bones snorted. “Must run in the family. Cat planted several vampires in the back of your family’s cherry orchard after decapitating them. She ever tell you that?”

      Doubt creased Justina’s features. “You’re lying.”

      “I’m not,” Bones said, his gaze compelling her to realize that. “What did you think she did with all those bodies? Or did you not bother about the details, as long as you had as many dead vampires as your teenage daughter could slaughter?”

      Justina only said, “Shut up and kill me already.”

      Bones let out a grim laugh. “Oh, the thought’s crossed my mind over the years, but no. I won’t even lay a finger on you, and here you’d cheerfully murder, dismember, and cremate me were our situations reversed. Who’s the real monster, hmm?”

      “You are,” she said at once.

      Another snort. “Whatever. I’m not here to change your mind about me, but you will tell the truth to the questions I ask you. First, what did you threaten Cat with before she left me?”

      Frustration suffused Justina’s features, but she gritted out, “That I would never speak to her again, and I’d run away from her the first chance I got if she took me with you.”

      And with vengeful vampires after them, Justina would’ve gotten killed. Cat would never risk her mum’s life that way, as Justina well knew. Cat already blamed herself for her grandparents’ deaths at the hands of vampires.

      “Did Don threaten to kill me unless she left with him?”

      Justina’s mouth clamped shut, but the word “Yes” snuck out.

      “Of course she thought love meant throwing herself into a meat grinder,” Bones said. “That’s what you taught her!”

      Grunts came from Justina. It was all she could get out since he hadn’t asked her a question. He didn’t care. Her denials were worthless when they both knew it was true.

      Now, for the hardest question. “Does she still love me?”

      Justina sucked in a breath and held it. Bones watched, his brows going up as the seconds ticked by and she still didn’t breathe. Was she trying to pass out rather than reply?

      “Answer. Me,” he bit out.

      “I don’t know,” Justina said with a burst of pent-up air. “For a long time, she did, but now that she has a boyfriend, I think she finally might be over you!”

      Pain made him briefly close his eyes. A boyfriend.

      When he hadn’t smelled another man in her bedroom, he’d hoped she was still single. Apparently not, and the boyfriend must be human from how vindictively pleased Justina looked.

      “One last question. Do you love your daughter?”

      Justina looked away. “When I realized she had Max’s evil, I didn’t want to, but I couldn’t…I couldn’t not love her.”

      “You should tell your daughter you love her,” Bones said. “She hasn’t heard that nearly enough from you.”

      Justina looked away again, but he saw her bite her lower lip as if she were trying to stop it from trembling.

      Bones gave her a moment. Then, he said, “Look at me.”

      With a scowl, she did.

      He leaned forward, turning up the power in his gaze. “You will never threaten your daughter with doing anything to harm yourself again, and if she ever runs from Don, you will never reveal her location to him. In fact, if Don forces Catherine to run away again, you will ring me and tell me where she is.”

      Bones handed her a piece of paper with his number on it. Justina nodded even though more anger bloomed from her scent.

      Yes, forcing you to do this is unfair, he thought coldly. Just like you forcing Cat to choose Don over me because she thought you’d get yourself killed was unfair.

      Take every cheap shot and every low blow against an opponent, he’d taught Cat. This was his low blow.

      “You’ll also forget I was here as soon as I leave,” Bones said, taking the page back. “You’ll only remember what I told you as subconscious directives, should those situations arise. If they don’t, when you see me again, it will be as if you haven’t seen me in years. Understood?”

      Another nod followed by another whiff of anger. “I suppose you’ll also make me stop hating you.”

      Bones laughed. “Hate away; I don’t care. None of this was about you treating me better. It was about you treating your daughter better.”

      Justina said nothing. He hadn’t asked her a question, so she couldn’t reply, but her gaze told him to fuck off.

      He would, after one last thing. “Oh, and I meant it about the purple dress. That beige frock is hideous.”

      With that, he left.
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      Randy smiled with relief when Bones entered the parlor adjacent to the country club’s main stateroom.

      “You’re here!”

      Bones had been deliberately late, but not to the point of delaying the wedding. Just enough that the bridesmaids were now sequestered away with Denise and not flitting among the other friends and family in the main stateroom, which served as the site for the upcoming nuptials.

      “Sorry. Traffic,” Bones lied, keeping his voice down.

      “Yeah, it’s a nightmare,” Randy said. “We got here crazy early to avoid it.” Then, Randy turned to a slightly taller man with sand-colored hair and similar features. “This is my brother, Philip. Philip, this is my friend, Cris.”

      “Nice to meet you, and here’s your boutonniere,” Phillip said, handing him a lavender-colored flower for his lapel. “Now, I’ll go tell Denise that we’re ready.”

      Finally, Phillip’s tone implied.

      Bones gave him a bland smile. He didn’t blame Phillip for his crossness. He had no idea that Bones wouldn’t have missed this wedding for the world.

      “Wow, this is really happening,” Randy said in a dazed way.

      Bones’s brow rose. “Not getting cold feet, are you?”

      Randy grinned. “The opposite. I can’t wait to marry her.”

      On the other side of the hall, he suddenly heard Cat say “Felicity, could you get the flowers?”

      Her voice hit him like dozens of silken whips. He hadn’t heard it in years, and something visceral within him roared in response. He barely managed to keep his aura from blasting out, too.

      “Are you ready, Denise?” he heard Phillip ask next, to a cheerful response of “Let’s go get me married!” from a female voice, and then Cat’s “We’ll meet you in front,” to Philip.

      A few moments later, Phillip opened the door. “It’s time.”

      Randy grinned. “Let’s do this!”

      The four of them left the parlor and entered the stateroom. It had been transformed for the wedding, with rows of chairs for the guests, a flower-covered nuptial arch, and petals strewn along the aisle separating the bride’s side from the groom’s side. When the justice of the peace saw Randy, he nodded to the pianist, who began playing Pachelbel’s Canon in D.

      Randy grinned again as the doors at the end of that flower-covered pathway opened and the first bridesmaid began walking down the aisle. The guests murmured with appreciation when they saw the pretty, petite brunette. She seemed to take as her due, and her smile widened when it landed on Bones. Then, she added a little more sway to her hips.

      He didn’t smile back. He was here for one bridesmaid alone.

      The second bridesmaid, an older woman with black hair, began descending the aisle. Cat would be next. In moments, he’d be looking into her eyes. Would they still be expressive, telegraphing what was in her heart more clearly than words? Or would their long years apart have killed that trait in her?

      It could have. Bones had been friends with soldiers who’d been one person when they went off to war and someone else entirely when they came back. Cat had been exposed to the same cycle of trauma, danger, and death. It would have hardened her, or she wouldn’t have survived. How much of the woman he loved remained in the woman about to walk down the aisle?

      The music increased in volume as Cat appeared at the back of that petal-covered path. Not a muscle in him moved, but inwardly, Bones braced. It still wasn’t enough. His shields cracked as soon as he saw her, letting some of his aura escape.

      God, her face. So beautiful in a way that had nothing to do with her expertly applied makeup. She’d dyed her brows brown to match her newly darkened hair, but her complexion was still alabaster dappled with roses, her lips were full and sensual, her brows framed her eyes like twin wingspans, and her high, sculpted cheekbones invited envious stares. Her scent hit him next, and Bones breathed in its mixture of warm vanilla swirled with cream and cherries. He wanted to keep breathing it until he was dizzy from inhaling too much oxygen, and her eyes-

      -swept either side of the room with sharp, measured glances while her muscles tightened and wariness thrummed from her. She must have felt the tinge of supernatural power when some of his aura leaked out, and government-sanctioned vampire hunter that she was, she was now looking for its source.

      Bones covered his emotions beneath a thick, glacial wall. He couldn’t let her know how deeply he still loved her when he had no idea if she felt the same. Even if she did, that didn’t solve everything. She needed to admit that she never should have left him in the first place. He wasn’t some innocent she’d had to sacrifice herself for. He was a powerful Master vampire, and if Cat didn’t know that before, she damn sure would now.

      At last, she looked at the wedding party. Bullets were softer than that unyielding gray metal of her gaze as it raked over the other groomsmen before landing on Bones. Then, she swept him from his shoes to his shoulders, probably looking for any telltale bulge of weapons beneath his black tuxedo, before she finally met his eyes—

      Bones knew the instant she recognized him. That predatory look vanished, replaced by so much shock that her heart skipped a beat and she tripped and nearly fell. She caught herself with those inhuman reflexes, her movements so fluid none of the wedding guests noticed, all the while staring at Bones as if one blink would make him disappear.

      Bones stared back, his mouth curling ever so slightly.

      Hallo, Kitten. Yes, I found you.

      Her eyes lit up with something more powerful than the green glow that marked her as half vampire. Then, her smile broke out like the sun. Light blazed inside him, too, as her muscles bunched as if she were about to run down the aisle to him. Then, her gaze darkened as she glanced over at where her mum sat.

      Justina was blissfully unaware of Bones’s presence because she hadn’t bothered to look at the groomsmen. As soon as Cat looked at her mum, her expression shuttered like a slammed door. She kept walking, only a slight jerkiness to her movements and her accelerated heartbeat indicating that anything was amiss.

      Disappointment burned before Bones stomped on it. Yes, Cat was still more concerned with her mum’s happiness than her own, but she had been happy to see him. He hadn’t imagined that, even if she were now pretending that she didn’t know him as she took her place beside the other bridesmaids.

      Nowhere to run, luv, Bones thought, letting his gaze slide over her. Unless you destroy your best mate’s wedding.

      The Cat he knew would never do such a thing. Would this one?

      “Don’t even think about the hottie,” the petite brunette bridesmaid whispered to Cat. “I call dibs.”

      “Shut up,” Cat whispered back, her scent sharpening from the new sheen of sweat beading her upper lip. Her fingers also tightened on her bouquet until petals fell to the floor, and her body was so tense that her muscles must be screaming.

      Bones barely noticed Denise descend the aisle. He only saw a flash of mahogany-colored hair and a lacey white dress out of the corner of his eye. Randy took Denise’s hand, and then the entire bridal party faced the justice of the peace.

      Bones couldn’t look at Cat without being obvious, so he focused on her scent and the staccato tempo of her heartbeat as the justice began the ceremony. Both told him that she was the opposite of unaffected by him no matter that she pretended otherwise.

      Anticipation lit his senses. He’d worked with far less. She’d hated everything about him when they first met, and he’d turned that into desire within mere weeks. Oh, what he couldn’t do with some denial and a dash of forbidden interest…

      “Take the flowers,” the brunette bridesmaid hissed to Cat, kicking Cat’s shoe when Cat still didn’t move.

      Cat stammered out an apology when she realized that Denise had been holding out her bouquet to her. Cat accepted it with a glance at Bones that she immediately dropped when he met her eyes. Then, Cat stared at Denise and Randy during the ring exchange as if she’d be struck by lightning if she looked away.

      More anticipation crackled through Bones. These weren’t the actions of someone hardened into unrecognizable coldness by the brutality of the past several years. No, this was his Kitten, trying to fake her way through being a bloody wreck.

      “I now pronounce you man and wife,” the justice said several minutes later. “You may kiss the bride.”

      Randy kissed Denise to the audience’s cheers, and then the two of them walked back up the aisle. Cat grabbed Phillip’s hand and nearly dragged him after them, ignoring Phillip’s yelp and his attempt to slow her down.

      “I have to go to the bathroom,” Cat said. “Tell Noah not to wait for me. I’ll go straight to do the pictures afterward.”

      Noah. The human boyfriend that Justina had been so smug about. Yes, he was here, and unbeknownst to Cat, Bones had already met him, not that Noah remembered.

      Cat ran from Phillip as soon as they were clear of the stateroom. She even dropped her flowers in her haste. Bones slid into a corner and watched as a lanky, black-haired Caucasian bloke with lightly tanned skin and a chin dimple excused himself from Justina’s side and picked up the flowers.

      “Where’s Cristine?” the man asked Philip.

      “Ladies’ room,” Philip replied. “She said she’d meet you after she was done with the pictures.”

      “Oh,” Noah said, his smile covering his disappointment.

      Get used to waiting for her, Bones thought coldly. It’ll last the rest of your life.

      Then, Bones slipped around the corner and followed Cat’s scent. It led to the far side of the clubhouse, past another ladies’ room that had been more conveniently located. The one Cat chose was next to a closed golf shop, with no one outside in the hallway, and it was empty except for one heartbeat.

      Bones paused at the door. If Cat were faking the emotions he’d seen and scented, if she’d become the merciless killer that Don recruited her to be, he’d be walking into a trap. This would be the best way for her to lure him away and then slaughter him without anyone else noticing.

      Sod it, he decided, opening the door. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d tried to kill him.

      Bones entered the loo.

      Cat sat on the floor between the sinks and the stalls. Her back was to the wall and her head was bent over her knees, hiding her expression. Her hands were likewise hidden beneath the folds of her lavender dress.

      Bones was no stranger to her throwing skills. They were truly deadly. Was she concealing silver knives within the folds of her dress?

      Time to find out.

      “Hallo, Kitten.”
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      Cat’s head snapped up, revealing a perfectly scandalized expression. “God, Bones, this is the ladies’ room! You’re not supposed to be in here. What if someone sees?”

      Laughter pealed out of him. Such a ridiculous statement proved his concerns were groundless. She was still herself. Despite everything they’d done to her, that hadn’t changed.

      “Still a prude?” he asked with more laughter. “Don’t fret. I locked the door behind me.”

      She jumped up, and he took his time looking her over.

      “Look at you, luv.” Her face might be exactly the same, but her body was curvier, filling out her lacy, lavender bridesmaid dress in all the right ways. “Can’t say I prefer the brown hair, but as for the rest of you…you’re luscious.”

      She moved back until the wall prevented her from retreating another inch. “Stay where you are.”

      Was that fear tingeing her scent? Perhaps she thought he’d changed in the same, lethal way he’d just wondered about with her. If so, his chosen profession wouldn’t allay that fear.

      Bones made his movements slow as he leaned against the countertop. His hands were now both in sight, too, showing that he held no weapons.

      “No need to get lathered. I’m not here to kill you.”

      “No,” she said after a moment. “If you were, you wouldn’t have bothered with the ambush at the altar. You obviously know what name I’m going under now, so you would have just come for me one night when I came home from work.”

      Bones let out a light whistle. “I see you haven’t forgotten how I work. Do you know I was offered a contract on the mysterious Red Reaper three times before? One bloke offered half a million bounty for your dead body.”

      Something flitted over her features, too quick for him to read. She’d gotten better at concealing her emotions. “What did you say, since you’ve confirmed you’re not here for that?”

      “I said yes, of course.” Dark satisfaction filled him at the memory. “Then, I hunted down the sods and played ball with their heads. The bounties on you quit being posted after that.”

      All except whoever had hired Lazarus. That contract had never been public, and he still didn’t know who was behind it.

      That trace of fear in her scent didn’t abate when she said, “So, if not for business, then why are you here?”

      As if she didn’t know.

      “Not happy to see me?” He began closing the space between them, his slight smile daring her to dispute his question. “Know why I wanted to catch you unawares earlier? So I could see your eyes, and know what you felt in that very instant.”

      Her gaze darted around as if seeking escape, but with the stalls and sink at her sides and the wall behind her, she’d backed herself into a corner. She no longer looked him in the eyes, but he caught her gaze moving over his body as if she couldn’t help herself.

      Go on, little liar, he thought as her heart rate sped up and a deeper, richer scent covered that tinge of fear. Tell me you didn’t feel that thunderbolt when we saw each other again, and that you don’t feel more alive now than you have in years.

      “Have you met my boyfriend?” she blurted out, and then recoiled as if the words had struck her, too. “How did you weasel into Randy’s life to become a groomsman, anyhow?” she went on in almost desperate haste. “Did you find out my best friend was marrying him? If so, you must have mind-fucked him quick. They were only engaged for a month.”

      He didn’t rise to the bait about Noah. That was her attempt at deflection, and he wouldn’t indulge it.

      “I’ve known Randy over six months,” he said, enjoying the shock that bloomed over her features. “Unusual bloke, don’t you agree? Know what his first words to me were, after we sat side by side for an hour in a bar? He said, ‘I hope this won’t be engraved on my headstone, but you haven’t breathed this whole time. Care to tell me how you do that?’”

      Her blink was priceless. “He knows what you are?”

      “’Course. I gave him a peep from my eyes with the green lights on, and told him he hadn’t seen anything. He just blinked at me the same way you did and asked if that was supposed to work. Obviously, that was unexpected, so we struck up a conversation.” After I killed yet another vampire for you. “We became mates. It wasn’t until this week, after I’d accepted my position as groomsman, that he met me in a bar with your scent all over him. You’d helped him move into Denise’s that day.”

      She seemed dazed and even a little hurt before she schooled her expression into blankness. Bones said nothing while hiding a sardonic smile. Not nice to think that you might be an afterthought, is it? Welcome to my world.

      “So, running into you today is just coincidence?” she said. “You’ve, ah…gotten over what happened before?”

      He’d admire the balls of the question if he didn’t know bravado was her chief defense whenever she felt vulnerable.

      “Wouldn’t you like to know?” he mocked. “But you can stew about it, the same way I’ve had to stew ever since I got your bloody Dear John note. I will tell you this, though”-footsteps approached, followed by mutters in a voice he well recognized-“we have unfinished business between us, and we are going to sort it no matter how much you’d rather avoid doing so.”

      Her face paled. Then, it turned ashen when Justina’s voice boomed out. “Cather-er, Cristine! Are you in there?”

      “Oh, shit!” Cat said, staring at the door in horror.

      He only smiled. “Think I’ll pay my respects to your mum.”

      “Don’t you dare,” she began.

      Bones flung open the door.

      Cat sucked in an appalled gasp. Justina looked at Bones with confusion that instantly faded as the part of her brain that subconsciously remembered their encounter told her who he was far faster than she’d originally recognized him. Then, rage filled her features, and she turned nearly the same purple shade as her Greco-styled gown.

      “You!”

      “Lovely to see you again,” Bones replied. “That frock looks very fetching on you.”

      “Filthy animal,” Justina snarled. “Every night I prayed you were dead and rotting in hell!”

      And dismembered, cremated, and fertilizing your garden, Bones added, but all he said was, “You should have spoken up, then. The Almighty must not have heard you.”

      “Mother,” Cat said in a sharp tone. “Enough! And you.” Now, her glare was aimed his way. “Whatever you have to say to me can wait until this reception is over. That’s my friend and yours out there, waiting for us to get wedding pictures with them, and that is what we’re going to do.”

      “Pictures?” Justina repeated in a near shriek.

      Cat gave her mother a single shake. “Yes, and if you do anything to trash Denise’s wedding, I’ll…I’ll let him bite you!”

      Bones flashed his fangs at Justina. She looked incensed, but when Cat turned to him, he only wore an innocent smile.

      “Happy to oblige, Kitten.”

      “Out,” she said with an emphatic wave at the door.

      “Ladies.” He doffed an imaginary cap and walked away.

      “You can’t expect me to allow anyone to stay under the same roof as that monster,” he heard Justina say.

      “Oh, you will,” Cat replied in a steely voice. “Denise is going to have the lovely day she deserves even if I have to knock you unconscious and stuff you in one of those stalls.”

      “Go ahead!” Justina retorted. “As soon as I wake up, I’ll call Don and tell him what’s happening here.”

      Bones slowed. That wouldn’t do-

      “You do, and I swear to God that I’ll have Bones change me into a vampire this very night.”

      An impressive threat, not that he’d comply. He never changed anyone unless they truly wanted it, and Cat didn’t. But, Justina’s gasp was so horrified that he smiled.

      “You wouldn’t!”

      “Try me,” Cat said in a deadly purr. “Call Don, and I’ll be rocking a new pair of fangs before the sun is up.”

      This saved him from mesmerizing Justina again. She’d never call Cat’s bluff on this. It was her worst fear.

      “That’s what he wants from you, Catherine,” Justina said. “He wants to steal your soul and turn you into a beast!”

      “Well, then you’ll bear that in mind and keep your mouth shut, won’t you?” Cat replied tartly. She also sounded closer. Bones slipped behind one of the decorative columns in the hallway. “And call me Cristine,” Cat went on. “Can you be more obvious that I have an alias?”

      Moments later, Denise ran toward Cat.

      “I’m so sorry!” Denise said. “I didn’t know that Randy’s friend was…” her voice lowered to a whisper. “A vampire! But don’t worry. I talked to Randy. He was amazed I knew they existed, too! We have so much in common. Anyway, Randy says he’s known him for months and that he’s harmless.”

      “Harmless?” Justina sounded like she’d swallowed a toad.

      Bones snuck a glance around the column. Her face was worth it.

      “We aren’t talking about a dog that may or may not bite,” Justina went on. “We are talking about a murderer-”

      “Ahem,” Cat said while tapping her neck in warning.

      Bones muffled his snort, but couldn’t entirely contain it.

      Justina strode away in disgust.

      “It’s okay, Denise,” Cat said. “He knows as long as he keeps his fangs clean, we won’t have any problems.”

      “Did you talk to him?” Denise asked. “You were in the bathroom a while, and I didn’t see him, either. You corner him?”

      “Um, well, uh.” Cat sounded flustered now. “I know him. I mean, I’ve seen him around Virginia. We have an understanding. He doesn’t mess with me, and I don’t mess with him.”

      “Well, then, let’s go get pictures. I’m glad you two aren’t going to fight. Tell him not to mention anything about your real job to Randy, okay? Your boss would lose all the hairs off his balls if he found out how many people knew about you.”

      “Well put,” Cat muttered, and followed Denise to the photography room.

      After a moment, Bones went inside, too. Randy waved him over, introducing him to Denise.

      “A pleasure,” Bones said, and meant it. Not only was she Randy’s new wife, Denise also knew what Cat was and accepted all of her. Cat had longed for a friend like that her whole life.

      Cat still longed for him, too, even if she refused to admit it. Now, to show her what she was pretending she didn’t want.

      “Hey, gorgeous,” the petite brunette bridesmaid said, sidling up to Bones. “I’m Felicity, and I’m your wedding partner for the night. What did you say your name was?”

      “Cris,” Bones said, taking her hand while feeling Cat’s glare on him. “Charmed.”

      Cat wanted to play games? Very well. He’d play.
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      Cat nearly ran from the room once the pictures were finished. All vampires were territorial, and denials or no, Cat obviously still considered him to be hers. Bones couldn’t count the times he’d heard her teeth grind at Felicity’s flirting, and her anger practically scalded the air every time Felicity “accidentally” brushed against him during the photos.

      “Know what I think we should do now?” Felicity said while pretending to adjust the flower in his lapel.

      Yes, and it’s not happening, Bones thought, but only said, “Hold that thought. I need a drink. Back soon.”

      Bones left without waiting for Felicity’s response. Cat had few outlets available for her anger, so he knew where she’d be.

      In the scant moments it took Bones to reach the bar in the ballroom, Cat had already finished one gin and tonic and said “Another” to the bartender. “More alcohol,” she added after watching the bartender pour.

      “Drowning your sorrows?” Bones noted in amusement.

      She didn’t turn around. “None of your business.”

      “Darling!” Noah’s voice made both of them stiffen. “There you are.”

      Noah brushed by Bones and kissed Cat’s cheek. It was almost the last thing he ever did. Bones piled ice over his instant spurt of jealousy while thinking, quick one, karma!

      “I’ll show you to your table, Noah,” Cat said, almost shoving the lanky man out of Bones’s reach. Either she recognized the look on Bones’s face, or she knew him too well. Either way, she was wise to remove Noah from his sight.

      Bones watched them leave, and then caught Justina staring at him. Her venomous look turned triumphant when she looked at Cat, leading Noah by the hand, and then back at Bones.

      Bones only winked at her. Enjoy that sight, Justina. Tonight will be the last time you’ll ever see it.

      Justina’s face reddened in anger. She left her table, rounding on Cat as soon as she walked away from Noah.

      “Do you know what that beast just did?” Justina hissed to her daughter. “He winked at me!”

      Cat’s laughter spilled over Bones like moonlight breaking out across a starless night. God, how he’d missed that sound.

      “You think that’s funny?” Justina snapped.

      Cat stifled her chuckles as she walked toward the head table where the wedding party was segregated.

      “Well, Mom, he risked his life to save you, and then you tried to get him killed. My guess is that he doesn’t like you.”

      “As if I care about him,” Justina muttered while Cat took her seat at the long, rectangular table. “What I care about is-”

      “You have got to be kidding me,” Cat burst out, staring at the name card next to hers. Bones already knew what it said: Cris Pin, the name he’d given Randy several months ago.

      Bones slipped into his chair as Cat shot out of hers.

      “Justina, we meet again,” Bones said. “Wouldn’t want to be rude, but I believe your table is over there.”

      He pointed for effect.

      Justina opened her mouth with an incensed sound, but then was cut off by Felicity’s loud, “There you are!” as she spotted Bones.

      As soon as she reached him, Felicity grabbed Bones’s arm and tucked it near her cleavage. “You and I are paired off together, remember, so no more running off! Oh, and I hope you dance as good as you look.”

      “Slut,” Cat said under her breath.

      Felicity didn’t even turn her way. “What was that?”

      Cat cleared her throat. “Good luck, I said.”

      Felicity’s smile was full of promise as she stared at Bones. “I don’t need luck.”

      You need more than that, Bones thought. You’d need a miracle rivaling all ten of the great Biblical plagues.

      Cat finished her gin and tonic in one gulp. Then, she went back toward the bar, her mum following behind her.

      “Oh, Ms. Russell,” Bones said, raising his voice.

      Cat stopped, turning around almost guilty at hearing him say her borrowed surname.

      “Be a luv and get me a drink, will you?” Bones said with a wicked grin. “You remember my preference, I’m sure.”

      Cat’s glare promised revenge, but she continued to the bar.

      “That filthy, lecherous animal,” Justina hissed.

      “Stuff it,” Cat said curtly. Then, her voice softened with feigned politeness as she said to the bartender, “Tall glass. All gin. Don’t even think about criticizing.”

      Bones stifled his laugh. Her half-vampire nature required far more liquor than that to take the edge off. The poor bartender was in for a long night.

      “Oh, yeah,” Cat said after taking a long swallow of her drink. “And one whisky, neat.”

      Randy and Denise arrived, taking their seats after giving Bones and Felicity a hug. Cat’s seat was between Randy and Bones, and Denise was to Randy’s left. Bones was ignoring more of Felicity’s innuendoes when Cat returned, holding a pilsner-sized glass of gin along with a normal-sized glass of whisky. She set the whisky in front of Bones without comment and took another long swallow of her gin.

      Felicity faked a gasp. “Cristine! Can’t you keep a lid on your drinking? This is my cousin’s wedding, for heaven’s sake!”

      Bones had seen Cat give kinder looks to people she murdered. Then, the tall glass in her hand shattered.

      “Motherfucker!” Cat snapped as glass and gin showered her.

      Everyone within earshot stared. Cat’s cheeked reddened, and Bones stifled another laugh. Put her in a room full of rogue vampires and she’d slaughter them all without blinking, but among humans, she blushed over saying a naughty word. Priceless.

      “Cristine! Are you all right?” Randy said, wrapping a napkin around Cat’s hand. Some of the shards had nicked her, causing a new, heady aroma to fill the air.

      “I’m fine,” Cat said, looking as if she wished the ground would open up and swallow her.

      Denise gave Bones a speculative glance before turning to Cat. “Do you want us to move your seat?”

      Cat’s brows furrowed before understanding dawned. Then, she shook her head once. No.

      Bones relaxed until that infuriating bloke ran up to her.

      “Cristine!” Noah took her hand. “Is it bad?”

      “I’m fine, just embarrassed,” she said, pulling her hand away. “Go back to your seat. Let’s not make more of a scene.”

      Noah hesitated, but Cat’s firm nod had him saying, “All right,” and leaving after caressing her cheek.

      Bones’s hands weren’t on his glass. That’s the only reason his didn’t shatter, too.

      “Really,” Cat said to Denise, who still gave her a worried look. “I’m going to the ladies’ room to wash my hand and throw away these pieces.”

      Denise rose. “I’ll go with you.”

      “Don’t,” Cat said, and gave a deliberate glance at Bones.

      Denise’s brows went up. Bones’s didn’t, but he was surprised, too. She suddenly wanted him to come after her?

      At Cat’s nod to Denise’s unspoken question, Denise said, “Cris, would you go with Cristine to see if they have any bandages? Randy says…that you have a great deal of experience with bleeding wounds,” she finished with a suppressed laugh.

      Cheeky vixen. No wonder she and Cat were mates.

      “Are you a doctor?” Felicity said with even more interest.

      “Back in London I was many things,” Bones replied. Let her make of that what she would.

      Cat swung by the bar before leaving the ballroom. “Gin,” she said, dropping a $100 bill. “The whole bottle.”

      The bartender gave a concerned look at her bloody hand. “Miss, maybe you should slow down-”

      Bones fired up his gaze. “Give the lady the bottle, mate.”

      The bartender handed it over without another word.

      Cat didn’t go to the ladies’ room. She took Bones outside to the parking lot, drinking the entire way. Her blood soon left red streaks across the bottle, but Bones said nothing until she stopped at the furthest corner of the parking lot. Low-hanging trees shaded much of the country club from view, though the warm breeze carried the sounds of music and laughter to them.

      “Better now?” Bones asked when the bottle was half empty.

      She gave a humorless laugh. “Not hardly. I don’t know how long my mom will keep quiet, but in case you didn’t notice, she wants to call in the troops and have you skewered over an open flame with a silver stick, so you have to leave.”

      “No,” he said simply.

      “Are you trying to get killed?” she snapped. “One call to my boss, Bones! That’s all it’ll take, and believe me, my mom’s probably caressing her phone and fantasizing about it now.”

      Her concern for him would be touching, if it hadn’t also led to the most miserable years of his life.

      “Sods like your boss have chased me most of my undead life, yet I’m still here while they’re not. Neither your mum nor your boss scares me, is that clear? Now, unless you want to have our very overdue talk here, I suggest we return to the reception.”

      “Or you could just leave,” she muttered.

      Like hell.

      “Forget about me skulking off. Or you, for that matter. I found you days ago. There’s a reason you didn’t know that before now. Try to vanish in a misguided attempt to protect me, and it’ll be a short flight. Then, we’ll be having our conversation under far less pleasant circumstances because I have damn well waited long enough to have this out with you.”

      Her gray gaze widened with sudden understanding. “It was you I felt outside my house the other night, wasn’t it?”

      Appears he had let too much of his aura out. “You felt that? I wondered if you did.”

      She said nothing. Neither did he. At least, not with words. His gaze told her how frustrating and unforgettable she was, especially while the breeze played with the tendrils of hair that had come loose from its elegant updo. Her bolero jacket did little to hide the long, tempting line of her throat, and each accelerated breath swelled her breasts against her snug lace bodice like the rise and fall of stormy seas.

      She swallowed hard, looking away when her gaze began filling with the same need that made him barely able to restrain himself. Then, she took another swallow of gin.

      “We have to get back to the reception,” she said in a newly unsteady tone.

      Yes, they did. Before he decided that talking was very, very overrated. But first…

      “Mind if I have a drop from your bottle?”

      Her brow furrowed since she knew his chosen spirit was whisky, not gin. Still, she handed it to him.

      Bones slid his tongue over the red streaks marring the glass instead of drinking its contents. His nerve endings erupted at the taste of her blood-so sharply sweet and addictive, just like she was. He’d only drank from her once before, and the memory filled him with the same fire he saw in her gaze as she watched, her breath coming faster while her scent ripened until it nearly begged him to taste her lips next.

      Oh, I will, Kitten. But not now.

      He handed the bottle back once he’d licked away every drop of her blood from it. Her fingers trembled as she took it.

      “Still going to pretend there’s nothing between us?” Bones asked in a heated whisper.

      A helpless sort of desperation lit her gaze before angry denial covered it. “There isn’t. Go hit on Felicity instead. Good news: I hear she’s easy.”

      With that, she tried to sweep by him. Bones caught her hand and held it, ignoring her angry tugs to get away.

      “Stop that,” he said while pulling out his knife.

      Her brows shot up.

      He bit back a derisive snort. No, I’m not going to stab you for your cruel directive. I’ll repay that another way.

      He scored his palm with the blade and pressed her open cut to his welling wound. Her failure to instantly heal was another of her human traits. When she tugged away again, he let her go.

      She watched as his blood healed her cut until only the red smear on her palm remained to show that it had ever been there. Then, she looked at him and didn’t look away.

      He stared back, still feeling the heat from her skin while tasting her blood on his tongue. Both made him want to kiss her until she admitted what her scent, eyes, and pulse all screamed at him, but he didn’t. First, she had to admit to herself that she still wanted him, and he knew how to make her.

      Brace yourself, Kitten. I’m calling your bluff.

      “Weren’t you leaving?” he asked with an arched brow.

      After a final, confused look, she did.

      Bones waited a few minutes before returning to the ballroom. Then, he ignored Cat and focused on Felicity.

      “Good news, luv,” he said with his most charming smile. “I do dance as well as I look.”
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      The reception lasted three hours. Bones focused on Felicity the entire time…except for one brief exchange about halfway through. When Cat was occupied with Denise and her mum, Bones passed by Noah and whispered “Rumpelstiltskin” near his ear.

      The single word activated a previously-planted subconscious directive. Ten minutes later, Noah was apologizing to Cat, Denise, and Randy while hurrying out the door. Noah, an on-call veterinarian, believed there was an animal emergency at his clinic. He’d stay there the rest of the night believing it, too.

      Without Noah to distract her, Cat barely managed to conceal how she stared at Bones while he drank, danced, and laughed with Felicity. As the night wore on, Cat’s scent became so singed with anger that she could have set off the smoke alarms, but she still did nothing to interfere. Randy and Denise had just left when Felicity took Bones’s hand with a sultry smile.

      “Come here, gorgeous. I have something to show you.”

      He wasn’t interested in whatever it was, but Cat obviously needed more incentive. So, Bones let Felicity lead him out of the ballroom and onto the patio. The lights were out in the furthest corner, and once they were encased in shadows, Felicity pushed herself aggressively against him.

      “I’ve wanted to do this all night,” she muttered, and tried to pull his head down to hers.

      “Stop,” Bones said with a flash of green in his gaze.

      Felicity froze, her arms still around his neck. Bones sent his senses outward. Would Cat seek them out? Or was she still clinging to her denial?

      Moments later, Bones heard the clatter of high heels coming toward the patio, in strides too long to be someone on a casual stroll. Cat’s jealousy had finally gotten the better of her.

      “Continue,” Bones whispered to Felicity.

      She all but yanked his head down to hers. Bones’s lips had barely brushed Felicity’s when those footsteps came to an abrupt halt, and he heard Cat gasp. He looked up, guilt and triumph mingling as he saw utter devastation on her features. Then, green fire burst from Cat’s gaze. The sight would have terrified Felicity if she hadn’t been facing the other way. For an instant, Bones thought she might actually attack Felicity. Then, Cat spun around and ran as if hell itself chased her.

      Bones broke the kiss, holding Felicity back when she tried to prolong it. “You’re no longer interested in me,” Bones said with another flash of green. “You’ve decided you can do better.”

      Felicity backed up at once, saying, “Yeah…I’ve gotta go.”

      “As do I,” Bones said with the briefest nod, and headed back toward the ballroom.

      He’d only made it a few feet when he heard a car’s tires screech as it peeled out of the parking lot. Blast it, Cat was already speeding away! No time for him to get his own ride now. He’d have to follow her another way.

      Bones returned to the patio. Then, covered by the shadows and his black-on-black tuxedo, he flew.

      Cat’s distinctive black Volvo was easy to follow. She didn’t drive home, though. She drove nearly an hour away to a nightclub, of all things. Bones noted which one, and then flew elsewhere in order to land without being spotted. The club was surrounded by too many lights and people.

      Barely ten minutes passed before Bones walked up to the bouncer at the entrance. The hostile look he received was replaced by a smile as Bones pressed two large bills into the bouncer’s hand. Then, he was ushered inside the club.

      Several cages were elevated above the dance floor, and they boasted scantily clad dancers gyrating to the deafening beat. Bones checked the bars first, but Cat wasn’t there. She also wasn’t on the dance floor, and with so many people wearing cologne and perfume, it was impossible to track her by scent.

      If she hadn’t come to drink or dance, why was she here?

      The answer came when he felt a blast of supernatural energy coming from the back of the club. Of course. Cat had looked angry enough to kill when she saw him kiss Felicity, so she’d come here to do exactly that.

      Bones followed that energy to a door marked “maintenance” next to the bathrooms. The lock was broken, and, no surprise, it wasn’t a maintenance room. It led to a narrow hallway with no lights and another door at the end of it. That lock was broken, too, and Bones slipped inside while silently cursing the fact that he only had one silver knife. Normally, he never went anywhere without several weapons, but the last thing he’d intended to do tonight was go vampire hunting!

      The noise from the club faded as soon as he was inside the new room. Must be soundproofed. It looked like a small, normal office, but the scent of blood and death came from an open door that led to yet another room. A young blonde woman stood in the doorway. Her back was to Bones as she sighted down a gun’s barrel, thumbing back the hammer to pull the trigger.

      Bones heard Cat in there and didn’t hesitate. He flung his silver knife deep into the blonde’s heart. She dropped like a stone, and only when he caught the sound of her heart stuttering to a stop did he realize that she was a human.

      No matter. Bullets wouldn’t work on vampires, so she’d been aiming at either Cat or another human. Bones rushed by her body and went into the next room. Red streaks decorated the walls, as if a Jackson Pollock imitator had been given only one color to paint with. Several bodies were strewn on the floor, both human and vampire, and there was also a ghost here, of all things.

      Cat was in the center of the mayhem, clad in only a bustier, knickers, and knife sheaths on her thighs. She yanked a vampire’s head off with a vicious twist and then whirled, sensing Bones’s gaze. When she saw him, she lowered her knives.

      “You forgot one,” Bones said in lieu of hello.

      She glanced around. “Who?”

      “The bitch sneaking behind you with a gun.” Had Cat not seen her before? Or had Cat dismissed her because she was human? “She’s not a threat any longer,” Bones added with a brief smile.

      She kicked the headless vampire aside. “Three of these girls are still alive, but they’re in bad shape. Give them blood. Yours will work better than what I have to offer.”

      Bones accepted the knife Cat gave him and he sliced his palm, the silver burning long after the blade left his skin. The wound didn’t heal as quickly, either, giving Bones time to drip his blood into the mouths of the three girls. The ghost fluttered around the last one, trying to touch her even though his hands kept going through her. Bones saw the ghost’s body nearby, and it was still warm. Poor lad barely looked out of his teens, and he’d been murdered less than an hour ago. Cat had arrived in time to avenge him, but not to save him.

      The ghost chewed on the stud in his lower lip before asking, “Will she be okay?”

      Cat listened to the girl’s heartbeat, which had grown steadier after Bones made her swallow several drops of blood.

      “Yeah. She will be now,” Cat said with a relieved smile.

      The boy’s answering smile fled as he looked around the room. “You didn’t get all of them. There were three more of those creatures before, and they said they’d be back.”

      “Bastards,” Cat muttered under her breath. Then, to the ghost, she said, “I’ll get them. Don’t worry. It’s my job.”

      The ghost gave her a sweet smile that blurred as his body started to fade away. Within moments, nothing was left of him.

      “Is he gone?” Cat asked in a quiet voice.

      She didn’t mean from her sight. She meant the literal way.

      “I expect so. He accomplished what he wanted, so now he’s moved on. Some stubborn folks manage to do one last thing.”

      And this boy had been more than stubborn. He’d been selfless, too. Most newly-dead ghosts were so horrified by their own demise that they couldn’t focus on anything else. This boy had moved past that and managed to save his girl. If Bones had been wearing a hat, he’d have taken it off to the young lad.

      Cat went to the doorway where she’d left her dress. The blonde woman had almost fallen on it, and a few stray streaks from the blonde’s punctured heart stained the lavender dress.

      “Smart to remove it,” Bones commented. “That frock’s snug fit would have cost you fluidity, and taking it off would have been quite distracting to the vampires in here.”

      She gave him a look as she shimmied into the dress. “I do remember how to hunt, you know.”

      He was about to respond when a flash of dark lines on her hip caught his eye. At once, Ian’s words rang in his head. Seeing your distinctive cross-bones symbol on her hip is what distracted me enough for her to plug a silver stake in my heart…

      Bones was across the room and touching her hip before Cat could shout “Stop!”

      Too late. Bones traced the lines in Cat’s tattoo. Every notch and curve was identical to the one he had on his upper arm. She’d memorized his cross-bones so thoroughly that a picture couldn’t have been more accurate. His emotions fired like the finale of a fireworks show.

      “Stop touching me,” Cat said in a hoarse voice.

      “You don’t want me to,” Bones whispered. “I see it in your eyes, and your scent betrays you.”

      Yearning and frustration battled in her gaze, and then, hardness covered them both. “We have vampires to kill.”

      Bones withdrew his hand. Yes, they did.

      Cat finished pulling up her dress and walked out the door.
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      Bones checked on the three survivors. Their pulses were steady, but they’d lost so much blood that they were still unconscious. Best thing, really. Now, they wouldn’t see the slaughter around them and run screaming into the nightclub to get the human authorities involved. That would scare the vampires off, and Cat was right. They needed killing.

      “What are you doing?” Bones asked as Cat came back into the room with the dead blond in her arms.

      “Piling Miss Pink Toenails in here with the rest of them,” she replied, dropping the blonde’s body further inside the room. “Then, I’m going to wait in the hall until their friends come back, and kill the hell out of them.”

      This plan needed improving. “No, you’re going to wash that blood off your hands and arms. Then, we’re going to dance.”

      She stared at him. “The hell we are!”

      “You’re a professional killer, aren’t you?” Bones mocked. “You can’t hover around that hallway with blood spattered on you and expect to look inconspicuous. But, if you’re dancing with me, then no one will see the blood, and we’ll sneak up behind the vamps and kill them when they return to this room.”

      Her lips thinned as his logic left her nowhere to run.

      Bones only smiled. “Best hurry. They might return soon.”

      Bones took off his jacket and tie while Cat was in the loo. Then, he opened his white shirt at the neck and rolled up his sleeves to just below his elbows. Now, he only looked a little overdressed instead of being noticeably formal for a nightclub.

      Cat did a good job washing off. When she was done, only the stains on her dress and its scent remained. She put less effort in the second part of their plan, holding herself stiffly and keeping a broad distance between them on the dance floor.

      “Really, Kitten?” Bones said as he pulled her closer. “I know you can do better than this.”

      She gave him a single glare but began to move more naturally, although nuns would approve of the distance she kept between their hips. The music’s bass vibrated through him, mimicking the heartbeat he’d lost centuries ago while the lights scattered colors across Cat’s shoulders, throat, and the tops of her breasts. The sight was breathtaking, but he was more interested in her eyes. Thus far, she’d tried to stare anywhere except at him, yet when she did, he caught anguish in her gaze.

      He could guess why. The last time she’d been in his arms, she’d wept as she said goodbye. He’d only thought they’d be separated for a few hours.

      Instead, it had been years…

      “Why are you here?” Cat asked, her gaze suddenly swinging to his. “I thought you’d be busy with Felicity, with how the two of you looked. Unless you’re already finished with her? If so, that’s hardly up to your usual performance.”

      Bones had forgotten about Felicity. Cat hadn’t, but her snippy question was merely deflection. As always, she’d rather attack than show how she really felt.

      “Did seeing me kiss her bother you?” Bones asked with an arched brow. “Why? I was only doing as you instructed.”

      She tried to pull away. He didn’t let her.

      Fuck you, her expression said, but pain lingered beneath it. Her directive had hurt her more than it had him because she was still in denial about her feelings, and he wasn’t.

      “The men who came to the hospital that day knew what I was, Bones,” she said, finally acknowledging the real issue between them. “My pathology reports tattled on me since they already knew about vampires. The one in charge-”

      “Don?” Bones said with a pleasant smile.

      Her eyes widened in surprise, but she quickly recovered.

      “Yes, Don. He said he’d been looking his whole life for someone strong enough to fight vampires who wasn’t one of them. He offered to relocate me and my mom if I led his team. He also promised to leave you alone. We couldn’t all have survived any other way-”

      “Bollocks,” he cut her off.

      She stiffened. “We would have been hunted like animals! And my mother would rather have died than gone with you. She’d also rather see me killed than changed into a vampire, and let’s face it, that’s what you would have eventually wanted me to do!”

      Her voice rose at that last part, as if she were confronting him with something he’d tried to hide. Frustration swirled like a tornado inside him, and Bones spun her faster than he intended. Cat jumped out of the way to avoid bumping into another dancer.

      He yanked her back, still torn between anger and frustration. “That’s what kept you away after you left? Believing your mum that I’d make you turn into a vampire? Bloody hell, Kitten, did it ever occur to you to talk to me?”

      “Talking wouldn’t have mattered,” she said stubbornly. “You’re a vampire. I’m not, so you would have insisted on that eventually.”

      “No, I wouldn’t have, and when have I ever lied to you?”

      “How about when you kidnapped and murdered Danny Milton?” she shot back. “You swore you’d never touch him, but I don’t suppose Danny’s off in Mexico sipping margaritas, is he?”

      Bones leaned down until his face was only inches away.

      “You made me swear never to kill, cripple, maim, dismember, blind, torture, bleed, or inflect any other injury on Danny, or stand by while someone else did. I did none of those things, and you should save your concern for someone worthy. Danny wasn’t. At least he was finally useful. He told me you lived in Virginia. I’d had you narrowed down to three states, and Danny saved me some time. That’s why I told Rodney to kill him fast and painless, but I didn’t stay to watch.”

      “You bastard,” she breathed, seeming angrier at how he’d skirted his vow than she was at Danny’s death.

      “Since the day I was born,” Bones agreed.

      Shockingly, a tear formed at the corner of her eye.

      Bones stared at it in disbelief. “You’re not grieving over that wanker, are you?”

      “Not him,” she said in a thicker voice. “I lost a good friend trying to save Danny because I thought it was my job. Joke’s on me, right? I didn’t even realize you were the one who’d kidnapped Danny until weeks later, when I was finally shown the evidence from the scene. My boss sent someone else to the hospital since I was on forced grief leave at the time.”

      Bones closed his eyes. She hadn’t reached out to him in Chicago because she hadn’t known about the watch. All his pain, the way he’d ripped himself apart, the colossal mistake he’d made with Annette…all of it had been for nothing.

      He opened his eyes. Cat wasn’t looking at him, and she also didn’t speak. Neither did he. Oh, he had many things to tell her, starting with why her concern over him insisting that she change into a vampire was groundless, but right now, he’d shelve that and let the feel of her soothe everything else away.

      Yes, she was stubborn, reckless, and clinically in denial over what she was and what she felt, but the pain seething beneath her prickly surface was one he well knew. She might have done it to herself, but that didn’t lessen the sting. Sometimes, it made it far worse.

      Either his silence or the music soothed her because she gradually lost her stiffness and began moving with her usual grace. That plus her beauty earned her several admiring glances from the other dancers. Bones didn’t blame them, but it did bring up another sore subject.

      “So, how long have you been dating the pet vet?”

      All at once, her stiffness was back with a vengeance. “None of your business.”

      The blatant hypocrisy made him laugh. “You looked like you were about to ram your knife through Felicity’s heart earlier, and yet you begrudge me this simple question?”

      She muttered a curse before saying, “I wanted to kill Felicity because she’s a shallow bitch who pisses me off. It had nothing to do with you.”

      Now his laughter was low, deeper, and filled with everything she was trying to deny between them. “Liar.”

      He pulled her closer. Her warmth teased him in ever increasing waves, and with every brush of his body, her hands started to tighten on his shoulders. When his hips rubbed hers with a light, sensual graze, she gasped, and her scent bloomed with desire. He let her see him inhale the proof of her arousal while his hands slid down her back in a slow caress.

      “Lie all you want,” he murmured. “You did miss me.”

      She huffed even as pinpricks of emerald lit her gray gaze. “No, you’re just a good dancer. Felicity seemed to agree, too.”

      Back to her again, were they? Well, if she wanted to compare wedding reception partners… “Seeing me kiss Felicity was the least you deserved after I had to watch that human teddy bear fawn all over you. Really, Kitten, what were you thinking, dating him? Your mum has bigger balls than Noah.”

      “His balls are fine!” she shot back, and then color filled her cheeks.

      Normally, her blushes amused him. This time, it had the opposite effect. Was she embarrassed because she’d revealed more than she intended? Bones hadn’t asked Noah how serious things were between him and Cat. He’d only implemented the “leave ten minutes after you hear this word” instruction. His reason was simple: he didn’t trust himself not to kill Noah if he admitted to shagging Cat, and technically, Noah had done nothing wrong.

      “Right,” was all Bones said. “No wonder you’re so hot around me, then. With how you keep pretending to be human, I reckon the best shag you’ve had all these years has been yourself. All that holding back must be frustrating.”

      A low blow brought about by his rabid, vampire-infused jealousy. Cat didn’t hesitate to return it.

      Her leg swung up, hooking around Bones’s hip. Then, she pressed against him as if they were in bed instead of at a club. She even twisted her hips to increase the agonizingly sensual friction. Feeling her soft heat grind against his cock made his mind go blank. There was no loud music, no dancers, no other vampires to kill… nothing but the fire ripping through him.

      “Looks like I’m not the only one who’s been frustrated,” he barely heard her say. “Might want to tone down your eyes, Mr. Optical Hard-on. People might notice.”

      Bones snapped his eyes shut, but people would notice the hell out of something else, if she kept toying with him this way.

      He leaned down until his mouth brushed her ear. “Careful, luv. I might be angry with you, but that doesn’t mean I don’t still want you. So, if you do that again, I’ll shag you right here, right now, and sod anyone who wants to watch.”

      A tremor went through her, and her scent sharpened until desire covered even the coppery tang of blood. Bones drew in that heady aroma and his hands tightened around her.

      “Oh, Kitten,” he rumbled as his mouth slid to her throat. “Now you’re just daring me to, aren’t you?”

      Warm air teased his cheek from her rapid, breathy exhales, and her pulse hammered against his lips. Oh, yes, she wanted him, and he might not make a public show of claiming her as he’d threatened, but there was a private room only a few doors away…

      Hair-raising energy suddenly shot through the room. Mentally, Bones cursed. The other vampires had arrived.

      Bones forced his lust back as he released Cat and opened his eyes.

      “They’re here.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14

          

        

      

    

    
      The three vampires moved through the crowd like sharks carving through water. The humans probably didn’t realize that they backed away a fraction to let them pass, but some instinct inside them had recognized predators on the hunt.

      The vampires noticed, and the two men and one woman changed their vibe. Suddenly, they were all smiles and slowing their movements to be more casual and less purposeful. Within moments, the crowd stopped parting and began pressing closer instead. It helped that the vampires were beautiful. The woman looked Irish with her coppery-colored hair, light smattering of freckles, and gardenia-pale skin, while the two men were blue-eyed Caucasians with buttery-blond hair and golden bronze skin that spoke of either a human life spent outdoors or an excellent spray tanner.

      Cat groaned when the trio split up, each heading in a different direction. “I’m going to call my team,” she whispered. “They can secure the perimeter so none of them gets away.”

      “Don’t bother,” Bones replied while eying the trio. “Your toy soldiers are over an hour away, and I can practically feel the bloodlust pouring off these sods. They’re going to feed soon. If you wait for your team, someone will die.”

      “But if one of them goes for the members-only area and sounds the alarm, we’ll lose the other two,” she countered. “And I’ve got too much blood on my dress to offer myself up as a test bite, so, got any better ideas?”

      “I do,” Bones said, and pulled the nearest single woman of similar size to Cat next to him. Her instant sputter was cut off when Bones brought his face close and cupped his hands around their eyes so no one else could see his glow.

      “Go to the ladies’ room with this woman,” he said, a jerk of his head indicating Cat, “and switch your dress with hers.”

      “Switch my dress,” the woman repeated, caught in his gaze.

      Bones released her. “All yours, Kitten.”

      Cat’s approving smile suddenly slipped and her gaze narrowed. “Wait, you could have done that before. Then, we wouldn’t have needed to dance together!”

      Bones flashed a wicked grin. “So I could. But I didn’t.”

      Cat’s glare promised revenge, but she led the woman toward the restrooms. Minutes later, Cat came out wearing a backless yellow dress that was much shorter and tighter than her bridesmaid gown. After a glance around the club, she went over to the male vampire who appeared to have settled on a young blonde woman for his next meal.

      Cat elbowed the blonde out of her way and smacked a small piece of fabric onto the vampire’s chest. “As soon as I saw you, I knew I wouldn’t be needing these.”

      When the vampire sniffed the scrap of fabric, Bones realized it was Cat’s knickers. Bloody hell, he thought, admiration mixing with rabid territorialism, that’ll do it.

      It did. The vampire shoved the blonde away with a muttered refusal Bones couldn’t hear.

      Cat’s voice was much clearer as she said, “You’re not the conversationalist type, I hope?”

      After that, who would be?

      The vampire led Cat through the crowd without another word. Bones followed at a distance, but then stopped when the Irish vampire appeared to choose a snack, too. The young man smiled as she flicked her fingers through his black curls before giving a flirty kiss to his neck. Then, she whispered something that had them walking hand-in-hand down the hallway that led to the back room where Cat and her vampire had disappeared into.

      Bones was about to follow when a burst of energy from that room made the second male vampire’s head whip around. That energy dissipated like a popped balloon, and the vampire’s gaze flashed green. Only ironlike control or sudden death would cause a vampire’s aura to surge and then disappear that quickly, and from the alarm that flashed over the vampire’s face, his companion didn’t have ironlike control.

      Bones was torn. The female vampire was now out of sight, too, and Cat didn’t know that she was coming toward her. Did he let Cat handle her alone? Or did he back her up?

      Crashing sounds came from the hallway, so loud not even the blaring music could drown them out. Then, another burst of energy instantly deflated, solving Bones’s quandary. Cat must have just killed the female vampire, too.

      The remaining male ran out of the club. Bones followed, but not as fast since he didn’t trample the other dancers in his way like the vampire did. When the vampire saw that Bones was chasing him, he began throwing the dancers at Bones, too. Bones caught them and set them down as gently as possible while chasing after him. Still, the slight delay allowed the other vampire to disappear out the door.

      “Kitten, outside!” Bones roared as he chased after him.

      Maybe Cat would hear him, maybe she wouldn’t. Either way, he had to catch this sod.

      The vampire leapt over the fence bordering the club’s parking lot and ran into oncoming traffic on the nearby highway. Brakes screeched as cars tried to avoid hitting the dark blur that streaked across both the north and southbound lanes. Bones followed, cursing the numerous streetlights that made flying too risky. At least the vampire wasn’t a Master. He was fast, but Bones was faster.

      The vampire realized that as he glanced behind him and saw Bones gaining. The vampire ran faster, his feet tearing up the grass in the empty soccer field he darted through next. Up ahead, apartment buildings loomed over a dark construction site. Bones lagged back, letting the distance widen between them now. If the vampire thought he was getting away, he might not run toward those flats filled with all those innocent humans.

      The vampire chose the dark, empty construction site instead of the apartment complex. Triumph surged through Bones.

      Thank you, you witless fool.

      As soon as Bones was clear of the streetlights, he flew, tackling the vampire right after he hurdled over the fence surrounding the construction site. Then, Bones ripped one of Cat’s borrowed silver daggers through the vampire’s heart. Two twists later, and the sod was as dead as Caesar.

      Rapid footfalls announced Cat before Bones saw her. Good; she’d caught up. He glanced up in time to see Cat jump over the fence and charge forward, only to slow when she saw the dead vampire near Bones’s feet. He gave the body a kick out of habit and then turned more fully toward her. At last, they were alone with no friends to appease and no vampires to kill.

      “Time to talk, Kitten.”

      Her gaze widened, and she waved at the body as if trying to elicit a protest from it. “Now?”

      Bones snorted. “He’s not going anywhere, so yeah. Now.”

      Wariness flooded her gaze and she took a step backward. “I, uh, have to go back to the club.”

      Like hell. “No, you don’t, so don’t move another step.”

      She glanced around as if seeking another excuse. “But I called my team, so they’re already on the way-”

      “Do you still love me?” he cut her off.

      She nearly tripped, but caught herself. Her high heels didn’t make that easy. Why she hadn’t taken them off before chasing after him was beyond him, but it was the least of his concerns. Only this mattered, and he thought he saw the answer he wanted before her features closed off and she looked away.

      “No,” she whispered.

      Her scent, body language, and tone all screamed that she was lying. Still, the word ripped into him more brutally than the blade he’d just wielded against the other vampire.

      Bones hid that as he said, “Really? Then why didn’t you kill Ian? Your job is to kill vampires, and all you needed to do was twist the knife in his heart. But when you learned that he was my sire, you let Ian live. You might as well have sent me a bloomin’ valentine, Kitten.”

      “Sentimentality,” she said, still looking away.

      Another lie. She was one of the least sentimental people he’d met. That’s why he’d been so shocked by her keeping the car, let alone her marking herself with his tattoo.

      “Well, luv, as the saying goes, no good deed goes unpunished,” he replied with a cold smile. “You probably should have killed Ian. I might never force you to do anything against your will, but Ian wants to find you to do just that.”

      Now she faced him, and confusion knit her brows. “What are you talking about?”

      “He’s enamored,” Bones said bluntly. “Ian’s long been a collector of rare things, and there’s no one rarer than you, my beautiful half vampire. Ian doesn’t know I found you, but with how he’s looking for you, he’ll track you himself soon enough.”

      And with Max as Ian’s ace in the hole, there was nothing Cat wouldn’t agree to in order to finally avenge her mum. That’s why Bones couldn’t tell her he’d found her father, or that Ian had Max. Once she knew that, she wouldn’t be capable of hearing anything else.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Cat said after several moments of silence. “I beat Ian before; I can do it again.”

      So confident, and so very, very wrong.

      “Not the way he’ll play it. Ian won’t try to take you on a fair fight again. He’ll grab everyone you love first and then strike a deal, his terms. Believe me, you won’t like them. Your only advantage is me. Because of your clever deception about our relationship, Ian believes we hate each other. Nice touch about my stiffing you on the money, too,” he added with sudden amusement. “Still want a check?”

      She shot a glare at him. “I’ll write you one if you leave.”

      No amount could make him, and speaking of money…

      “Moreover, you still have a price on your head. I told you I’d been offered contracts on you that I traced to their source before, but I don’t know who’s behind this one. Whoever it is, is being very discreet. So, you have that and Ian hanging over your head, so like it or not, you need my help.”

      Her expression was pure mutiny. “Vampires and ghouls come after me all the time. If I need help, I have my team.”

      Bones let all the derision he felt fill his laughter. “Humans? The only way they’ll protect you is if they incapacitate Ian and the hitter by making them eat too much!”

      “You are so arrogant,” she muttered.

      Bones stalked closer. “No, I’m more powerful than you realize. That is truth, not arrogance. Every member of your team combined couldn’t protect you as well as I can, and you know it. Now isn’t the time for your stubborn insistence on going it alone. Whether you want my help or not, you’re getting it.”

      She gave him a frustrated look. “The biggest way you can help me is to leave! I appreciate the warnings, Bones, but you’re the one who’ll be in danger if you stay. Don’t worry about me. I can take care of myself.”

      He clenched his fists so he didn’t shake her until she remembered that she was the half-human and he was the centuries-old Master vampire.

      “Right back at you, pet! That’s why I’m not the least bit afraid of your boss or your band of merry men. You want to get rid of me? You’ll have to kill me.”

      Panic flashed over her features before they hardened into more stubbornness. “Then I’ll leave. I ran away once. I can do it again-”

      He didn’t plan on biting her. He didn’t even remember making the decision to do it, yet his fangs were suddenly in her neck cutting off those treacherous words. Then, the decadent taste of her blood chased away any second-guessing, as did her moan when his fangs released more venom. She shuddered in bliss and her arms slid up around his neck. Vampire venom wasn’t just a painkiller; it also induced sensations of heat and euphoria, which is exactly what Bones felt as he swallowed. Her blood filled him with the sweetest fire, until he felt warmer than she did, and she was nearly a brand against him as she molded herself to his body. God, how he’d missed her touch, her taste, and her blood! How had he managed to live so long without them?

      He licked the punctures in her neck before sliding his fangs in again. Her shudder coincided with another gasp that he felt as well as heard. Then, her arms tightened around him as he drew on the punctures more strongly, feeling almost drunk from each sumptuous mouthful…until something hard, long, and flat thudded against his back.

      Her silver knife.

      Bones pulled away to see her eyes. They were bright green with desire, but something else lurked in her gaze, too. Desperation, perhaps. Or maybe it was cold determination. He couldn’t tell, and with a professional vampire killer holding a silver knife inches from his heart, he should make it his business to find out. The difference might cost him his life.

      But this wasn’t a normal vampire killer. This was his Kitten, and he loved every part of her, even the duplicitous ones. Besides, she’d given up everything to protect him before, so he doubted that she’d murder him now. If he was wrong about that, if she truly were calling his bluff on him saying that she’d have to kill him to make him leave…then so be it.

      Bones dropped his hands from her back, giving her arms full range of motion. Now, she could shove him away or stab him, so everything that happened would be her choice. He tangled his hand in her hair, tilted her neck, and dipped his mouth to it again.

      She let out an extended moan as his fangs sank in deep and he drew in a long, sweet swallow. She swayed against him, but her knife didn’t waver. One thrust into his heart would paralyze him, and one twist after that would kill him.

      Bones drew in another mouthful, letting it coat his tongue so he could savor every drop before he swallowed. The tip of her blade dug in until it broke his skin, searing him with the unmistakable burn of silver.

      Still, he didn’t stop. If you make these my last moments, I’m living them to the fullest, Kitten.

      That burn disappeared as her knife clattered to the ground. Then, her arms slid around his neck, and she pulled his mouth tighter against her throat.

      “I can’t do it,” she whispered. “I love you too much…”

      Nothing he’d ever felt compared to that moment. He was flying and drowning and shining and burning.

      I love you…I love you…I love you…

      “I love you, too, Kitten,” he murmured when he finally lifted his head, but she couldn’t hear him. She’d passed out.

      Sirens cut through the other sounds. The police had arrived, which meant that her team wouldn’t be far behind. He’d meet those lads soon enough, but not now. He had other plans for the rest of the night.

      Bones cradled Cat to him and flew up into the moonless sky.
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      Cat still snored, and she still stole all the covers. Doing that back in his chilly cave made sense, but this was summer in a house that wasn’t even cold. Not that it mattered. She wrapped herself up in the comforter as if trying to become the world’s first half-vampire, half-human burrito.

      Bones lay next to her, the front of his body warmed by her heat, and his back cool because she’d hadn’t left him a scrap of fabric. She used to share the edges of her blanket, at least. No more. Good thing he had several pillows, or she might have sleep-swiped those out from under him, too.

      Eventually, her breathing changed from slow, even breaths to shorter, lighter ones. She was waking up. A pity. He would have preferred holding her another several hours. He’d been so relaxed that, covers or no, he’d almost fallen asleep himself.

      Her eyelids fluttered open. For a second, she stiffened as she looked around at the light gray walls of the bedroom, which were adorned with mismatched floral prints provided by the Airbnb owner. Then, the tension left her as she glanced down and saw his arms. Both were around her, holding her against him.

      “Where are we?” she asked in a quiet voice.

      “In the house I’m renting in Richmond,” he replied.

      At least she hadn’t leapt out of bed, which he’d half expected. She wasn’t a morning person under the best of circumstances-another vampire trait she shared.

      “How long have I been out?”

      He didn’t need to glance at his mobile. “Four hours, give or take. Long enough for you to steal all the covers. I’ve been listening to you snore and watching you cocoon into the bedspread, and I realized this is what I’ve missed the most. Holding you while you sleep.”

      That got her into an upright position. She never had been comfortable with emotional honesty. Then, she touched her throat as if expecting to feel the evidence of his former bites, but Bones had already healed the holes.

      “You bit me.”

      Bones met her gaze. Faint accusation swam in the gray depths, but confusion lingered there, too.

      “Yes,” he said simply.

      “Why?” she asked with a slight edge to her tone.

      He’d thought about that since it happened, so he answered with the truth. “Many reasons. Shall I list them all?”

      “Yeah,” she said with more of that edge.

      Did she even remember telling him she loved him? Apparently not, from the defensive set to her shoulders and the shields he could practically see her layering herself with. Ah, well. He knew it even if she was still lying to herself about it.

      “Primarily, to prove a point. You could have killed me. By rights, you should have. You had a vampire sucking the lifeblood out of you and a silver knife in your hand. Only a fool wouldn’t have wielded that blade…or someone who cares far more than she’s admitting to.”

      Anger flushed her cheeks. “You bit me to test me?” With that, she leapt out of bed. Then, she swayed before steadying herself. “You’d have been sorry if I had sliced up your heart. How could you be so stupid? You could have gotten killed!”

      Laughter blew out of him in a hiss. Bloody woman wouldn’t recognize irony even if it chewed her arse off.

      “And so could you! Frankly, after years of wondering how you felt, it was worth risking my life to find out. Now, admit it, Kitten. You haven’t gotten over me any more than I’ve gotten over you, and all your denial, lies, or the moron you’re dating won’t change that.”

      She flinched as if he’d struck her. Then, tears sparkled in her eyes before she glanced away.

      “It doesn’t matter. It can’t work between us, Bones. Nothing can change what you are, and I won’t change what I am.”

      Before he shattered her illusions about that supposed obstacle, he needed to know something.

      “Answer me this, Kitten. When it is just you and I, does it bother you that I’m a vampire? I know what the rest of them think-your mum, your boss, your workmates-but do you care?”

      She didn’t even hesitate, and he’d expected her to take a moment to consider that. “No. I don’t care.”

      Sincerity rang through her soft, vibrating voice. If she’d changed from hating all vampires on sight to this, didn’t she realize that they could overcome anything together?

      If she didn’t, she’d learn starting now.

      “You left because you didn’t think I could handle the obstacles before us. Then, you tried to get on with your life because you believed it would never work between us, but I couldn’t get on with mine because I knew we could work. I’ve been looking for you every day since you left me, and I’m sick of being without you. You’ve had your shot at things. Now, let me have mine.”

      She turned around, her expression a kaleidoscope of conflicting emotions. “What are you talking about?”

      “Trusting me, which is what you should have done years ago. I’m strong enough to handle whatever your job or your mum throws at me, so we can beat the odds if you give us a chance.”

      She drew in a ragged breath. “Even if you take out my job and my mother, what are you going to do when I grow old? Hand me some Ben-Gay for my arthritis? You’ll want me to change. You’ll resent it when I refuse, and it will destroy us.”

      Bones got out of bed, holding her gaze with every step he took toward her. “I will never force you to become a vampire. Ever. Nor will I pressure you, guilt you, coerce you, or try to trick you. Is that clear enough?”

      Tears turned her gray gaze into sparkling silver. “So, you’re fine with me getting wrinkled, decrepit, and then dead?”

      She wasn’t ready to hear this next part, but nevertheless, she had to. “Kitten, sit down.”

      She froze as if sensing that the hammer was about to drop. “No. Tell me now. What don’t I know? Am I dying or something?”

      The opposite. “Haven’t you ever wondered how long you would live? Ever truly pondered it?”

      Her laugh was short and sharp. “No. I thought I’d get killed pretty quickly with this job.”

      She wasn’t wrong about its dangerousness, but he forced his anger about that back. This was about her now. Not him.

      “Think past that. You’re half vampire. You’ve never been sick, your body heals faster than any human, and you can’t catch any of the diseases that affect the living. Even poisons and drugs need to be given in massive doses before they affect you, so what makes you think you’d only live to an average age?”

      She drew in a breath to argue. Then, it sputtered out in something that was half gasp, half sob. Beneath her denial, she must have known this, even if everything her mum had taught her about her other nature made her immediately object to it.

      “But I’m alive. I breathe, get my period, shave my legs…for God’s sake, I had an entire childhood!”

      “Yes, and you told me your vampire nature first emerged most notably in puberty,” Bones said in a steady tone. “Probably it was the hormonal surge, the same thing that can trigger congenital defects in humans, that increased your nosferatu traits, and they’ve grown ever since. Your pulse and breathing only make you easier to kill, but you’re not human, Kitten. You never have been. You just mimic them better than vampires do.”

      Her hand whipped out in a slap. “Liar!”

      The blow didn’t even hurt. That’s how little effort she’d put into it because she knew, deep down, that he wasn’t lying.

      “Your skin hasn’t aged a day since you left me. Not one line, not one furrow. Granted, you’re only twenty-seven, and wouldn’t show most signs of aging until later, but there should be some difference”-he touched her face before she batted his hand away-“and there isn’t. Then, there’s the blood.”

      “What blood?” she asked instantly.

      “Mine,” he said with a sigh. “I didn’t have a chance to tell you before because you left two days later, but the night we rescued your mum, you drank about two pints of my blood to make yourself stronger and faster. That alone would add fifty years to a normal human’s lifespan. To yours? Double, easily.”

      Her hand flashed out again. This time, he grabbed it before she could slap him.

      “Bastard!” she shouted. “You didn’t warn me!”

      He didn’t blink from her furious gaze.

      “Would it have changed your decision? You thought we were both going to die that night, not to mention you would have done anything to save your mum. You could also live to be as old as I am without it. Don’t take my word for it,” he added with a sliver of anger he couldn’t suppress. “Go to your boss. Look Don in the eye and ask him what he already knows. All the pathology they’ve done on you over the years, I’m damn sure he knows.”

      She was breathing heavier, and now, the tears in her gaze looked rage-induced. He’d take all the anger he was due and more, but he was far from alone in the blame. Of course her boss knew this. Her mum probably did, too. So would Cat, if they hadn’t made her trip all over herself pretending to be human except for the times it suited them for her not to be.

      “That’s why I have no reason to pressure you into becoming a vampire,” Bones added in a much softer tone. “With your mixed heritage and the occasional consumption of my blood, you’d live as long as you want to, just as you are.”

      She stared at him as if she’d never seen him before. Then, she stalked over to the bedroom door.

      Bones stopped her before she could open it. “Where do you think you’re going?”

      “Out,” she said as she shoved at his chest with far less than her usual strength. “I can’t look at you right now.”

      The bearer of bad news always bore its brunt. Still… “You’re in no condition to drive.”

      Her laughter rang out, harsh and brittle. “Why don’t you open a vein for me, then? What’s another fifty years, right?”

      He sighed. “Kitten…”

      She swatted away the hand he reached out. “Don’t touch me.”

      Having the future you expected stolen from you and replaced with something far different was brutal. Bones knew that from experience. Ian had done the same to him, and now, Bones had had a hand in doing that to her, even if most of her extended lifespan would come from her lineage instead of his blood.

      “Fine,” he said. “Where do you want to go? I’ll drive you.”

      She closed her eyes. “Take me home.”

      “After you,” he said, and held open the door.
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      Dawn splashed the sky with swaths of apricot and gold as Bones pulled up to Cat’s house. She hadn’t said a word during the half-hour drive, and she jumped out of the car as soon as it came to a stop in her driveway.

      “I’ll see you later,” Bones called out after her.

      She didn’t reply. He didn’t expect her to. Understandably, she had a lot on her mind.

      Bones drove away, but he didn’t go back to his rented house. He went to the office space he’d leased along the main route that Cat drove when she went back and forth to Don’s secret compound. If he knew Cat, she’d stew for a few hours, and then confront Don with what he’d hidden from her. Bones had to be ready in case Don didn’t take it well. Justina’s subconscious directive wasn’t the only failsafe Bones had prepared.

      “Rodney,” Bones said after ringing the ghoul. “Standby.”

      “On my way,” Rodney said. He’d been in town since the day after Bones found Cat, just in case of something like this.

      Bones hung up with Rodney and then made the call that he’d put off until now.

      “Crispin.” Sleep thickened Charles’s voice as he answered on the second ring. No surprise that Charles was abed. It was dawn, after all. Bones didn’t waste time on pleasantries. He and Charles hadn’t been on good terms for a year, so his mate deserved to know straightaway why Bones had woken him.

      “I found her, Charles, and I was right. She did stay away because they threatened my life, and she does still love me.”

      A long, shocked silence. Then, Charles said, “I’m very happy for you…and now also very ashamed of everything I said.”

      Bones grunted. “Don’t be. You meant well, and I probably would have told you the same had our situations been reversed.”

      Charles’s heavy sigh filled the line. “No, you wouldn’t. You would have supported me, same as you did when I went mad from grief and hunted Giselda’s killers. You were right to remind me of that, and I think…I kept telling you to move on with Cat because I didn’t want you ending up like me. I haven’t moved on in more than a century, and I didn’t…I didn’t want you to be ruined the way I am.”

      Bones closed his eyes. He should have realized that’s where Charles’s unusual coldness had stemmed from. Instead, he’d been too wrapped up in his own pain to notice how deeply his friend was still hurting, too.

      “You’re not ruined, mate. At worst, you’re scarred, but scars only show the places where we’ve healed back stronger.”

      Something like a strangled laugh escaped Charles. “You, a poetic optimistic? Now I’ve truly seen everything.”

      “Not yet, but would you like to see a slice of Richmond, Virginia, if you’re still in the States?” Bones asked in as casual a manner as possible. “Specifically, the exterior of a building that contains America’s top secret undead hunters?”

      Instantly, Charles’s tone changed to diamondlike hardness. “You think they might try to spirit Cat away again?”

      “I think it’s possible. But they wouldn’t expect a double aerial assault if they attempt to evacuate her by plane, and Rodney’s already in place if they try something on the ground.”

      “I can be there in three hours,” Charles said, sounding fully awake now. “Just tell me where to go.”

      Bones did, then thanked Charles and hung up.

      During the days since he’d found Cat, he’d learned everything he could about her “office.” From the outside, it looked like a small professional complex set three miles off a public side street, with security checkpoints at each mile until you reached the main building. A narrow airstrip and helicopter pad ended at the tree line that surrounded half the site, while a normal-looking parking lot and fence surrounded the rest.

      Yet appearances, as always, were deceiving. Most of the complex was several levels underground, according to the few blueprints Bones had found on it. It had originally been a secret fallout shelter during the Cold War, and had since been repurposed for Don Williams’ clandestine hunting operation.

      Cat drove to work there nearly every day. If she went today and didn’t drive back out, Bones would attack with the kind of savageness they wouldn’t live long enough to be haunted by.

      Two hours and fifty minutes later, Charles rang to say that he was in position. Five hours after that, Cat’s black Volvo blipped on his scanner as she drove by Bones’s office. The transmitter Bones had hidden on it when it was parked at the country club for Denise and Randy’s wedding showed Cat was headed into work.

      Bones left at once, a helmet hiding his features as he followed her on his new Ducati. When Cat turned off the public road onto the complex’s private exit, he passed it by instead of turning there as well. He already knew that cameras monitored everything from fifty meters beyond that exit all the way to the compound, and if Ted’s hacking was correct, the area was also littered with weight-sensors beneath the ground to warn of any intruders who might try to sneak onto the complex on foot.

      But Bones wasn’t trying to storm the property. Just to prevent any planes or unmarked vehicles from leaving it.

      A nerve-grinding hour later, Cat pulled out of the compound and back onto the main road. Bones only caught a glimpse of her face from his hiding point, but she looked flushed with anger. Don must have confirmed his knowledge of her longevity. He’d also let her leave under her own recognizance. Interesting.

      Bones rang Charles and Rodney. “Stand down, mates. So far, all is well, and she’s on her way home.”

      “You let us know if isn’t,” Charles said. “I’ll be there.”

      “Me, too,” Rodney said.

      “Thanks, both of you,” Bones replied. “I owe you.”

      But Bones was wrong. Cat didn’t drive home. She didn’t visit her mum to confront her next, either. She went to Noah’s.

      Ice burned if you held it long enough. That’s what Bones felt as he watched Noah usher her inside his house with a wide smile-a cold, painful, insidious burn. Had he been wrong in assuming that Cat held only tepid affections for the bloke?

      No, he realized moments later when Cat started to tell Noah a far more apologetic version of “it’s not you, it’s me.” Ah. She’d come to end things between them.

      Should’ve left him a note, that cold burn whispered.

      Bones pushed it aside. He needed to move past his bitterness if they were going to have a future. Nursing that grudge would only sabotage everything he was trying to build.

      Finally, after several more apologies, Cat left Noah’s and drove home. Bones waited nearby for half an hour to see if anyone from her team would check on her, but no one did. Finally, Bones left. He had to clean up and change. Cat wasn’t going to be alone for very long tonight.
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      That evening, Bones slipped into the side door of Cat’s house. All it took was a quick lock pick. She really needed a security system. Her cat was useless. The feline only gave him a baleful blink as Bones walked by. Then again, heaven help the prowler that broke into Cat’s house intending to rob her.

      Cat was in her kitchen, heating up a frozen pre-packaged meal in her microwave. She tensed as she felt the brush of his aura, and then her shoulders unclenched.

      “It’s polite to knock. My front door’s not broken.”

      “Yes, but this is more dramatic, don’t you think?” Bones replied in a light tone.

      She didn’t answer. Just waited in front of her microwave until it chimed. Then, she took the small plastic tray and sat down at her kitchen table.

      Bones took the seat opposite her.

      “I’m not offering you any,” she finally said, arching a brow at him. “My neck and I already know that you ate.”

      “That wasn’t about feeding,” he said, searching her face. Her expression was closed off, but from her scent, she was no longer angry at him. Instead, a hint of restlessness emanated from her, as if she were trying to hold something back that fought to be free.

      “Right, that was about you making your point.”

      Her emphasis on the last word was either sarcasm or wryness. He couldn’t tell which, and she pretended to be absorbed in her meal, so he couldn’t see her eyes to find out.

      “Next time, maybe use something other than my jugular as your Exhibit A?” she went on.

      “That wasn’t your jugular.” Memory filled his voice as she finally met his eyes. “That would have made you pass out too quickly, and I wanted you to have time to decide to stop me or not. So, I bit around your jugular. That’s why it took longer, and why I could enjoy slowly drawing your blood into me.”

      She didn’t say anything. Just stared at him while the air became charged with that same magnetic pull that Bones had always felt toward her. From the new green glint in her eyes, like emeralds scattered across steel, she felt it, too. She swallowed as if finally remembering that she’d taken a bite before Bones had spoken. Then, she set her fork down.

      “So…you’re hell-bent on not going away until this danger with Ian has passed, and you’ve also neutralized whoever’s waving a check around for my corpse, right?”

      “That’s right,” Bones replied.

      “And you probably followed me earlier when I went into work to see if I’d try to fly the coop?”

      Oh, he didn’t think she’d try that, but the end result would have been the same. “Let’s just say that no plane would have made it off the ground there today.”

      “I suppose you followed me to Noah’s, too, and eavesdropped on that?” she asked, her tone now bristly.

      She would not try to shame him for the same jealousy she also felt. “I admit my lack of rationality when it comes to you. You saved that man’s life by breaking up with him today because if I’d listened to anything more erotic happening between the two of you, I would have snapped him in half.”

      She leaned forward, her gaze turning hard. “Leave Noah alone. He doesn’t believe in vampires, ghouls, or anything more supernatural than Santa Claus, so you’d better not hurt him.”

      Oh, he already knew that Noah was oblivious to who Cat was and what she did. It had only taken Bones one minute in Noah’s presence to realize that he was even more of a human teddy bear than Cat’s former college mate, Timmie, had been.

      “If I intended to kill Noah, I’d have done it before you ever realized that I was in town. But you can hardly expect me not to feel hostile toward the bloke. Remember your response when I kissed Felicity last night?”

      Anger flittered over her face before she could conceal her reaction.

      Bones gave her a knowing look. My point exactly.

      She leaned back with a sigh. “Fine. We both have feelings for each other, and you think it can work despite my job and my mother’s virulent hatred of vampires. Since you’re refusing to leave anyway because of Ian and the contract out on me…”

      She let the sentence dangle meaningfully.

      Bones fought a laugh while an instant, heady rush also made him feel like he’d just drunk a large amount of drugged blood. “Are you waving the white flag on your resistance to me?”

      Cat let out a huff. “No. I’m saying we take things slow. See if this blows up in our faces. I’m not saying I’m going to declare my eternal love while falling back with my legs open.”

      Too late for the first one, Bones thought, anticipation sizzling through him. But I can wait a bit for the latter.

      “There are other positions,” he noted with a slow smile.

      Gooseflesh rippled over her, and her color heightened. Now, she was also thinking about those other positions-and how much she’d enjoyed them.

      “Celibate dating. Take it or leave it,” she finally said.

      “Done,” Bones replied.

      She looked startled, as if she’d expected him to argue or press for better terms when he had no need to. Her passion was as fierce as her bloodlust. If she couldn’t fight it back when she hated him because she hated all vampires, she didn’t stand a chance now that she loved him.

      Oh, Kitten, he thought, tracing his tongue along the inside of his lip. Your willpower is going down in flames.

      “Okay,” she said with a hint of awkwardness. “Well, then…”

      A car turned into her cul-de-sac. One glance out Cat’s window made him stifle a groan. If only it had been Cat’s boss sending some soldiers to try and kill him. Instead, it was her.

      “Kitten, your resolve on this is about to be tested sooner than you expected,” Bones said, rising from his seat.

      She blinked. “Huh?”

      He gave her a thin smile. “Your mum’s here.”
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      Cat stood so fast that her chair upended. “Oh, shit!”

      Then, she tripped trying to rush to the front door because her feet were still tangled in the overturned chair. Bones commiserated with her dismay, but he felt no panic. This dual confrontation had been a long time coming.

      He went into Cat’s living room, taking a seat on the sofa.

      “What are you doing?” Cat said, finally extracting herself from the chair.

      “Staying right here. You just agreed to give us a chance, so, time to come out of the coffin with your mum about me.”

      She gave him a fraught look. “Now?”

      “Yeah, now,” he said, his tone turning hard. “I should have forced this issue before. Instead, your mum found out about our relationship only after vampires murdered her parents in front of her. Little wonder she took it poorly.”

      “Took it poorly?” Cat repeated in a near screech. “She tried to have you killed!”

      Certainly did. Seemed to be habit with Crawfield women when they first met him.

      Justina knocked.

      Bones glanced at the door. “Will you get it, or shall I?”

      “Just a second, Mom!” Cat called out before muttering “If this is happening, I need a drink,” under her breath. Once she’d retrieved a bottle of gin from her cabinet, she headed toward the front door with a frazzled look. “She’ll go straight to Don after this.”

      Bones arched a brow. “Let her. Either way, I’m staying.”

      Cat squared her shoulders and opened the door. Justina pushed past her, so focused on her daughter that she didn’t even notice Bones sitting in the living room.

      “You didn’t answer me earlier, so I called Noah’s cell looking for you, and he told me you broke up with him! Don’t think I don’t know why, Catherine, and I’m here to tell you that it will stop this instant.”

      Cold amusement webbed through him. Oh, he was going to enjoy destroying Justina’s illusions.

      “You threw away that piece of murdering trash years ago,” Justina went on, “and you will do it again! I will not sit back and watch you turn into the same kind of hellspawn that fathered you…” Justina finally saw him, and her ranting trailed off into a furious hiss.

      Bones waved. “Hallo, Justina, lovely to see you again.” He patted the space beside him. “Won’t you have a seat?”

      Cat gulped her gin while Justina did an excellent impression of a peppermint stick with how her face went dead white to fiery red.

      “For God’s sake, Catherine!” she sputtered. “What is wrong with you? Did this animal put you under a spell again?”

      Bones laughed. Justina might not remember their other encounter, but he couldn’t wait for her to remember this one.

      “If anyone’s under a spell, it’s me. Your daughter cast one on me five years ago, and I haven’t broken free since. Oh, and you’ll be delighted to know that we’ve decided to resume our relationship. Don’t bother with congratulations, Justina. Trust me-your expression is congratulations enough.”

      “Going right for the throat,” Cat muttered. “Typical vamp.”

      Justina whirled on her daughter. “I’d hoped you’d gotten over your undead whoring when you left him, but it seems you only postponed it-”

      “Don’t ever speak to her that way again.”

      Justina stopped as if he’d said that while his gaze was lit up. It wasn’t, but he’d let all his fury fill his voice, and she flinched as if she’d been struck.

      “Call me any name you fancy and more, but I will not stand by while you slander her out of your own bigotry,” Bones continued while rising from the couch.

      She backed up, and for an instant, she looked uncertain. Then, she rounded on Cat again. “You’re going to let him threaten me? I supposed you’ll just sit back and let him suck the life out of me, too?”

      Cat snorted. “Please. He won’t hurt you, which is a damn sight more courtesy than you’d show him given the chance, and excuse me if I don’t defend your attempts to keep calling me nasty names. Must be that flaw in my character.”

      “Blood will out,” Justina said, shaking her finger at Cat. “That’s what my father always said, and he was right. Look at you! You’ve debased yourself by leaving a good man for an animal-no, not even an animal! Something lower-”

      “I’m right here, Justina,” Bones interrupted in a bored tone. “Want to call me an animal? Turn your eyes this way.”

      Justina blinked when Bones moved in front of Cat faster than her eyes could track. Then, she almost backed up as she found herself suddenly face to face with him, but she stopped herself before taking that step. Instead, she squared her shoulders in much the same way Cat had done before opening the door, and fixed her cold blue stare onto him.

      “You. What’s your name again?”

      As if you don’t know. “Bones. Can’t say it’s a pleasure to finally be properly introduced, but it is about time.”

      Justina’s scent indicated more than a little fear, but she looked at him with the same disgust she’d show to a piece of dog shit on her shoe.

      “Well, aren’t you pretty? Her father was, too. Gorgeous, in fact, and Catherine is the spitting image of him. Sometimes, I could barely stand to look at her for their resemblance.”

      Cat glanced away, blinking hard.

      Anger burned Bones. Yes, Cat’s resemblance to Max was uncanny, so at times, it might have been hard for Justina to reconcile that. But she never should have shared that fact with Cat, let alone like this.

      “She may resemble him, but she has a great deal of you in her. Stubbornness, for one thing. Courage, too, plus a nasty temper. She can also hold a grudge quite well, but you’ve got her beat there. Over twenty-seven years later, you’re still punishing her for what someone else did to you.”

      Justina stabbed the air near his chest as if her finger were a silver blade. “How dare you throw up to me what one of your own kind did, you dirty, murdering fiend!”

      Oh, he wasn’t throwing up what Max did. That was unforgivable indeed. He was throwing up what she had done.

      “If I was a murdering fiend, I would’ve punched your ticket years ago. Would’ve made my life a measure easier, I assure you. You had her in shambles when those wolves came with their greedy little offer, and we all know why she took it, don’t we? It doesn’t bother you a bit that she’s been as miserable as I have these past years, or that she’s had more near-death experiences than bloody Houdini. No, you sit back on your satisfaction that she’s out killing vampires instead of shagging one! Well, I hope you enjoyed your little interlude because it’s over, Justina. I’m back, and I’m staying.”

      She tried to out-glare him. When that failed, she turned to Cat, who’d been steadily draining her gin bottle.

      “Catherine! You can’t have agreed to stay with this creature? He’ll change you into a vampire and steal your soul-”

      “My soul is mine and God’s,” Cat cut her off. “Bones couldn’t steal it if he tried. But I’m not letting you or anyone else tell me what to do with my personal life anymore.” She took a deep breath. “You don’t have to like Bones. Hell, you can keep hating his guts for all I care, but as long as I’m with him, you will have to tolerate him. So will Don and the other members of my team, or…or I’ll leave and never come back.”

      Bones’s brows went up. He’d expected her to draw a line with her mum, but he hadn’t expected this.

      Justina looked shocked, too. Then, she glanced at Bones as if expecting to see his gaze lit up, forcing these words out of Cat. When it wasn’t, her expression turned vengeful.

      Cat let out a harsh laugh. “Try it, Mom. Call my work and try to have him killed. If anyone comes for him that way, I’ll kill them myself, no matter who it is.”

      Bloody hell. Even if Cat were bluffing, this wasn’t the same woman who hadn’t wanted to open the door a few minutes ago. This was someone as fed-up as he’d been.

      “Then, Bones and I will disappear,” Cat went on, her expression ice personified. “Do you really want that? After all, if I stay here with you, Don, and my team, I’m much less likely to want to change into a vampire. But, take me away from all that by making me run away with him, and, well. You never know.”

      Horror lit Justina’s expression. Cat had hit at her mum’s deepest fear not with a sledgehammer, but with a wrecking ball.

      “Look at the bright side, Justina,” Bones said, fighting a laugh. “If you let us be, she might grow tired of me in time.”

      Justina’s glare was filled with all the violence that her human body wasn’t capable of. “As if I’d believe anything you said. It would be best for everyone if you’d just stake yourself and die. If you really loved my daughter, that’s what you’d do.”

      Cat drew in her breath to reply.

      Bones beat her to it. “Know what your problem is, Justina? You’re in desperate need of a good shag.”

      Cat laughed and then took a swig of gin to cover that when her mother shot an incensed look her way.

      “Not that I’m offering you one myself, mind,” Bones went on. “My days as a whore ended back in the seventeen hundreds, but I have a mate who owes me a favor and he might be up for the job-Kitten, are you all right?”

      She’d stopped breathing, and her heart rate had skyrocketed. Then, her hands went to her throat. Now he knew what was wrong. That was the universal gesture for choking.

      Bones gave her several hard smacks on the back. She coughed, spewing gin out, and finally drew in a ragged breath.

      Justina didn’t seem to notice. “You filthy, molesting sodomite!” she raged at Bones.

      “Isn’t this a proper flashback to her childhood?” Bones snapped. “You’re more concerned with yourself than your own daughter. Bloody hell, woman, can’t you see that she’s choking?”

      Justina stopped her tirade to stare at Cat, who took in several more painful-sounding breaths. She must have accidentally inhaled quite a bit of gin. Come to think of it, Cat had gasped when Bones told her mum he’d been a former whore. If she’d had a mouthful of gin when she did that, no wonder she now appeared as if she’d just been water-boarded.

      When Cat’s breathing no longer sounded like the dying gasps of a drowning sailor, Bones returned his attention to Justina.

      “’Sodomite’ is both bigoted and technically incorrect. Women were my clients, not men. ‘Course, if you don’t trust my recommendation for that shag, I reckon your daughter might have a friend among her team who’d be up for the arduous task of-”

      “That’s it!” Justina shouted, and ran toward the door.

      “Come back soon,” Bones said in his cheeriest tone.

      Justina slammed the door behind her.

      “She’ll go straight to Don,” Cat rasped out.

      Bones smiled as he brushed her hair back. “No, she won’t. She’s riled, but she’s not stupid. It threw her a good one to see you stand up to her. She’ll stew for a while, and then wait for an opportunity. Despite whatever she’s told you, she’ll never risk you leaving her. You’re all she has.”

      Cat wiped her mouth as she finally straightened from the half-crouch she’d been in when she’d been coughing. “You should still watch your back. If she calls Don, he could send the team after you without my knowing it.”

      “To what end?” Bones said with a laugh. “It would take a small army of humans to be able to corner me, and I’d hear that coming. Don’t fret, luv. I’m not so easy to kill. Now, do you want to wear that? Or do you want to put something else on?”

      She gave him a confused look. “For what?”

      “I’m taking you out to dinner. That is a celibate dating activity, is it not? Besides, your previous entrée is now cold, and it looked none too appetizing when it was hot.”

      “But what if…” her voice trailed off.

      Bones arched a brow. “What if what, Kitten?”

      She paused, her guilty expression confirming that she’d almost said, but what if someone from my work sees us? They eventually would. He wouldn’t be her dirty little secret this time, from her mum or anyone else in her life.

      Granted, if he had his choice, he’d just slaughter Don and run off with her, but Cat would probably object to that. Moreover, if Bones was right, then Don was more than her employer. How much more, Bones would find out soon.

      “Well?” Bones said.

      She drew in a deep breath. “I’ll go change. Wait for me.”

      Bones let out a wry laugh. “I’m rather used to that, luv.”
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      Cat had taken the week off from work, which delayed her confrontation with her team about him. Bones didn’t mind. It gave him more time to secure the final bit of information he’d been seeking.

      After their first night at dinner, Cat seemed surprised when Bones drove her straight home and left her at her front door. She seemed surprised the next night, too, when he took her out for drinks followed by a movie, and then dropped her off at her house without even a peck on the cheek. Night three was a lovely meal at a café and a stroll around the city, and this time, when he walked away after seeing her to her porch, Cat wasn’t surprised, but she did seem disappointed.

      “You could come in for a whisky,” she offered.

      “Kind of you, but I have whisky at home,” Bones replied with a straight face. She was the one who’d demanded celibacy. He’d give her exactly that until she requested otherwise.

      “Of course,” Cat all but stammered. “Um, good night, then.”

      Her embarrassment was so obvious that he extended an olive branch. “Back at the cave, I never had a chance to show you that I’m an excellent cook. I could make you dinner here versus going out tomorrow night, if you fancy.”

      “Yes.”

      Bones bit back a laugh as she glanced away after her emphatic response. Oh, yes, she was growing weary of her abstinence vow.

      “Then I’ll see you tomorrow night,” Bones said, letting his gaze linger on her before he walked away.

      “What groceries should I get?” she called out after him.

      “None. I’ll bring everything I need.”

      “I should do something,” she argued.

      He glanced back with a wicked grin. “I’ll leave dessert to your imagination, then.”

      Green sparkled in her eyes, and she drew in a sharp breath. He savored both before forcing himself to leave. She’d set the restriction. She’d be the one to lift it. From her reaction, that would likely be tomorrow night.
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      At six o’clock the next evening, Bones pulled back into Cat’s driveway. He was an hour early, but he couldn’t wait any longer. Cat answered the door before he could knock. She was in sweats and a tee shirt, her long hair loose and damp.

      “You’re early! I haven’t had time to get ready,” she said with a self-conscious glance at herself.

      “Nonsense, you’re lovely.”

      All true. The heat from her shower flushed her cheeks more effectively than the best rouge, her tousled, damp hair invited him to plunge his fingers into it, and the stray drops that clung to her skin absolutely begged him to taste them.

      “Look at all this!” she said, interrupting those thoughts as she gestured at his five groceries bags.

      Yes, he’d brought enough for multiple courses, although he had plans for the hot fudge that involved drizzling it across her body versus using it on the ice cream. Then, the nape of his neck suddenly tingled, a warning honed from growing up in the poverty-stricken streets of London, where even what little he had could be stolen away.

      Someone was watching them.

      Bones bent to pick up the bags, the movement concealing his gaze seeking out the source. Not there, where a neighbor glanced at them while the bloke walked to his mailbox. Not the nosy, elderly biddy that yanked open her curtains every time a car pulled up in the neighborhood, either. Ah…there.

      A black Dodge Challenger was idling at the end of the street, its driver concealed by the bushes near the bend in the road that led to the cul-de-sac. Bones didn’t need to see him to know who it was. The car was distinctive enough. Bones had seen it coming and going from the compound several times while he’d staked out Don’s secret base, and he’d had Ted run full background checks on the owners of all employee vehicles.

      This one belonged to Tate Bradley, and he and Bones had met before. Or, more accurately, Tate had shot Bones right before Bones used his own body to stop the car that was carrying Cat away. Then, Bones had drunk from Tate before hurling his body onto the highway’s shoulder. Judging by Tate’s newly hammering heart, he either recognized Bones from that brief, bloody encounter, or Cat had trained him to spot vampires at a glance.

      Cat noticed Bones’s tenseness. “What’s wrong?”

      “We’re being watched,” Bones said quietly.

      Her whole body tightened, but she didn’t do anything other than pick up a grocery bag. “Ian?” she whispered.

      “No. It’s your bloke from the highway crash that day. From the way his pulse just shot up, he knows what I am.”

      Whether Tate knew who Bones was remained to be seen. Tate had only glimpsed him for a moment, and people injured in serious car crashes tended not to remember all the details.

      “Tate?” Cat sounded surprised. “Why would he be here? You think my mom called him about you?”

      Bones picked up the remaining bags and used their bulk to usher Cat inside the house. Then, he shut the door, splitting his attention between her and the man down the street.

      “No, he’s shocked. He wouldn’t be if your mum had called him and told him in advance about me. He probably thought to come by and offer you some company during your time off.”

      Scorn coated the word. Tate Bradley had exactly one picture in his Spartanlike home, and it was of Cat. Clearly, Tate hadn’t changed from being a decorated Special Forces sergeant into a secret vampire hunter for the challenge of the job alone.

      Cat paced. Bones unloaded the groceries into her refrigerator while keeping his senses on Tate. So far, the bloke was doing nothing more than breathing heavier and muttering “fuck” over and over. Then, the mechanical growl of a muscle car filled the area as Tate drove away.

      “I wanted more time, dammit,” Cat said with a sigh.

      Bones said nothing, but when he was finished with the groceries, he poured a hefty amount of gin along with a splash of tonic into a glass and handed it to her. Cat downed it like it was water and she’d just come out of a blazing desert.

      “That stuff is your bloomin’ security blanket,” Bones said in amusement. It wasn’t as if the alcohol numbed her. With her bloodline, she’d need to drink a five-gallon drum for that.

      “I like the taste,” she said with a wry smile. “That’s what all the drunks say, right?”

      Justina might not risk alienating Cat by running to Don about him, but Bones had no doubt where Tate Bradley was headed.

      “Do you want us to leave? Or stay? I told you, if they come with force, we’ll hear them long before they arrive. Your call.”

      She said nothing for a long moment. Anxiety burned away the sweet edges of her scent, but fear didn’t sour it. That was night and day compared to how she’d reacted to this possible scenario a mere week ago. Finally, she forced a smile.

      “They were going to find out about you anyway. It’ll take Tate half an hour to get to the compound, another thirty minutes for Don to decide on their course of action, and then another thirty if they send a team back here. We may as well stay and wait for them. If I could tell my mother about you, Don should be a cakewalk.”

      The only reason he wouldn’t be a cakewalk is because Cat must care about the wanker’s opinion, though Bones couldn’t fathom why. Still, he said, “It will be all right, Kitten.”

      An hour later, Cat was pacing next to her weapons, which she’d taken out as a precaution. “But we’re not killing anyone,” she stressed. “We’ll only wound them to escape as a last resort if my team doesn’t listen and full-out attacks us.”

      She expected Bones to coddle the blokes even if they tried to kill her? Was this her idea of a terrible joke?

      Cat’s mobile rang. She snatched it up so roughly, her glass screen cracked. “Hello?”

      A male voice flowed out, his American accent tinged with throatiness that was either tension or the low rasp that long-term smokers had. Bones didn’t need to glance at her screen to know that this was the man he’d hated more than anyone else these past several years.

      “Cat? Is that you?” Don Williams said.

      “It’s my cell, who else would it be?” she asked with a small laugh.

      Now Bones was sure about the tension in Don’s voice when he said, “Is everything okay over there?”

      Cat met Bones’s eyes. “Fine. Why? What’s going on?”

      Don said nothing for three of Cat’s heartbeats. Then, “There’s been an emergency. How soon can you get here?”

      She raised her brow at Bones. He shrugged. He’d already put Charles and Rodney on standby over at her compound, and he was ready here, so it was all the same to him.

      “Give me an hour,” Cat said.

      “An hour,” Don repeated crisply. “Fine. I’ll be waiting.”
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      Don hung up without saying goodbye. Cat set down her mobile and began to pace again.

      “I’m not giving you up,” she said, as if affirming that more to herself than to Bones.

      “Too bloody right,” Bones said with a snort. “I’m not leaving just because they withhold their blessing.”

      Cat sighed before she met his gaze. “I’m not just going to quit, either, though. This is more than a job to me. I make a difference in people’s lives who don’t have anywhere else to turn. Yes, Don and the guys won’t be wild about you, but I’m not leaving this operation unless they force me to.”

      And there it was. She wasn’t only going to insist that Don and her blokes accept him. She also wanted Bones to accept them. The Fates must hate him. What other explanation could there be?

      “I understand why helping others matters to you,” Bones said in a carefully controlled tone, “but if you want to continue your crusade to rid the world of undead murderers, you can do that with me. You don’t need them.”

      “You’re right,” she said at once. “But they need me. They’ll try to hunt vamps and ghouls without me, and it’ll get them killed. I became friends with many of them over the years, and they’re good guys. If Don leaves me no other choice, I’ll leave, but until then, I will fight to make him reconsider.”

      She always took the hardest path. Always. Somewhere along the line, he’d forgotten that. Wasn’t this a ruthless reminder?

      “All right,” Bones said at last. He wouldn’t try to stop her, but he also couldn’t let things continue the way they had. Still, that was a talk for later. “With luck, we’ll have a little time before we have to deal with Ian. Perhaps even a month. Don’t tell your boss who I really am, if Tate hasn’t figured it out. There are some details I need to settle first before Don realizes that you didn’t kill me back in Ohio.”

      “What details? With Ian?”

      Bones grunted. “With Don. I’m waiting to confirm some information on him, and I’ll tell you when I have it.”

      Her gaze turned sharp. “What information?”

      “I’ll tell you when I have it,” Bones repeated. It shouldn’t be long, either. One of his people had rung him earlier and said to expect a delivery tomorrow. With luck, it would contain the proof he needed.

      His determination not to say more now must have shown on his face because Cat closed her mouth with a disappointed click.

      “Now, I’ll follow you over there, but tell me more about this building,” Bones said, changing the subject. “If they tried to force you to leave, where would they take you? The airstrip?”

      “Yes, they’d try to fly me out, if they were going to get rough with me. Planes and helicopters don’t normally take off there, so if one does tonight, chances are I’m on it.”

      Bones gave her a hard look. “Your mind’s set on wanting to work there, but think a bit, Kitten. If they can’t persuade you to leave me, and they reckon you’ll try to escape if they hold you, what’s to stop them from simply killing you? I guarantee no aircraft will take off with you on it, but I don’t fancy you walking into a death trap. How certain are you of these men?”

      Her lips pursed as she considered it.

      After a minute, she shook her head. “Unless they’ve exhausted all other options, they won’t pull that trigger. They’d try to salvage me first. If I started randomly killing people, then yes, they’d try to take me out, but otherwise…no. That’s not Don’s style.”

      She paused, drawing in a deep breath while her gaze became strafed with pain and guilt.

      “What is it?” Bones said softly.

      She stared at him, her eyes turning brighter not from the green lights that heralded her vampire nature, but tears.

      “When I left you, I thought it was the only way to save both you and my mother. Really, I did. But over the years, I’ve gotten to know Don. He can be a calculating son of a bitch, but he’s not the prick I first thought him to be. Don would never leave my mother defenseless if I took off with you, which is what he threatened to do when I first met him. Yes, Don might try to kill me if he thought I’d destroy his operation, but only as a last resort, and only because he genuinely wants to help people that vampires and ghouls have victimized. That’s why I’m not afraid to go in now, Bones, no matter how much Don will hate that I’m dating a vampire.”

      So many words to sum up just a few: I was wrong. That’s what her gaze said, and it rang through her voice as she admitted-finally-that she hadn’t needed to leave him before. There had been another way.

      Bones came nearer, forgetting his intention to let her make the first move. He also didn’t care about the clock ticking away on when she had to leave, or anything else as he stroked her cheek, feeling her warmth seep into his palm. Then, his other hand moved to her hair, and he tilted her head back while gripping that silky mass.

      She stared at him, her heartbeat fluttering as her hands slid up to grasp his arms. Only the space of a breath separated their lips, and hers parted in anticipation.

      Bones dipped his head, claiming their soft, velvety fullness. A moan vibrated in her throat, and he savored it before moving past her lips to taste the sweetness within. Her tongue met his, brushing it with greedy strokes that blasted at his crumbling control. Her body seemed to flare with new heat, too, until each brush of her hands seared him, and when she pressed her full length against him, it nearly undid him, as did the way she touched him with desperate, almost fevered strokes.

      Her heartbeat pounded against his chest, and still, she wasn’t close enough. He needed more, and he ravished her mouth until he felt drunk with her taste. Finally, he let her feel how much he wanted her, and when he rubbed his hard length against her center, her muscles bunched, and a cry wrenched out of her.

      She suddenly hurled herself out of his embrace. Bones let her, but he couldn’t keep from gripping her arms so he still touched some of her. She was panting and staring at him with animal-like need that still didn’t come close to the fire raging through him, and when she looked at his mouth, a groan tore from him.

      “If I kiss you again, I’m not going to stop.”

      A strangled sound escaped her; half invitation, half despair. “We can’t. Not now. If we do, it’ll be easy for my team to capture you since you’ll already be pinned underneath me.”

      He laughed even as the image tore through his control, making his hands tighten on her before he forced himself to relax. Still, he couldn’t let her go.

      “I’ll happily risk it.”

      She closed her eyes for a second. Then, she peeled his fingers from her arms and backed away.

      “Not now.”

      She was probably right. “Now” would be a mistake because then he’d kill whoever interrupted them, and she’d been very, very specific about not wanting him to slaughter her team.

      “I have to take care of this,” she went on. “It’s overdue, don’t you think?”

      Bones couldn’t contain his snort as he glanced at his tented trousers. “Very overdue.”

      She laughed, but her gaze lingered there before she shook her head as if trying to clear it. “You know what I mean.”

      He did, and while Don and her team was the last thing he wanted to deal with at the moment, he’d been the one to insist that she come clean to them about him.

      “Right, then. Let’s go over possibilities if they take the news badly,” he finally said. “I can prevent them from taking you away from the compound, but you need to be prepared if they try to trap you within it.”

      That was the only eventuality he hadn’t planned for, beyond a full-scale attack with him, Rodney, and Charles blasting into the compound. Cat didn’t seem bothered by the possibility, though. In fact, she smiled.

      “Don’t worry about that. In the event they ever turned on me, I’ve had backdoor security passwords plus an escape route planned for years.”
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      Bones stayed well back on his Ducati as Cat turned off at the private exit that led to Don’s compound. Then, he drove past it to the next public exit before doubling back on foot as far as he dared. Charles was already in place on the far perimeter, past the furthest range of cameras and ground sensors.

      Charles’s ivory face was the only splash of color against his all-black ensemble. His long, spiky black hair blended into the darkness, too, and his six-foot-four frame was stretched on the ground in a manner that looked leisurely, if you couldn’t feel the currents crackling off his aura.

      “Hallo, Crispin,” Charles drawled without looking away from the view in his binoculars. “Fancy meeting you here.”

      “Thanks for doing this, mate,” Bones replied, equally low. He didn’t think they had acoustic sensors this far out, but he wasn’t going to shout to test that theory.

      Charles let out muffled laugh and finally lowered his binoculars. “Please. I’d demolish this entire building to keep you from being so wretched again. Don’t know why we’re not doing that before she enters it, in fact. Seems more practical.”

      Bones took a spot next to him. “She wants to keep working for them, if they allow her.”

      Charles stared at him. When he saw that Bones was serious, he shook his head. “Did you piss off a vengeful deity? That’s the only reason I can think of for life dealing you this cruel hand.”

      Bones grunted. “My sentiments exactly.”

      They couldn’t see the compound from their location. They couldn’t even see the airstrip, but the dark expanse of trees between here and there only aided them. Don had chosen a private location for his own purposes, but it also meant that no one beyond members of the compound would see it if he and Charles took to the skies to stop an aircraft from spiriting Cat away.

      “Status,” Bones said quietly into his Blu-Tooth.

      “In place and standing by,” Rodney replied.

      Everything was set. Now, they waited.

      As the minutes slipped by, it felt like bees had taken up residence beneath Bones’s skin. Cat had reasoned that Don would first berate her in an attempt to make her break ties with Bones. When that failed, Don would try to manipulate her into doing it. When that failed, he’d either fire her or attempt to relocate her to have the “cleaners”-Cat’s term for Don’s team of human brainwashers-work on her.

      Bones was prepared for all the above. What he wasn’t prepared for was if Don was successful in his efforts to convince Cat to leave him. He’d done it once before, after all.

      “Steady, Crispin,” Charles whispered, sensing his unease.

      “I can’t lose her again,” Bones replied, his low voice in stark contrast to the battle raging inside him.

      He should have insisted on going in there with her. What if they had tunnels that Cat was unaware of? What if they shot her with a tranquilizer gun before she could enact her escape plan? What if Don found a way to change Cat’s mind about him? And what if none of that happened and Don simply executed her?

      By the end of the hour, Bones was ready to storm the facility and pull her out, causalities be damned. Then, Rodney’s voice filled Bones’s earpiece.

      “Black Volvo headed my way. Can’t see the driver yet.”

      Bones tensed until a single touch would make all his muscles shatter. “Confirm when you do,” he rasped.

      Nothing but silence for ten seconds. Twenty. Thirty…

      “It’s her,” Rodney said, and Bones’s tension popped like an exploded balloon. “She’s alone,” Rodney added. “No tail yet.”

      Moments later, Bones’s cell vibrated with an incoming text from the burner mobile he’d given Cat. See you at the place.

      Bones vaulted up. “Thanks, Charles! Ring you later.”

      “Go get her,” his mate said.

      Bones didn’t bother retrieving his Ducati. He was too keyed up. So, he flew. Before Cat had left, they’d arranged to meet at an old drive-in theater that was only one additional turn from her usual route home, so with that and the abandoned theater’s privacy, it was perfect.

      Cat left her car running when she exited it near the former outdoor movie screen that was now rippled in so many places you could hardly read the graffiti across it. The old concession stand was thirty meters away from it, and only a metal shell with sparse bits of plaster stubbornly clinging to it.

      Bones stepped out in front of it.

      Cat smiled when she saw him, and then gasped when he was suddenly crushing her to him.

      “Sometimes, I forget how fast you are,” she said with a choked laugh.

      Bones forced himself to let her go. It was that, or hold her even tighter because right now, he couldn’t touch her and not clutch her to him. Fretting about what Don would do to her had brought back too many memories of being helpless while she was in constant danger these past years.

      “I missed you,” he said simply.

      She gave a lopsided smile. “Me, too, but it went pretty well. Don was thrown when I didn’t deny or apologize for dating a vampire. Then, he accused you of using me to infiltrate his operation. I told him I’d met you before I joined the team since Tate didn’t recognize you, but Don still went on about how ‘fraternizing’ was a serious security breach. I had to point out that no one else on the team had ever gotten interrogated over who they dated. Hell, Juan admitted to sleeping with over two hundred women these past four years, and any one of them could’ve been a vampire or a vamp operative.”

      “True,” Bones said. Very. The last woman Juan had been with had cloned Juan’s mobile on Bones’s instructions, not that he shared that with Cat.

      “After I said that, Don got all sputtery about how the team was worth more than my sex life, so I told him if he didn’t think I cared about my team, too, then he could fire me. Oh, and I told them you were only a hundred years old and weaker than me, so if you were scamming me for information, I’d kill you.”

      “That was enough for them, then?” Bones asked while tampering down his regret that Don hadn’t merely fired her.

      “No.” She slanted a look at him. “Don insisted that I get tested to prove I hadn’t been drinking vampire blood.”

      Bones snorted. “They do know what runs through your veins, don’t they?”

      Cat waved that away. “Don’s extra paranoid about me or anyone else amping up their abilities with vampire blood. Someone Don knew way back when did that and then went all dark afterward, apparently. Don wouldn’t say who, though.”

      Bones had a very good idea, but he held his tongue. Not until it’s confirmed.

      “Yes, well, Don doesn’t trust easily,” was what Bones said. “Children who come from abusive homes usually don’t.”

      Her eyes widened. “I didn’t know Don was abused as a child. How’d you find that out?”

      Bones shrugged. “He covered his tracks very well, but not everything Don tried to erase about himself stayed erased.”

      Especially from someone sending out dozens of vampires to do in-person interviews as well as comb through old photos on non-computerized library microfiche. People were so reliant on the internet nowadays that they forgot there were other ways to keep records.

      “And the rest of your team?” Bones said to distract Cat from asking more about Don.

      She grunted. “Juan was worried about me, but he took it okay. Tate called me a necrophiliac, which is very hypocritical considering he tried to sleep with me once before.”

      Bones didn’t let his jealousy show. Of course he had. Cat’s picture by Tate’s bedside had already told him that.

      “Don’s going to start surveilling me again,” Cat said with a sigh. “Hidden bugs in the house, phone tapping, car tapping, shadowing, the works. If he wasn’t so committed to avenging people who’ve been victimized by the undead, I wouldn’t put up with it, but maybe Don needs to see for himself that I’m not going to betray the mission regardless of who I date.”

      Sadly not, Bones thought. Don didn’t deserve her loyalty. He certainly hadn’t shown her the same.

      “But,” Cat said in a brighter tone. “I still have vacation days left, so I’m going to try forgetting about that. I know our dinner plans were ruined, but…want to try something else?”

      Yes. Just not now. Bones had to prep to implement his other, far less favorable option of keeping her safe: manipulating Don versus killing him.

      “Tomorrow,” Bones said, pretending not to notice the disappointment on her face.

      Oh, he’d rather not wait, either, but Cat was right. Don probably had a surveillance team setting up devices in her house right now, which meant her home was compromised for all but the most banal interactions, and Bones intended their next encounter to be anything but banal.

      “Let Don cast his web,” Bones said. “It’ll lull him into thinking he’s back in control. I’ll pick you up for dinner at seven tomorrow, and you’re not going home until the next day.”

      “Oh?” she said with a breathy catch to her voice.

      His voice deepened. “That’s a promise, Kitten.”

      She moistened her lips. He tried not to stare at how the moonlight made them appear fuller. Softer. Begging to be kissed…

      “Guess I should go, then,” she said. “Before this place ends up surrounded with Black Hawk helicopters from the tracker Don doubtless put into my car while I was inside the compound.”

      He probably had done that, but what Don wouldn’t have done was find the tracker that Bones had previously put on it. He’d removed that before Cat had left tonight.

      “Ring me if anything happens between now and tomorrow night,” Bones said, backing away from her. If he kissed her goodbye…well, then it wouldn’t be goodbye.

      “I will,” she said, her gaze lingering on his face.

      He had to leave. Now. Had to, had to, had to…

      Before lust made him forget why, Bones walked away, her disappointed sigh chasing after him.
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      Bones felt eyes on him the moment he turned onto Cat’s street. When he pulled into her driveway, the sensation increased until it was as if ants were crawling across his skin. Cat wasn’t only being surveilled by electronic devices. Don had stationed human watchers in her neighborhood, too.

      Bones didn’t care. Don didn’t know it, but Bones had him over a barrel. The package he’d been waiting for had arrived, and it contained exactly what Bones thought it would. But that was a conversation for tomorrow. Tonight was about Cat. Not Don.

      Bones parked his Ducati and strode up to her doorway. Cat opened it before he could knock. She was dressed in a sleeveless, V-necked black sheath that hugged her torso before ending right above her knees. The simplicity of the garment highlighted her skin, making the creamy expanse of neck, arms, cleavage, and legs hard to look away from.

      Cat gave her own admiring gaze to his fitted navy shirt and tailored black trousers before she moved onto his long, black leather coat…and gasped.

      “Holy shit, is that what I think it is?”

      Bones turned in a circle for effect. “Hope you like how your former Christmas present looks on me.”

      Cat had never seen him wear it before. She’d had intended to give it to him on their first Christmas together. Then, Don stole her away, but before he did, Cat had told him about the coat. The last thing Bones did before leaving Ohio to chase after her was dig it out from its hiding place in her kitchen.

      “Only seemed fair to retrieve my present, especially after you kept yours,” he teased with a nod toward the Volvo.

      She still didn’t speak. Just stared at him while her expression changed from surprise to shame. When tears glittered in her eyes, Bones caught her to him, running his hands along her back in a soothing caress.

      “Sorry, luv. Thought you’d be pleased. Never imagined that seeing this would make you sad.”

      “I’m fine,” she said, sniffing before she pulled away and gave the leather coat a quick, light rub. “It just…caught me off guard, that’s all. You look great in it, though. Just the way I pictured you would, except for the hair, of course.”

      Bones tugged on one of the brown curls that hung long enough to frame his face. “This is my natural color. Didn’t care about dyeing it lately, and the platinum stood out more, don’t you agree? Why, do you prefer that?”

      She shrugged, recovered from her initial reaction to the coat. “I met you as a blond, so that’s stuck in my mind, but don’t worry. I won’t break out the peroxide later.”

      He only laughed. “Whatever switches you on.”

      Her heartbeat kicked up a notch. Bones enjoyed the sound as he leaned in closer. “Ready to go?”

      She offered her hand. Bones took it and led her to the Ducati. She might despise motorcycles, but if they were going to escape Don’s surveillance after dinner, this was the best way. Well, the second best way, but she’d refused to let him dole out concussions to everyone shadowing her.

      Bones heard multiple twigs snapping and at least two car doors slamming as Cat put on her helmet and climbed onto the back of his bike.

      “They’re scurrying like rats now,” he noted. “Let’s see how well they can keep up. I’ll take it easy on them to start.”

      Cat didn’t believe that. Her arms locked around his waist, and she tucked her head tight to his back. She needn’t have worried. Bones barely broke eighty as he drove to Skylines, a restaurant located at the top of a building. Cat looked around with delight when they were inside the large, hexagon shaped-room, where windows replaced walls to show the glittering cityscape below. Bones had reserved a table next to one of those windows, and Cat stared out of it with such raptness that Bones waved away the waiter who approached.

      “From up here, all the different-colored lights make the city look like a huge Christmas tree,” she said with a smile.

      Twenty stories wasn’t even very high. He’d take her to New York so she could see the view from a real skyscraper. Yes, she’d been there when Don had sent her after Ian, but he doubted she’d had a chance to go sightseeing. God, he’d forgotten how sheltered her life had been. If it didn’t involve killing vampires and ghouls, she’d probably never done it.

      “Did you pick a table by the window so the guy’s following us could see that we haven’t tried to escape?” she asked after finally tearing her gaze away.

      “I did it for you,” he said with a smile. “Though it does help not to have them barreling in here and spoiling our dinner, doesn’t it? Speaking of, here’s the menu.”

      She took it from him. The waiter saw that and bustled back over. Bones ordered wine for them both, and then bade the waiter to come back while Cat considered her choices. He’d have a plate of something to blend in, but he didn’t care what it was. All regular food tasted bland to vampires.

      She kept flicking her gaze to him over the top of the menu, her gaze lingering longer each time. He’d picked the navy shirt to draw her eye. It was elegant but it skimmed his torso in a tighter cut, as did the sleeves that ended at his wrists. He’d left the top button at his collar undone, showing his neck as well as the faint hollow where his throat met his collarbone. Cat used to love to kiss that spot on her journey down his chest, and if she hadn’t noticed it before, she did when Bones let his fingers brush it as he pretended to study the menu.

      Her breath hitched. Oh, yes, she’d noticed.

      Bones shifted until his shirt drew tighter against his arm, showing a hint of the corded muscles hewn from brutal labor back in the New South Wales penal colonies when he was human. She noticed that, too, and her pulse increased to a trot.

      He owed her this after she’d worn a dress that made her skin gleam like liquid pearls against obsidian. He could barely look away, and if she moistened her lips one more time, he was flying across the table to kiss her until she begged to breathe.

      As if she heard the thought, she traced her tongue along her inner lip while her scent richened with desire.

      “Stop it, luv,” Bones said in a low growl. “You’re making it very difficult for me to behave.”

      A grin teased her mouth before she slowly rubbed her legs together, maddening him with the sound of friction caused by her silky skin. He couldn’t wait to hear that sound when her thighs were cradling his hips, his mouth, and his waist.

      “I don’t know what you mean,” she said in nearly a coo.

      The waiter brought their wine. Bones almost shooed him away, too caught up in the way Cat let her fingers graze her cleavage as she took a sip. Then, she made a low “mmm” of approval that had him gripping the edge of the table until he nearly broke off a chunk. He leaned closer, letting his gaze rake over her.

      “Do you know how beautiful you are? Absolutely ravishing, and I’m going to spend hours reacquainting myself with every inch of your body. I can hardly wait to see if you taste as good as I remember, but I’m not going to stop until I find out.”

      She held her wine a moment before she spoke. “Why wait? We don’t have to stay. We can get the meal to go.”

      Bones was about to summon the waiter for exactly that when a distinct crack! had him surging at Cat with all his speed. He knew that sound. Someone had just fired a high-powered rifle.

      Pain exploded in his skull, leaving him briefly blind and deaf. Then, he heard screams above the roaring in his head, and the darkness in his vision lightened to red, allowing him to see Cat beneath him. Blood streaked her face from a new furrow in her temple and she had glass, wood shards, and a fork in her hair, but her hammering heartbeat meant she was alive. That was all he cared about.

      “What…happened?” she began before opening her tightly closed eyes. Then, she stared at him in shock. “Oh my God, you’re shot! Someone tried to kill you!”

      No, but shoving her out of the way meant he’d taken part of the bullet meant for her. Thankfully, the bullet wasn’t silver, or he wouldn’t have healed already. Bones blinked the remaining blood out of his eyes and glanced around. He’d tackled her onto the floor beneath another diner’s upturned table, with that couple sprawled around them, too. More people screamed as they jumped from their tables, panicked by the gunfire. Good. The chaos plus their being on the ground would make another clear shot at Cat impossible, although the shooter was obviously skilled. Three holes cratered the glass at head height next to Cat’s former seat. If Bones had been a millisecond slower, he’d be cradling her dead body right now.

      Cat followed his gaze and then stared at the glass holes where her head had been. Bones took another moment to make sure that he felt fully healed, and then he clutched her to him and rose while his back was between her and the windows behind them.

      “Not me, Kitten. Someone tried to kill you.”

      And they wouldn’t get away with it. That shot had sounded like it came from street level or close to it, and the shooter would be on the run now that he’d missed.

      Bones wouldn’t miss. Screw witnesses, secrecy of the race, and everything else. He wasn’t letting the bastard get away.

      “Hold onto my neck and don’t let go,” Bones said while tightening his grip. “We’re getting the sod.”

      With that, Bones grabbed his fallen leather coat, and then blasted them through the glass wall behind them.
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      Cat’s scream seared his ears as Bones let gravity take them down while he scanned the area. Most people hadn’t noticed two forms falling from the twentieth floor yet, so they walked at a normal pace along the sidewalks below…with the exception of a black-haired, rotund fellow carrying a large object under his arms as he ran toward a van. From his speed, he was human, and the canvass-wrapped object he carried was shaped like a rifle.

      Bones slowed their descent so that Cat’s head didn’t whip around dangerously when he changed direction. He couldn’t have her neck break and finish the shooter’s job. When they slowed enough for her to be safe, Bones flew them toward the van, which was now speeding into traffic with the cloaked figure driving.

      “I’ve got you,” Bones muttered over Cat’s screams as he shifted until he held her with one arm, leaving his other arm free. The van was just ahead, weaving around other vehicles and then gunning the gas once it was clear of traffic.

      Oh, no, you don’t!

      Bones caught up and grabbed the van’s bumper. With a burst of enraged strength, he flipped the van completely over until it slid along the street on its roof with its tires still spinning.

      “Holy shit!” Cat shrieked.

      Bones flew her over to the sidewalk with a muttered, “Stay here” before flying back to the van and punching out the driver’s side window. The driver shot him with a handgun this time, but Bones barely felt the bullets, either because they weren’t silver or because he was too incensed.

      He yanked the driver out through the broken window, ignoring the new screams and screeching brakes around him. Then, he punched the bloody, struggling man unconscious before flying back to Cat and grabbing her.

      “Let’s go.”

      “Wait,” she began.

      Bones didn’t. He flew straight up, ignoring the gasps and continued crashing sounds below. Don had arranged a cover story for the multi-car pileup Bones had caused back in Ohio when he rescued Cat from Don’s first attempt to kidnap her. Don could cover up this mess, too, especially since he’d probably been the cause of it.

      Bones did take the time to find a quiet, deserted area for his interrogation, though. The warehouse complex several miles away would do. The building barely had any security lighting on it, and the parking lot was dark and empty.

      Bones landed in the furthest corner of the parking lot, where a tree gave them additional camouflage from anyone who might wander by. Then, he let Cat go, dropped his coat, and started shaking her would-be assassin.

      Cat bent and grabbed her knees as if she were about to throw up, but her gaze never left Bones. “You can fly,” she said with absolute shock.

      He shrugged as much as shaking her attempted murderer would allow. “Told you I was more powerful than you realized.”

      “Yes, but you can fly!”

      Her voice rose to a shriek. She was probably fixating on that because she wasn’t ready to process that someone had nearly blown her head off mere minutes ago.

      “If a Master vampire gets to be powerful enough, old enough, and comes from a line of flyers, this is one of the perks. There are others for Masters, but we’ll get into those later. Right now, we need to deal with him.”

      The sod was finally waking up. He gave Bones a dazed glance, and then his eyes widened in terror.

      Bones shoved him to his knees, glad at the new scent of blood and the pain that flashed over his pasty features as the asphalt bit into his skin.

      “Don’t move, don’t speak unless spoken to, and don’t you dare lie to me. Now, why did you try to kill this woman?”

      The man glanced at Cat before fixing his brown eyes onto Bones’s blazing emerald gaze. “Business. I was hired to.”

      Bones’s jaw tightened. Don was dead. He didn’t care how angry that made Cat-

      “Guess you weren’t wrong about that other contract on me,” she said with a horrible attempt at a laugh.

      Bloody hell. She was right. This might not be about Don. He was so upset that he wasn’t thinking. That stopped this instant.

      Bones forced his ice to the surface, freezing out the sight of the blood that still spattered Cat’s face as well as the sound of the gunshots that keep reverberating through his mind.

      “Who hired you?” Bones asked in a much calmer tone.

      “Don’t know,” the man replied. “The contract came in, instructions were enclosed, and money wired on completion. Sometimes, I get jobs through referrals, but not this time.”

      Standard operating procedure for professional killers so far, but this was no ordinary target. This was Cat…and he couldn’t allow himself to make this personal again. Not yet.

      “Write this down, Kitten,” Bones said, not trusting himself to remember every detail. If his ice still couldn’t contain all of his emotions, his memory might fail him, too.

      Bones handed Cat his wallet. He always kept a pen clipped to it, and there was enough paper money for her to take notes. Good thing he preferred cash to credit cards.

      “Birth name,” Bones prompted.

      “Ellis Pierson,” the man replied.

      Cat began writing, using the wallet as backing.

      “Aliases, all of them.”

      Ellis had many. He also had several industry contacts, a few prior handlers, and two sniper trainers, but all of them had been human. So had his prior kills, judging from how Bones didn’t recognize any of the names Ellis rattled off. Did the person who’d hired Ellis not know that Cat was a half-vampire?

      “How did this contract differ from any others you’ve taken?” Bones asked when it was obvious that he’d learn nothing from Ellis’s history.

      “The restrictions.” Ellis’s mouth turned down. “No bombs, poison, strangling, stabbing, garrote, bludgeoning, or physical contact of any kind. The hit also couldn’t take place at her residence, car, or place of employment because she’s a monitored government employee, and it had to be a head shot from a minimum of a hundred yards, with a second and third head shot, too.”

      Bones needed all his ice now. Otherwise, he’d tear at Ellis until there was nothing left except the bloody stains coating him. Oh, yes, whoever had hired Ellis knew what Cat was. They also knew that someone might try to raise her as ghoul, if she were killed. All it took to create a new ghoul was for a human to die while drinking vampire blood, and then have a willing ghoul trade hearts with that person while a vampire used their blood to activate the new heart.

      With vampire blood running through her veins, Cat always met the first requirement, but she couldn’t come back as a ghoul if she no longer had a head. Three bullets from a high-powered rifle would have ensured that.

      “Anything else you haven’t mentioned?” Bones asked when he was finally in control enough to speak again.

      Ellis nodded. “The original contract came in last week, but today, the client got anxious and said ‘new circumstances mandated immediate results.’ The price increased by twenty percent if the job was done tonight. That’s why I followed her from her house to the restaurant. The steep vantage point made the shot harder, but being so far below a crowded place meant that it should’ve been easier to escape unnoticed.”

      Ellis sounded dour at that last point, and he gave Bones an accusing look, as if Bones had cheated by flying after him.

      Bones only smiled…and yanked Ellis’s throat to his fangs. One rip later, Ellis’s blood was overflowing Bones’s mouth. Bones had held back all his venom, not wanting a drop of it to soothe the prick’s pain. The only reason he wasn’t dying in more of it was because of how pale Cat was. She didn’t need to see Bones dole out the kind of death that Ellis truly deserved. She’d been through enough tonight already.

      Bones shoved Ellis aside when his heartbeat stopped. With the deep jugular tear, it didn’t take long. Cat stared at Ellis’s body for a moment before raising her gaze to Bones.

      “Did that hurt?”

      He couldn’t tell from her tone whether she wanted the answer to be yes or no. Either way, he went with the truth.

      “Yes, but not nearly as much as he deserved,” Bones said as he wiped a smear of blood from his mouth. Then, finally able to shed his ice, he touched the rent on her temple that the bullet had left when it grazed her.

      “So close to losing you. I wouldn’t have been able to stand it, Kitten.”

      He folded her in his arms, needing to feel how warm, solid, and alive she was. Her breaths were caresses against his skin, and each heartbeat soothed him more than his ice ever could. But those trembles…were they delayed shock, or something else?

      “Cold? Want my coat?” he asked, starting to fetch it.

      She stopped him, clinging to him as if the ground had suddenly left her feet again. Bones held her, running his hands down her back in long, soothing strokes. Between that and his body pressed against hers, her shivers soon eased.

      “You’re warm,” she murmured, rubbing her cheek against his chest. “I’ve never felt you this warm before.”

      No, she hadn’t. Fresh human blood was inside him, and a lot of it, raising his body temperature well past what it normally was. That heat would fade in an hour or so, but right now, he was nearly as warm as she was.

      Cat suddenly yanked his shirt collar open. Buttons flew, and she rubbed her face against his bare skin and made a sound very much like a purr. A new kind of heat scorched him, and he had to fist his hands to keep from tearing at her clothes next. Not here. She’d had a shock, and her attempted murderer’s body was only a meter away-

      Her mouth trailed over his bare skin. His cock nearly jumped to attention. Bloody hell, he needed his ice again right now if he was going to walk away from this.

      “Don’t, luv,” Bones rasped with the last of his honor. “I have very little control left in me.”

      “Good,” she whispered, kissing the hollow at the base of his neck. “I don’t want your control.” A lick seared his collarbone before her tongue slid lower down his chest. “And I don’t want to waste another moment of being alive-”

      Bones yanked her head up and kissed her.
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      Cat’s mouth was sweetness and fire while her body taunted him with its perfection as she pressed against him hard enough to bruise herself. She tore at his shirt again, too, and Bones groaned when it split open and he felt her bare skin rubbing his, but not enough of it. Her dress was still in the way.

      He backed her against the tree while splitting open the front of her dress. Now, her breasts rubbed his chest with all their silky, sensual fullness. He needed to taste them, and he dipped his head until her ruby-hard nipple was in his mouth. He sucked on that delicious peak while stroking her curves until she swung her legs around his waist. Feeling her heat grind against his cock, separated only by her knickers and his trousers, made his senses explode. He needed her now.

      He pushed her knickers aside and plunged his fingers into her, groaning at her wet, hot depths. She cried out and began to breathe so raggedly that he tore away from her mouth to kiss her neck instead. Her pulse slammed against his lips as she ripped at his trousers, and cool air touched him as they fell. Then, there was only her hand, gripping him hard enough to bruise, and pumping his cock until he couldn’t stand the sensual torture.

      “I can’t wait,” he ground out, and tore her knickers off. Then, he claimed her mouth while he thrust into her, nearly coming right then from the pleasure ripping through him.

      His lips muffled her scream of “Yes!” She gripped him tighter as he moved deeper, harder, lost in the feel of her. Some part of him warned him to be gentler, but he couldn’t. Not when he was suddenly drowning after years of dying of thirst and burning after only feeling ice.

      “Don’t stop, don’t stop!” she cried against his mouth.

      He never wanted to. He needed every moment of this. Leaves showered them from the tree Cat was braced against from his hard thrusts, and Bones half expected them to burst into flames, too. The fire sizzling his nerve endings had to be tangible. Nothing this intense could merely be feelings.

      Cat’s loud cry heralded a climax that pulsed around him with such erotic spasms, the last of his control vanished. A groan tore free as rapture turned into cascading bliss that spread until even his toes felt numb. Cat sagged against him, only the pressure from his body holding her up against the tree.

      “Something’s jabbing me…in the back,” she panted out long moments later.

      Bones held her more firmly onto his hips and moved her away from the tree. A small, very smashed tree branch was behind her.

      “Twig,” he said.

      Her legs nudged him in a “let me down” sort of manner. He didn’t want to, but he did, mourning the loss of their joined bodies as he slid out of her. His arms stayed around her, though, and he kissed her neck as she steadied herself.

      “That took the edge off of years of deprivation,” she said under her still-accelerated breaths.

      His afterglow was so strong that it took him a moment to process the significance of that statement.

      “Years?” he repeated in a suddenly hoarse voice.

      She tucked her head beneath his chin until he couldn’t see her eyes. “Ah, yeah. Years. Noah was the first guy I dated since you, and we didn’t…well. We didn’t.”

      Relief roared through him, followed instantly by shame. He couldn’t say the same to her after his terrible mistake, but he could say this, and it was the absolute truth.

      “It wouldn’t have mattered if there’d been other men since me, Kitten. Oh, I’d have cared, make no mistake, but in the end, it wouldn’t have mattered.”

      Nothing would have kept him from her. Not one former lover, and not a hundred. She was his regardless.

      “But I confess to being very glad that there weren’t,” he murmured with raw honesty. Then, he tilted her head up and kissed her.

      She melted into it, until their lack of clothing in crucial places was becoming very difficult to ignore. One shift of their bodies, and he’d be inside her, feeling her walls clench around him while her wild cries filled his ears again…

      “We need to stop,” he said, forcing his mouth and other parts away from her. “Soon, someone will stumble across us.”

      Cat let out a ragged laugh and glanced over at Ellis’s body. “Yeah, and if it’s a cop, we’ll be charged with a whole lot more than indecent exposure.”

      A flash of his gaze would prevent that scenario, but with law enforcement having dash cameras and body cameras, that solution would also create its own problems. Bones was about to let her go when she touched his arm.

      “Bones.” She swallowed hard. “I have no right to ask since I gave you written instructions to forget me, and I’ll say the same that it doesn’t matter, but…I’d rather know than wonder.”

      Of course she would. This might be the last thing he wanted to talk about, but she deserved the truth.

      “Once. Close enough to count, leastways. After Chicago, when I left you that watch but you didn’t come to me, I was very…out of sorts. Thought you’d forgotten me or at best didn’t care. At the same time, an old lover of mine came to my room.”

      “And?” Cat said. Details, her gaze added.

      He’d hoped vagueness would be enough, but he should have known better. He couldn’t even blame her. He’d want to know everything, too. In this case, brutal truth was kinder than leaving it to the imagination, which had no limits.

      “She and I were in bed, I’d tasted her, and then I stopped because I couldn’t quit thinking about you. So, I apologized and left.”

      She closed her eyes, pain tightening her features while her scent harshened with anger. He wanted to clutch her to him, to ask for forgiveness, to plead with her to forget it, but he didn’t. She was entitled to feel all her anger, all her pain, and whatever else churning inside her without him trying to minimize or erase it.

      “It doesn’t matter,” she gritted out several moments later. “It really doesn’t. It just…hurts, that’s all.”

      Wounds did, and this was a wound just like her leaving him was. Neither had done it with intention to hurt the other, but that hadn’t stopped the pain.

      “I am sorry, Kitten. I should never have allowed it to go that far. I was angry, lonely, and hurt. Not an honorable combination, I’m afraid.”

      She opened her eyes, forcing a smile.

      “Again, I didn’t find out about that watch until weeks after you left it. I’m not saying I would have run off with you had I seen it sooner, but I would have pressed that button, Bones. I wouldn’t have been able to stop myself.”

      A smile ghosted across his lips. “I’ve never been able to stop myself when it comes to you, either, Kitten.” And I never will. “But, we really do need to leave now.”

      “On foot?” she asked with hope in her voice.

      Bones snorted as he tied the two largest rips in his trousers together. Now, they wouldn’t fall off, at least.

      “No. The faster way.”

      Her mouth turned down, but she accepted his coat and put it on. She’d be warmer that way, and also, now her pale skin wouldn’t be a beacon against the night sky.

      “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me that you can fly. I can think of more than a few times back in Ohio where that would have saved me a lot on gas money,” she muttered.

      “As if you’d have been so blasé. Remember how you reacted to all the other ways I wasn’t like a human back then?”

      “True,” she said after a pause. Then, “Let me guess-you can also leap tall buildings in a single bound?”

      He laughed as he pulled her against him. “We’ll try that tomorrow night.”

      “What about him?” she said with a nod at Ellis’s body. “We’re just leaving him there?”

      “I’m sure your boss will send your blokes to take care of him once his body is discovered. He’s their problem now. Our problem is finding out who hired the late Ellis Pierson.”

      Bones whisked them into the air as he said it. Cat’s arms tightened around him. As he went higher, her legs tangled in his, too. Soon, she was clutching him so tightly, he could have let her go and done an aerial barrel roll without her dropping.

      “You don’t ever crash, do you?” she shouted above the wind.

      Bones only laughed. “Not lately.”
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      Bones set them down behind the house he was renting. He’d selected it for many reasons, one of which was the thick trees that sheltered it from prying eyes even though it was located at the back of a normal subdivision. Now, Bones was glad to have it because Cat also needed a place to hide. Hotels were too public to be safe, and she couldn’t go home. Someone who wanted her dead knew where she lived.

      Cat’s face didn’t regain color until she was inside the two-story structure, although Bones didn’t think that had to do with the attempt on her life. She’d obviously hated flying more than she hated riding on his motorcycle.

      “Do you think Ian’s behind the hit?” she asked as she followed Bones into the kitchen.

      He’d thought about that on the way over. “Not a chance. Ian wants you alive so he can add you to his collection of rarities. He can’t do that if your head’s in pieces.”

      She touched the gash on her forehead as if by reflex. It had stopped bleeding, but it was an angry red slash near her temple. Bones grabbed a knife from the countertop and cut his palm, intending to heal it, when she stopped him.

      “Don’t. I want it there for now.”

      He set the knife down. By the time he touched her face, his palm had already healed.

      “How did you know to knock me out of the way?” she asked, covering his hand with hers.

      He fought a shudder at the memory. “I heard the shot. He didn’t use a silencer.”

      If he would have, Cat would be dead. If Bones hadn’t trained his senses for centuries to seek out danger even when he was focused on other things, she’d be dead. If he’d moved a fraction slower, she’d be dead. So many reasons why she shouldn’t be here with him now…

      “You moved so fast,” she said quietly.

      He brushed the rent in her head. “Not fast enough. A bullet touched your skin. That’s far too slow for me.”

      Cat’s laugh was dryer than crunching leaves. “That’s faster than I knew any vampire could move. The flying trick blew me away as well, although we can never go back to that restaurant. You destroyed the place and didn’t even pay for our wine.”

      He had his ice; she had her sarcasm to shield herself when she felt out of control, and it was on in full force now.

      “We both know who has to be behind this, Kitten. Obviously, Don decided not to trust you now that you’re dating a vampire.”

      She didn’t say anything. Just looked around at the kitchen as though suddenly fascinated by the white cabinets, stainless steel appliances, and charcoal-and-white granite countertops.

      “It’s not Don,” she finally said, holding up a hand when Bones drew in a breath to argue. “Think about it. Ellis said he’d originally been given the contract a week ago, so someone planned the hit before you came back into my life. Don had no reason to want me dead then. I was playing by all his rules.”

      Bloody hell, she was right. Even if Don had somehow known about Bones from the moment of Denise and Randy’s wedding, it still didn’t fit the timeframe.

      “I’m still so unsettled about almost wearing your brains on me that I’m not thinking clearly. Right, then. Don looks clean, but then that means there’s a traitor at your compound.”

      “How?” she asked in disbelief.

      Bones gave her a pointed look. “This wasn’t another contract on the Red Reaper. This was on Cristine Russell because they knew where you lived, where you worked, and that you were a ‘government employee.’ Only the people at your compound know those things, so how many suspects does that equate to?”

      She looked rattled. “My entire unit, Don’s scientists, some of the guards…so, about a hundred people.”

      Frustration filled him. “That’s a large number. It also means it won’t take Ian long to pick up on your whereabouts, too.”

      Not with such information making the human bounty hunter rounds, where it was only a small jump from there to reach Ian’s many sources. Bones had to work fast. If only he could get the suspects all in the same place at the same time…wait. He could.

      “I’ll pay a visit to your work and sniff out the Judas.”

      Cat stared at him as if he’d sprouted a second head. “You can’t. That place is heavily armed and heavily guarded. I should know-I designed the security! There are only two ways a vampire can get inside there without massive bloodshed. One way is shriveled. They store the dead ones for study. The other is almost as unpleasant: inside our capsule. Don keeps some vamps alive for their blood so he can keep making Brams.”

      “Brams?” he asked with a raised brow.

      “Synthesized version of the healing component in vampire blood,” she said with an impatient wave. “Doesn’t work as well as the real thing, but it’s great for treating broken bones and internal bleeding.”

      Don truly must fear that drinking vampire blood turned people evil. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have taken the time, expense, and effort to make a weaker synthetic version of it. But Don’s paranoia could be used to Bones’s advantage now.

      Bones took his mobile out, scrolled, and then dialed. “Hallo, yes, I’d like a large pizza with extra cheese, pepperoni, and mushrooms. Mmm hmm, a two-liter bottle of Coke as well. I’ll be paying cash. Here’s the address.”

      A frown stitched between Cat’s brows by the time he hung up. “Is that code for something?”

      Bones snorted. “Yes, it’s code for a large pizza and soda. You never did get to eat, and I can’t have you starving on me, can I? Don’t fret, it’s all for you. As you know, I’m full. Now, tell me everything about this capsule.”

      “Why?” she asked with open suspicion.

      He gave her his most innocent smile. “Humor me.”

      She spent the next five minutes describing an impressive mobile prison, finishing with, “We’ve had no escapes once a vampire is secured inside.”

      “Too right you haven’t.” Even a Master like him would be well and truly trapped. She must have designed it when she was in a particularly foul mood.

      “Why the sudden interest in the capsule?”

      Bones didn’t answer. Instead, he texted Ted, frowning when he received an auto-reply. Right, Ted was away on his tenth wedding anniversary, and Ted’s husband, Bruce, had deliberately picked a place with no internet access. Smart bloke knew that staying off the grid was the only way to ensure Ted relaxed. But Ted wasn’t the only computer genius that Bones knew.

      Bones texted Randy, marking it urgent. His mobile rang less a minute later. “What’s wrong, Cris?” Randy asked.

      Cat’s eyes widened when she heard Randy’s voice. “You’re calling Randy while he and Denise are on their honeymoon?”

      Bones waved her off. “So sorry to disturb, mate, but this is an emergency. I’m with Denise’s mate, Cristine. Someone from her work tried to murder her tonight.”

      “What?” Denise shrieked through the line. Randy must have had the call on speaker.

      Cat tried to snatch Bones’s mobile away. He darted out of her reach, speaking over Denise’s demands to know what happened.

      “Can’t go into details now, but she’s all right. Still, the traitor needs to be found, and only a vampire can force a confession out of the unwilling, but her boss won’t be keen on me helping. That’s why we’re not asking him. Cristine has several back-door passwords to her compound’s security system. Think you can override it with one of those, Randy?”

      “You want me to hack the FBI?” Randy sounded partly appalled and partly intrigued.

      “She doesn’t really work for the FBI, mate. That’s cover for her real job of hunting the undead.”

      “Oh,” Randy said. “That makes more sense. Okay, well, with even a low-level password, I can hack into anything.”

      “It’s not necessary!” Cat shouted.

      “It is necessary,” Bones countered. “Can you be ready in three hours, Randy?”

      “I can do it in five minutes,” Randy said.

      “Three hours will suffice, and thank you,” Bones replied. “Your honeymoon is now on me, so treat yourself to the best champagne and the most luxurious amenities.”

      Bones hung up. Cat’s face was no longer red with anger. Instead, it was as pale as Ellis’s after he’d bled out.

      “You intend to let my team capture you. That’s why you were asking me about the capsule.”

      “Yes,” he said simply.

      “You think they won’t know it’s a trap?” she fired back.

      “Not if they think they’re in control. In fact, they’ll believe they’re doing this behind your back.”

      “How?” she all but shouted at him.

      Bones told her. If possible, she turned even paler.

      “You’ve. Lost. Your. Mind,” she bit out.

      Bones only smiled. “On the contrary, I’ve never been thinking clearer.”
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      Cat used all of the three hours Bones had allotted for setup to argue with him. She even offered to quit her job. The latter was tempting, but it wouldn’t solve the problem. The traitor had to be found and dealt with. Nothing less would do.

      “This is the worst idea you’ve ever had,” Cat said for the dozenth time.

      “It’s also the only way I can get within sniffing distance of whoever’s trying to take you out at your compound.”

      “What’s to smell? ‘Traitor’ doesn’t have an odor!”

      “Fear does,” Bones said bluntly. “And the traitor will stink like it once they realize why I’m there. Or they’ll run, or smell like the vampire or ghoul they’re associated with, or something else that will give them away. In any event, we’ll know who it is. Now, for the last time, make the call, Kitten.”

      Finally, she accepted his mobile. “Don,” she said after dialing. “It’s Cat.”

      She hadn’t put it on speaker, but Bones could hear the other man’s voice clearly. “Cat, are you hurt?”

      “No, but someone’s trying to change that,” she said with a bleak laugh. “I’m coming in. I’ll be there within the hour. Don’t let anyone, and I mean anyone, leave. Call in whoever’s out, too. We have a fox in our henhouse.”

      “Of course, Cat, come in, but no one here could possibly-”

      “Do you want me to come in or not?” she snapped. “These are my terms, and I’m pretty goddamn inflexible about them since my head nearly parted company with my shoulders hours ago.”

      Don’s sigh filled the line. “If that’s what it takes to make you feel safe, then yes, I’ll have it done. Where is, ah…your companion from dinner?”

      Cat stared at Bones as she said, “He went out. I don’t know where. I didn’t ask. I was more worried about my own ass.”

      A pause, and then, “Hurry in, Cat. I’ll recall the teams, but if you’re not here in an hour, I’m sending them back out.”

      “I’ll be there,” she said, and hung up. Then, she hurled Bones’s mobile at him.

      “Happy now?” Anger vibrated from her voice, but her scent was putrid with fear, and her eyes glittered with unshed tears.

      Bones kissed the scabbing trail the bullet had left in her temple. “Not yet, but I will be when this is done. Take my Ducati and go straight there. Don’t stop for anything.”

      She pushed away and grabbed his keys. He was about to tell her he had one more thing when she stopped at the door.

      “I’m so mad at you I can hardly think, but before we do this, I have to tell you something. You already know I still care about you, but it’s more than that. I-I’m still in love with you, Bones. I never stopped, no matter how hard I tried to over the years.” Her gaze dropped. “Of course, I don’t expect you to feel the same way, but I had to say it-”

      She stopped as he caught her in his arms.

      “I’ve never stopped loving you, either,” he said, staring into her eyes. “Not for an instant, Kitten. Even when I was so angry at you for leaving me, I still loved you, and I always will.”

      She pulled his head down, moving her mouth almost desperately over his. It reminded him of the kiss she’d given him before leaving that fateful day, but this was different. They wouldn’t be parted this time. He’d show her that the worst Don could throw at him still wouldn’t be enough. So, he slowed the kiss, savoring her lips, her tongue, and the faint taste of salt from her tears.

      All too soon, she pushed him away. “I’ll give you another kiss later, when this is done. Right now, I’m too terrified.”

      Bones gave her bottom lip a light nip. “I’ll hold you to that. Now, there’s one more thing you must do. Take this and hide it in your clothes. Don’t open it until I tell you.”

      She stared at the sealed envelope he’d retrieved while she was in the loo. “What’s this?”

      “The information I’ve been waiting for, and swear to me that you won’t open it until I’m with you again. Oh, and when you see your boss, tell him he’s the key to finding the traitor, and look him in the eye when you say this name: Maximillian.”

      Her brows went up. “Who’s that?”

      “Just say it exactly like I told you, Kitten, and don’t open that envelope until I’m with you.”

      She folded the enveloped into quarters and tucked it inside her bra. Good thing he’d arranged to have clothes, undergarments, and other amenities here in anticipation of her spending the night.

      “Quit being melodramatic. Scout’s honor, okay?”

      He smiled. “I love you, Kitten. Now, go.”

      This time, her pause by the door was only for a moment, and instead of unshed tears, her gaze was harder than granite.

      “Don’t get killed, Bones. No matter what.”

      Her meaning was clear, and it must have cost her dearly because she considered many of these blokes to be her mates. It was as much a declaration of love as her words before it.

      “It shouldn’t come to that, Kitten,” he said in a steady voice. “But if it does, I’ll try not to kill any of them.”

      Her smile was a pained slash. “I doubt they’ll show you the same courtesy, and don’t underestimate them. I taught them everything you taught me, so expect no mercy.”

      “I won’t,” he said while his ice crystallized within him. “That’s why this will work.”
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      Bones spent the hour it took Cat to drive to the compound showering, changing clothes, giving Randy the passwords, and making other arrangements. Then, he pulled out his mobile and placed a single phone call.

      “Hello?” a sleepy feminine voice answered.

      “Hallo, Justina,” Bones drawled. “It’s your daughter’s degenerate vampire lover, in case you don’t know my voice.”

      The spate of profanity that instantly followed had Bones chuckling.

      “My, that is an inventive directive,” he said. “I’d take notes, but there isn’t time. I’m ringing to tell you that I’m on my way to your house. There’s something we need to discuss.”

      “I have nothing to say to you, murderer!” Justina snapped.

      Bones snorted. “You have quite a lot to say, as you’ve just proved, and while you might lack manners, I don’t. That’s why I intend to ask you for your daughter’s hand in marriage.”

      “You what?”

      Bones held the phone away from his ear at her shriek.

      “This is only a formality. In truth, I don’t care if you give me your blessing or not, but my dearly departed mum would be very disappointed in me if I didn’t at least ask.”

      “I will never give my blessing, you filthy animal-”

      “As I said, I’m on my way,” Bones replied, and hung up.

      Bones drove the nondescript Chevy he’d rented to Justina’s. Half an hour later, he was pulling up to her house. Her heartbeat, already accelerated, kicked into another gear as he parked in her driveway.

      Bones didn’t need to knock. The front door was already ajar. In fact, the frame was splintered around the knob. He’d be concerned if Justina’s wasn’t the only scent he smelled inside.

      “Ready or not, here I come,” Bones said dryly.

      The house looked vastly different from the last time he’d seen it. Then, everything had been immaculate. Now, every piece of furniture was upturned except for the sofa, and glass crunched beneath his feet from the smashed end tables, television set, and numerous broken figurines. Bones followed the sound of Justina’s heartbeat to the hallway. There, her defiant glare turned to confusion when Bones laughed at the sight of her blackened eyes, disheveled clothes, and bloody knuckles. No wonder her heartbeat was so rapid. She must have worked herself nearly into an apoplexy between trashing her home and then beating herself repeatedly in the face.

      “Where’s your limp?” he asked, still chuckling. “Really, woman, if you’re going to play a victim, sell it!”

      Her confusion changed to a glare of pure hatred. “I’m not ‘playing’ at anything. You came in here and attacked me.”

      Bones snorted. “Intend to tell your daughter that, do you? Think she’ll believe you?”

      “She will now,” Justina said, and kicked her own leg hard enough for Bones to hear something snap. Then, she fell, clutching the limb while muttering, “You’re right. This will really sell it.”

      A breath of laughter escaped him. “You’re so warped that it’s actually impressive.”

      “And you’re delusional if you think my daughter will ever marry you,” she retorted.

      Bones arched a brow. “I intend to find out. I even had the ring made from an uncut diamond nearly five years ago, but I didn’t get a chance to give it to her back then.”

      Car brakes suddenly screeched in the driveway, so loud that Justina heard them, too. And smiled.

      “You’ll never give her that ring,” she said before screaming, “Help me! Oh, God, someone, please, help me!”

      Bones walked away. He’d expected Justina to be riled enough to call Don despite Cat’s threats if she thought that Bones was going to propose, but she’d outdone herself with this.

      Several armed, helmeted humans burst into the home, wearing tactical gear with thick, Kevlar-like collars that covered their necks. More Kevlar covered every major artery, and when every gun cocked, Bones knelt in the middle of the demolished family room and laced his fingers around the back of his head.

      “I surrender.”

      None of the automatic weapons pointed at him lowered.

      “Move and you die,” one of the helmeted men spat.

      Bones didn’t move. He also didn’t attempt to use the power in his gaze. Cat had already told him the black visors on those helmets were specially designed to block a vampire’s gaze.

      “Justina!” one of the men called out. “You okay?”

      Weeping instantly started from the hallway, followed by scraping sounds as Justina dragged herself into the room.

      “I’m alive, but I can’t walk,” she said with a moan.

      One of the guns rose a notch. “You’re dead, vampire.”

      “Yes, kill him!” Justina sobbed.

      “Before you shoot, ask yourselves why a vampire couldn’t catch a human without smashing every stick of furniture in her house first?” Bones said in a calm tone. “I suppose my fangs must be having performance issues, too, and that’s why I struck her instead of bit her, and don’t get me started on why I didn’t just mesmerize her into compliance. Really, Justina,” Bones added, “the truly smart move would have been to stab your neck with a meat prong to mimic a vampire bite, and then fake unconsciousness next to the phone you somehow heroically managed to use before you passed out.”

      “Fuck you,” Justina snapped, her weak voice now gone.

      “He has a point, amigo,” one of the helmeted men said.

      Must be Juan Rodriguez, the car thief Cat had plucked from prison three years ago after Juan successfully beat off an attack of no fewer than five inmates. Bones didn’t know how Cat had heard about that, but she’d admired Juan’s fighting skills enough to use her connections and have him join her team.

      Anger plumed off the other helmeted man. “I don’t care.”

      And this must be Tate. Considering Cat’s picture by his bed, Tate had many reasons to want Bones dead, but he was also former Special Forces. Jealousy or no, soldiers followed orders.

      “Pull that trigger only if you’re sure your boss isn’t interested in what I know about Ian,” Bones said lightly.

      “Who the fuck is Ian?” Tate snapped.

      That’s right, Tate would have only heard the name Liam Flannery-the alias Ian had been going under when Don sent Cat after him.

      Bones smiled. “Ask your boss.”

      “If he so much as twitches, you light him up,” Tate said, and then walked away a few paces.

      “What are you waiting for? Kill him!” Justina urged.

      “Cooper, get her outside,” Juan said.

      Another helmeted man went to Justina. He only helped her up with one arm, though, leaving his shooting hand free, and he never took his attention off Bones. Well-trained, indeed.

      “Yeah, it’s that vampire,” Tate muttered into a mobile on the other side of the room. “He’s surrendering, but I don’t buy it, and he said something about a vampire named Ian-”

      “What?” Don interrupted. “Bring him in. Now.”

      “But he beat on Cat’s mother,” Tate began.

      “Bring him in,” Don repeated icily.

      “Acknowledged,” Tate said after the briefest pause. Then, he hung up and shouted, “Get the capsule!”

      Outside, a flurry of sounds commenced. Bones’s lips curled. “Readying my chariot?” he asked sardonically.

      Tate’s black visor hid his smile, but Bones heard it in his voice as he said, “Oh yeah, and soon, you’re going to wish I’d killed you.”
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      Two hours later, Bones was convinced that Cat hadn’t designed the capsule. Something this vicious could only come from Justina.

      Silver spikes speared him through the wrists, thighs, and chest before opening in a hellish version of mini grappling hooks. If he tried to pull free, those hooks would shred him, not that he had the space to pull free. The capsule was filled with dense metal contoured around a man-sized shape, allowing only room for its occupant plus those damnable silver spikes. The jostling from the drive to the compound made it feel like acid poured from those spikes, too. He might know it was only his body’s reaction to silver, but the agony made him wonder.

      When the capsule finally opened again, nearly all his blood had drained into the metal grate at his feet. Between that and silver poisoning, he felt sick, weak, and exhausted. Only rage kept him upright when those hooks suddenly folded flat and the spikes retracted back into the wall, releasing him.

      Bones looked around. He was in a small room that resembled an airplane hangar, except he was underground. The lack of sound above him told him that.

      “Step forward,” an unfamiliar voice said from an unseen speaker. Then, a door slid open ahead.

      Bones gathered his strength and went through the door. It opened into another small room with beige walls on all sides except one, where a dark screen covered glass thick enough to belong on a pressurized substation at the bottom of an ocean.

      As soon as Bones was inside, the door closed behind him. Once it did, the screen slid up, revealing Tate Bradley. He’d taken off his helmet, showing brown hair cut military short, lightly tanned white skin, navy blue eyes, and a look of scorn on his handsome features.

      “Welcome to your new home, vampire.”

      Bones smiled. “For now.”

      Tate raked him with another glance, and then shook his head. “What the fuck did Cat see in you?”

      Silver took longer to heal than any other wound. That’s why it took Bones a few moments to notice the slight dilation in Tate’s eyes, how tight his shoulders were, or the way his fingers twitched as if Tate were fighting not to curl them into fists. Tate wasn’t suffering from simple jealousy. Oh, no. This was something else.

      Bones’s chuckle was a dry rasp. “How long have you been in love with Cat? Is it a recent thing, or this whole time? Ah, this whole time,” he clarified when Tate suddenly stiffened like he’d been electrocuted. “A hundred pounds says she had no idea. She’s perceptive about many things, but love isn’t one of them.”

      “Fuck you, tomb trash,” Tate gritted out.

      Devolving into insults-no faster way to admit that you’ve lost an argument. Bones stared at Tate, weighing this new information. On one hand, his emotions screamed “kill!” with all their usual vampire territorialism. On the other, this meant that Tate would die to protect Cat. That made the annoying bugger useful. For now.

      Bones held Tate’s gaze, and then shrugged. “I don’t try to make Cat ashamed of who and what she is, for starters. For the rest of what she sees in me, you’ll have to ask her.”

      Tate opened his mouth, but then shut it when a tall, muscular man with collar-length black hair, almond-colored skin, and eyes as dark as Bones’s appeared next to him.

      “Don wants to see you, amigo.”

      Bones recognized Juan’s voice and waved at him while Tate left after another disgusted shake of his head.

      “Hallo again,” Bones said to Juan.

      From the faint lines around Juan’s mouth, he smiled often, but nothing except a hard slit showed as he glanced at Bones.

      “Don’t bother. Nothing you say matters. I’ve heard every plea and threat possible from vamps in your position.”

      “I expect you have,” Bones said with a concurring nod.

      Juan said nothing. Neither did Bones. After several minutes, Bones sat down as if too exhausted to stand, which would be true if he were anything other than a Master. But, with the silver finally out of him, his strength was returning.

      “Cat has saved my life nineteen times,” Juan abruptly stated. “I still remember number four like it was yesterday. We were clearing a nest in an abandoned building, and I heard someone calling for help. So, like the dumb pendejo I was, I broke formation and ran into the room…and fell through the floor. The vamps had covered a big hole with a tarp, and I dropped three stories. Broke both my legs and lost my gun in the fall, too. So, I could only crawl away from the six vampires surrounding me. I knew I was dead, but then, I heard Cat cursing me and saw her swan-dive after me. She took out two of the vampires with that incredible dive. How it didn’t kill her, I still don’t know, but then, she ripped through the other four, yanked my ass up, and carried me out of there.”

      Bones closed his eyes, torn between pride and barely controlled panic. “Of course she did. Her own safety means nothing to her if there’s someone else in danger.”

      That’s why he’d let himself get captured and brought here. Someone needed to look out for her for a change.

      When he opened his eyes, Juan was still staring at him. “Cat cares for you. Because of that, I will give you the benefit of the doubt that she asked me to. But if that chupacabra didn’t lie about you attacking her, and if you’re involved in the attempt on her life, I’ll carve your fucking heart out.”

      A self-deprecating truth followed by a fair warning. Juan was an honorable man. His file hadn’t indicated that. Oh, it had given Bones many facts, such as the little-known one where Juan spoke perfect English despite his exaggerated Spanish accent, but it hadn’t told Bones that. Sometimes, facts weren’t the only measure of a person’s character.

      “I would never hurt Cat,” Bones said, holding Juan’s piercing stare. “And, though you’re right about her mum being a chupacabra, I also wouldn’t hurt Justina.”

      Juan grunted. “We’ll see.”

      Half an hour slid by in fairly companionable silence, until Tate appeared again. His face was flushed with anger or frustration or both, and he was so agitated that his skin seemed too tight to contain the energy roiling beneath it.

      “I don’t fucking believe I’m actually going to do this,” Tate spat. “I must be out of my mind.”

      “Que?” Juan said warily.

      Tate ignored that to shoot a glare at Bones. “If she’s wrong about you, if you’re playing her, you’re fucking dead.”

      Evidently, Bones was the belle of the murder ball. But from Tate’s words, Cat must have told him what was really happening. Bones wouldn’t have trusted him with that, but Cat must see something more in Tate than the surly, scorned suitor Bones saw.

      “We’re letting him out,” Tate said, confirming that. A second later, all the lights went out. “Or, Cat’s letting him out, and we’re not supposed to murder him because she swears he’s here to find out who tried to kill her,” Tate muttered.

      “I am,” Bones said, vaulting up when a side panel in his cell slid open. He was through it before Juan had time to gasp, and then Bones clapped the stunned man on the back.

      “Now, if you’d direct me to the elevator?”

      Tate backed up and his heartbeat spiked, but he didn’t run. Instead, he said, “We’re going with you.”

      Very well. A brave, surly scorned suitor, Bones conceded. Then he smiled, letting Tate see a hint of fang in his teeth.

      “After you.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Tate and Juan backed into either corner of the elevator. Bones pretended not to notice how they palmed their guns as he pressed the button for sub level one. He could smell silver knives on them, too, and then their popping sweat glands as the elevator doors closed, sealing them all inside the small space.

      “Cat killed the electricity and opened his cell?” Juan whispered.

      “Yep,” Tate said sourly. “Apparently, she planted a virus that overrode the compound’s entire security system. Now, the only things that work are the ones she wants to work.”

      “Dios,” Juan muttered.

      Moments later, the elevator stopped at sublevel 1. Before the doors could fully open, Cat flung herself into Bones’s arms.

      “Guard this door,” she barked to Tate and Juan, who seemed eager to leave the confined space. “No one gets close.”

      “Why?” Tate asked. “What are you doing?”

      “Giving him blood,” Cat replied while hitting the “close” button on the elevator. “That box drained him.”

      “Jesus, Cat-”

      The closing doors cut off whatever Tate had been about to say, not that Bones cared. He was too busy inhaling Cat’s scent and sinking his hands into her hair.

      “I’ve been worried sick,” she said as she touched each bloody tear that the capsule’s spikes had made in his clothes.

      “You shouldn’t have been,” Bones murmured. “I wasn’t. I knew you’d come through, luv.”

      Then, he kissed her until a richer scent replaced the fear saturating her, stopping only when she pushed him back.

      “No need for foreplay. Just bite me already.”

      A laugh rumbled out of him as his mouth slid to her neck. “You are ever impatient.”

      She was also right. Blood would chase away the last of the silver-induced lethargy clinging to him, and he needed to be sharp. Somewhere inside this underground box, a traitor awaited.

      She shivered as her skin split beneath his fangs. Then, a shudder swept through her as his venom shot into her bloodstream. He held her tighter as he swallowed, wishing he had time to savor each mouthful, but circumstances denied him that. All too soon, the elevator doors opened, revealing Tate and Juan. When Tate saw Bones’s fangs in Cat’s neck, he aimed his gun at Bones.

      Cat drew hers, too, cocking it with one hand. “Back off, Tate! You shoot, and I fire back.”

      Bones gave her neck a last lick before saying, “Don’t fret over her safety, mate. I’d never hurt her, but with how you keep looking at her, you don’t get that same promise.”

      Tate couldn’t stop staring at the seeping holes in Cat’s neck. “I hope you know what you’re goddamn doing, Cat.”

      “I do,” she said. “Now, drop it.”

      Tate lowered his gun. Blood loss, stress crash, or both made Cat suddenly sway on her feet. Bones supported her with one arm while taking away her gun with a muttered, “Give me that, Kitten.” Holding a loaded weapon while battling unconsciousness was hardly safe.

      “Here,” Bones said, handing the gun to Juan, who stared at Bones with openmouthed shock.

      “You called her Kitten? And she let you? She put me in a coma for three days the one time I called her that! My balls never recovered from her smashing them into my spine.”

      From Cat’s guilty expression, every word was true.

      Bones stifled a laugh. “And well she should have,” he said as if that were a perfectly normal response. “She’s my Kitten, and no one else’s,” he added with a pointed look at Tate.

      Tate scowled. Oh, yes, he was going to be trouble.

      “Do you mind?” Cat said, poking Bones. “I’m woozy here.”

      “Apologies, luv,” he said, slicing his tongue with a fang. Then, he kissed her. Yes, he could have cut his palm instead, but he much preferred giving her blood this way.

      “What the hell is going on?” a male voice snapped.

      Bones broke the kiss. He knew that voice, had fantasized about hearing it raised in screams of pain, and now, Don Williams was finally within killing range.

      Bones released Cat and streaked over to him.
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      Fear and sweat exploded from Don’s pores as Bones stopped mere inches from him. Bones savored those scents as he stared at the man who’d nearly gotten Cat killed more times than he allowed himself to imagine.

      Don looked older than his fifty-nine years, but his iron-colored hair was impeccably combed, and he held himself with a straight-spine, military bearing even though Don had never served. He was average height, neither fit nor rotund, and he had pleasant features with deep lines around his mouth reminiscent of a long-term smoker. If Bones had seen Don in a crowd, he wouldn’t think much of him unless he looked into his eyes. Those dark gray depths nearly crackled with intelligence, so much that not even the fear in them could dim it.

      “You must be very determined to kill me to go to such lengths, vampire.”

      Bones didn’t want to admire anything about Don, but the sod had a Master vampire glaring at him while blood literally dripped from his fangs, and he didn’t run, beg, weep, or attempt to bargain for his life. He didn’t even sound afraid despite his other senses giving that away. Instead, Don’s voice was crisp and contemptuous.

      “I’m not here for you, old chap.” Or you’d already be dead. “I’m here to find the snake in your garden, though first, the three of us are going to have a chat. You’ve kept Cat in the dark long enough.”

      Cat gave Bones a confused look. Don didn’t. He was now more ashen than he had been when he thought he was about to die.

      “Tate, Juan, make sure no one comes through that door or gets frisky,” Cat said, shelving her confusion. “The place is locked down, but someone could pull a weapon, so keep sharp.”

      Both men moved with a quickness that spoke of years of following her commands.

      “Okay, boss,” Cat said. “After you.”

      Don’s office was lit by battery-backup emergency lights, and its interior reminded Bones of the man’s hair: impeccable and colored entirely in dark and light shades of gray. Steel chairs were on either side of a charcoal-colored desk while smoky pale walls ensconced the room. No family pictures adorned the desk or shelves, either, which made Bones’s lip curl as he took a seat in one of the chairs. Of course Don didn’t need those. He stared at family nearly every day.

      “Don, I’d like to introduce you to Bones,” Cat said without preamble. “The real Bones, not the imposter on ice in the fridge. You’ll remember him from Ohio, where he gave the highway a whole new look after swiping me from your convoy years ago.”

      Don’s heart actually fluttered, and then anger edged through the fear in his scent.

      “All these years, Cat. You’ve been working for the other side this entire time. Bravo, I was completely fooled.”

      “You ungrateful sod,” Bones snapped. “The only reason I’m not picking you out of my teeth this very moment is because of her. She fancies you a decent man, not that I agree, and has in no way betrayed her trust. You can hardly say the same.”

      “A death threat-not the best way to open things,” Cat muttered.

      Then, she fixed her gaze on Don. “I haven’t played you, Don. When I left Ohio, I thought I was leaving Bones behind. He tracked me down and found me only two weeks ago. Yes, I got him out of the cells, but I have never done anything else to betray you or this operation.”

      Don didn’t look convinced. “I should have sensed a trap. No vampire ever surrenders. What I don’t know is how you got your mother to play along.”

      Cat grunted. “She didn’t. Bones told her he wanted to meet her without my knowledge. We knew what she’d do next.”

      A dark laugh escaped Bones. “And she didn’t disappoint. When I got to her house, she’d already called Don, blacked both her eyes, and knocked over every stick of furniture she had.”

      “She is too much,” Cat said with a sigh.

      Bones agreed, but Justina wasn’t the relation he was here to discuss. “Back to you, Don. For most of my years, I’ve had a trade. I find people, and I’m right good at it. Imagine my surprise when I had such a devil of a time finding her. Then, I couldn’t find much about her father, either. Now, failure to locate one, I could see, but two? Both hidden so carefully it was almost as if they were concealed…by the same person.”

      Cat stiffened, and Bones took her hand. No, she wasn’t expecting this turn to the conversation, but that assassin necessitated hastening the revelation.

      “Two things always struck me as strange when she disappeared into the smoke,” Bones said, staring at Don. Sweat beaded the other man’s upper lip, but aside from that, his face revealed nothing. “The first was how you showed up with all her facts and figures the same day she was arrested. Such research takes time, as I know, which meant you’d have to have been keeping tabs on Cat for a while, but how would you know to do that? Only one way. You already knew what she was.”

      Cat’s gasp covered the pained sound Don made, and she overturned her chair with how fast she leapt out of it.

      “Don, what have you been hiding from me?”

      She was halfway across Don’s desk to grab him when Bones hauled her back. If she was going to assault Don, she’d do it with all the facts.

      “Sit down, luv,” Bones said, pulling her onto his lap.

      She didn’t struggle, but she was stiff as a board in his arms, and she glared at Don as if her gaze could yank the truth out of him. “Go on, Bones, since he still isn’t talking.”

      “The second thing that stumped me was how there were no records of recent deaths matching her father’s description at the time her mother was raped,” Bones continued. “Not even any John Doe’s. Ian was the one who solved that riddle. You named him as Liam Flannery, Don, and you sent Cat after him, but Ian wasn’t her usual sort of target, was he?”

      Cat answered when all Don gave was more silence.

      “No, he wasn’t. Get to the point, Bones.”

      He sighed. “I’d rather hoped Don would step in and finish. He owes you that, but he’s probably hoping like blazes that I’m only fishing, aren’t you, old chap?”

      The moniker made Don’s shoulders stiffen. He didn’t like it, which made Bones decide to keep calling him that, and if Don thought Bones was bluffing by only revealing kernels of knowledge, he’d learn that Bones never bluffed.

      “Open the envelope I gave you earlier, Kitten.”

      She fished it out of her bra and unfolded it. Don glimpsed the printout of the old newspaper clipping when she pulled it free from the envelope, and his jaw clenched.

      That’s right, Bones thought coldly. Nothing stays buried forever, especially when it comes to the undead.

      Cat took one look at the photo above the article, and tremors started wracking her. Bones held her tighter, well remembering the shock he’d felt when he first saw Max, too. Their resemblance was uncanny, even in a grainy newspaper photo captioned “Family Celebrates Commendation of Federal Officer.”

      Don had been decades younger in the photo, which is why it took Cat several moments to recognize the man with his arm around Max. When she did, her trembling increased while rage erupted from her scent. Then, she hurled the article at Don.

      “Isn’t life just one big joke? I mean, one huge cosmic one-liner! Now I know how Luke Skywalker felt when Darth Vader told him who he was, except you’re not my father, Don. But you’re his brother, so I guess I should call you Uncle Don.”
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      Don’s stomach made a lurching sound, as if he were about to vomit. Bones felt no pity. If he had his way, Don would already be bleeding out. Only Cat’s loyalty to her family saved his life, and Don was her family, rotten bastard though he was.

      He’d watch and cheer if Cat decided to kill Don, though.

      “You son of a bitch!” Cat continued to rage. “You sent me out on how many suicide missions when all the while, you knew I was your niece? You and my mother have a lot in common-the two of you should be related!”

      True, that, Bones thought, but Don was finally finished being silent.

      “Why would I think you’d be any different, Cat? Thirty-five years ago, my older brother, who I idolized, was investigating Liam Flannery. Then, he disappeared. We thought Max was dead, and no one at the FBI would tell us about the last case he was on. I later joined the FBI to try and find out what had happened to him. Eventually, I found out what Max had really been chasing. Vampires. I vowed to continue his hunt and give Max justice, but one day, Max showed up. I was shocked that he was still alive. He didn’t look a day older, either, but what really shocked me was how Max told me to forget about Liam Flannery and the vampire underworld, or he’d kill me.”

      Pain strafed Don’s tone before, and his gaze became haunted. So, this was why Don believed that drinking vampire blood turned a person evil. Bones supposed it was easier to believe that than to admit Max must have been evil all along.

      “Six months later, Justina was attacked in the same city I’d followed Max to,” Don continued in a brisker tone. “When I read the description of her rapist, I knew it was Max, and that he’d finally become a vampire. Five months later, Justina gave birth to a child with a genetic abnormality documented at birth. Yes, I suspected your lineage all along, and made it a point to periodically check up on you while I created this department. But when years went by and nothing happened, I forgot about you…until your name came up in connection with a series of strange murders and grave robberies. I was already on my way to Ohio to get you when your grandparents were killed.”

      Cat closed her eyes. Her tremors had ceased, but the anger leaking from her scent hadn’t. Now, though, it was also saturated with pain. She’d never forgive herself for her grandparents’ murders even though they weren’t her fault.

      Don waited until Cat opened her eyes before he spoke, and a sardonic smile twisted his mouth.

      “I also believe that life is one big cosmic joke. Here God had finally given me the one thing strong enough to stop my brother and his kind, and it was his own daughter. That’s why I used you for that purpose while also waiting for the day when you’d turn evil as Max did, but that didn’t happen. When I finally believed you were different, I sent you to capture Liam Flannery, hoping I could use Max’s maker to draw him out.”

      Cat shook off her shock. “Ian turned Max into a vampire?”

      “Seems so,” Bones replied quietly.

      Don didn’t realize the significance. He had no idea that Ian had sired Bones, too. He only gave Cat another hard smile.

      “Yes, and as fate would have it, Liam-or-Ian-got away from you when I sent you after him. I’m guessing revenge for that attempt is why he sent the shooter after you last night.”

      “Ian didn’t hire that gunman,” Bones said, giving Cat a moment to absorb all this. “Ian wants her alive. No, someone else is trying to kill her, and it’s someone here.”

      Don snorted. “And you think you’re going to find out who this mythical traitor is? How? By torturing all the staff?”

      Bones let his contempt fill his voice. “For someone who’s studied vampires for decades, you certainly don’t give them much credit. Forgetting these?”

      The light from the new gleam in his eyes landed on Don’s face, painting it in a green glow. Don looked away at once.

      “Ah, yes, the spellbinding eyes of the nosferatu. Many days, I wished I had the ability to glare the truth out of people, if I could avoid the other consequences of such power.”

      “Yes, well, power has a price, and it always gets paid,” Bones said in a light tone. “Now, shall I let you go, Kitten, so you can bash his head in as you seemed to want to before?”

      Bones dropped his arms from around her, but Cat didn’t move. She only gazed at Don as if seeing him for the first time. After long moments of staring, she shook her head.

      “I should kill you for what you did to me, but I won’t. I understand needing vengeance better than most people. It makes you do rash things, like hunting vampires as a teenager because you’re trying to even the score for your mother. Or sending your niece on suicide missions so that one day, if she lives, you can use her to trap your own brother.”

      Most of the time, Bones loved her deep sense of compassion. Today, he loathed it. What Don had done to her was unforgiveable, and yet here she was, forgiving him.

      “Besides, aside from my mother, you’re the only family I have left,” Cat said with a terrible attempt at a shrug. “I don’t count Max for obvious reasons, so…you can come with us while we look for the traitor. Or don’t come. I don’t care.”

      But she did care. That was obvious, and Don wasn’t a fool. His gaze sharpened as he looked at Cat, and then shuttered as he glanced at Bones.

      Bones stared at him, letting the green bleed out of his eyes so that Don had no excuse to look away. You haven’t won, old chap. Things are about to change.

      “But if you come with us, Don, you can’t interfere,” Cat went on, oblivious to the silent exchange between Bones and Don. “Think you can handle that?”

      Don stood up, deliberately waiting a beat before turning his gaze away to show that doing so was a choice, not a fearful reaction to Bones’s hard stare.

      “I can handle it,” Don said to Cat, but Bones knew the words were directed to both of them.

      Bones bit back his scoff. Oh, I’ll make you prove that.

      “Then let’s do this,” Cat said.
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      Tate and Juan weren’t the only employees filling up the hallway outside Don’s door. At least a dozen more were there, and several of them had used the “flashlight” feature on their mobiles to illuminate the dark since the battery-backed emergency lights only cast a faint red glow. Then, their hushed conversations ceased when Cat, Bones, and Don appeared.

      Bones scanned the crowd, searching expressions, measuring heart rates, and scenting the air. So far, everyone seemed to be the normal amount of upset considering the building’s lack of electricity, internet, and ability to leave. Time to increase the pressure and see who cracked.

      Bones let his eyes glow and smiled wide enough to show his fangs.

      Gasps sounded over Tate saying, “We good, Cat?”

      “For now,” she replied, watching as Bones outpaced the employees who tried to run. Then, he corralled them back toward Don’s office.

      “Tate, you and Juan can help,” Cat went on as Bones moved through the group, searching for the scent of vampire, ghoul, or traitor-inducing terror. “We’ll start with the team,” Cat continued. “They all know what I am and where I live, so after Bones is done here, they’re next.”

      “We called in all thirty of them,” Tate confirmed. “They’re in the training room, but they’re armed, Cat. We’ll have to bring them out in small groups, so Mr. Pointy Teeth doesn’t get staked on sight,” he added with a cold glance at Bones.

      Bones snorted. “Think I’d fret about a room full of humans? Let them keep their toys. Will teach them a valuable lesson. No matter how well she’s trained them, they’re still not her.”

      “He can take on all of them when they have silver?” Juan sounded shocked.

      Cat sighed. “With the element of surprise and a closed, barely-lit space? Yeah. Is that necessary, though, Bones? Or time efficient? And you can’t kill any of them; they’re my men.”

      “All in one place is faster than group by group, Kitten. Your culprit will be the one trying hardest to kill me, or the one wetting himself. Either way, don’t fret about your merry men, Robin Hood. If they’re not the traitor, they’ll live to fight another day. Speaking of, this group is clear.”

      With that, Bones left the employees in the hallway and returned to Cat’s side.

      Don gave him an appraising glance. “This will be interesting. I don’t normally get to see a Master vampire in action. I only see their messy end results.”

      “Wrong again,” Bones said pointedly. “You’ve seen her fight, so you have seen a Master vampire in action. You just didn’t realize it because she also has a pulse.”

      Cat looked startled to hear him call her a Master. She ever undervalued herself. If she’d been anything less, she wouldn’t have survived Don’s repeated trial-by-fire missions.

      “Well.” Don cleared his throat in the sudden, awkward silence. “Then let’s see what you can do, Bones.”
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      Bones thought he’d be through with her team in less than five minutes. It took him nearly ten.

      Cat’s training room turned out to be an impressive mix of a gauntlet, boot camp, triathlon course, and collapsing-building simulator considering that sections of the ground abruptly dropped or slanted without warning. Its purpose was clearly meant to prepare her team for every battle environment, and she’d succeeded. They were the toughest humans he’d ever encountered. The fact that they had such stamina and fortitude without the added benefit of vampire blood was truly remarkable.

      Bones looked up at the glass-enclosed viewing section above the football-sized arena, where Cat, Don, Tate, and Juan had watched the melee. Cat seemed disappointed in her team’s performance, but she shouldn’t be. If he didn’t fly, they might have even had him a time or two. As it was, his skin still burned from their many silver slashes and stabs.

      Don, however, looked stunned. Sod had probably been hoping that Bones would be dead by now. Instead, Bones was standing over the unconscious forms of thirty of her vampire killers.

      “We won’t have enough Brams to heal all of them,” Don said in a dismayed tone.

      “Then I’ll use Bones’s blood,” Cat replied. “Probably need a pint of it, at least, after this.”

      “He’ll just give that to you?”

      Cat shot Don a scornful look. “He climbed into our hell capsule for me earlier, and you think he’ll refuse to donate a little blood? Dumb ass.”

      “They’re clean, Kitten,” Bones called out. “No traitor here. They’re a good bunch of blokes.”

      The man at his feet groaned and tried to get up. Bones gave him a light kick that knocked him back down.

      Cat shook her head. “’Kick ‘em when they’re down’ was always his favorite rule,” she said to Tate. “You’re familiar with the rest of them because I taught them to you.”

      “How can he tell that none of them are involved?” Tate sounded testy. “He’s been in there less than ten minutes, and most of them aren’t even conscious anymore!”

      “I trust him,” Cat replied. “Bones wouldn’t say they were clean unless he was sure, and that’s enough for me.”

      Juan had been silent the entire time, but his inscrutable expression suddenly changed into a wide smile.

      “I don’t care if no one else admits it. That was cool.”

      Bones stifled his laugh. “Let’s finish this, Kitten. The sooner we get through the other employees, the sooner you can get that blood from me.”

      The second sublevel of the compound turned out to be clear, but the moment the elevator doors opened on the third, a familiar scent had Bones pushing Cat back into the elevator.

      “Stay here, Kitten. I smell something.”

      Cat stayed. Tate did, too, muttering “What can he smell?”

      Bones didn’t bother listening to Cat’s reply. He ran past an archway labeled “Pathology,” following the source of the faint vampire scent. Juan and Don followed, but they weren’t the only rapid footfalls Bones heard. Someone else was running, too.

      Bones caught the short, stout Caucasian fellow before he reached the second set of doors in the Pathology lab. Cloud-blue eyes widened with terror as Bones lifted him off his feet.

      “Well, now, what have we here?” Bones purred.

      Those eyes snapped shut at once. Bones pinned him to the wall with one hand and pried the man’s eyelids open with the other. “No, you’re not turning away. Look right here.”

      “Bones has someone,” he heard Cat say, followed by the sound of her rapid stride, but he kept staring into those blue eyes while the stench of the man’s fear overpowered the tinge of vampire that still clung to him.

      “Brad Parker,” Cat whispered as she entered the room. “He’s our head pathologist’s assistant.”

      And their traitor, from the guilt that leaked into Brad’s scent as he heard Cat’s voice. None of the other people had smelled like guilt no matter how terrified they’d been, and if Brad’s heart beat any faster, he’d be in cardiac arrest.

      “Calm down,” Bones said, “and tell me what you’ve been up to. Specifically, which vampire you betrayed her to.”

      Brad’s heart rate slowed down while he stared into Bones’s eyes. “One. He looks just like her.”

      Cat was now so close that Bones felt her recoil in shock. He stifled his urge to comfort her, calling forth his ice.

      “Indeed? Now, tell me everything else about him.”

      Max had used an alias, but the swiftness in which he’d found Don’s operation told Bones that Max must have been keeping tabs on Don. Once Max had located Don’s base of operations, he’d done what Bones had-compiled a list of its employees. Bones had been doing it to protect Cat, but Max had been looking for someone corruptible. Brad Parker had fit that bill.

      “He offered me fifty large to poison her, but I told him poison wouldn’t work,” Brad said in a monotone. “So, I sold him her information plus the manner needed to kill her, and the surveillance hotspots to avoid. This compound is one of them. So is her house, which means the hit couldn’t happen until she’s away from both for personal reasons instead of work, but that doesn’t happen much. She hardly has a life-”

      “That’s insulting,” Cat muttered, but her voice held the tiniest quaver that said Brad hadn’t been wrong.

      “-until this week, when Don ordered a stat analysis of her blood to check for increased abnormalities. I didn’t know why, but the day before yesterday, I heard she was fucking a vampire. Selling that information netted me another fifty large, and it also provided the perfect cover. No one would question her death now. They’d assume her fanged fuck-boy did it.”

      “Account information,” Bones said through gritted teeth.

      Brad Parker gave it. Tate and Juan had been taking notes, not that they needed to. Bones was memorizing everything because Max had just become his next target.

      “You have any questions for him?” Bones asked Don when he was finished.

      Don shook his head. “I think you covered it. Tate? Juan? You have anything to add?”

      They didn’t.

      Only respect for Cat allowed Bones to force his next question out. “Fancy locking him up, then?”

      Don looked startled. He should be. Bones didn’t give a rot what Don wanted, but for Cat’s sake, he’d allow Don to make the call since Cat was determined to find a path forward with him.

      Don recovered and gave Bones a sardonic look. “You know we’re not letting him live. Not with what he knows. Go ahead. Just don’t make a mess.”

      “No!” The word burst from Tate. “We can take him below and shoot him!”

      Don turned cold gray eyes to Tate. “Don’t be childish. Bullet or bite, the end’s the same. Besides, he found him. We didn’t, so he earned it.” Then, Don’s gaze shifted to Cat. “You’d be dead if not for your vampire, and despite what you think of me, I don’t want that to happen.”

      Cat said nothing, but the brief spikes of longing marring her scent solidified why Bones had made the concession. After everything, she still cared for Don. Bones could almost understand why, too. She had a murderous father and a hateful, emotionally manipulative mother, so Don’s betrayals probably paled by comparison.

      Finally, Cat looked at him, and a grim smile played about her lips. “Make it fast, Bones. I know you want to take your time, but don’t. He’s not worth it.”

      Tate walked away with a muttered curse. Juan shifted uncomfortably when Bones snatched Brad close and bit his neck, but he didn’t leave. Neither did Don, and Bones could feel the other man’s eyes on him as he drained Brad Parker of his treacherous, worthless life. He’d rather the man died while slowly choking on his own blood, but Cat had requested fast, and this was indeed that. When Brad’s heart was silent, Bones released his body and resisted the urge to kick it.

      “There you are, old chap. Not a drop on the floor.”

      Cat stepped into his arms. Feeling her against him softened the rage that still fired his senses. His lips grazed her forehead in a brief kiss before he met Don’s eyes above her head. Her uncle shuttered his gaze at once, but Bones caught Don’s contemplative look. The wily spider was no doubt assessing the maximum usefulness of Bones’s feelings.

      Yes, I love her, Bones thought while staring at Don. But don’t gloat. I know your weakness, too.

      Finally, Cat turned to face her uncle. “You know I’m going after him, Don.”

      She didn’t say Max’s name, but Don knew who she meant. He toyed with his eyebrow. “Yes, I know. I want to speak in private with you, Cat. There are some things to discuss.”

      She huffed. “We can speak, but Bones is coming, too. Even if he couldn’t hear us, which he can, I’d just tell him later.”

      Bones flashed a smile as Don’s color rose. Then, her uncle covered his anger with a fake cough.

      “If you insist. Juan, would you remove…that?”

      Cat and Don walked away. Only Bones saw Juan kick Brad Parker’s body before dragging him off.

      Oh, yes, he liked that bloke. Now, to deal with this one.
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      Don didn’t wait until they were all seated to begin. He only waited until his office door was closed.

      “Are you leaving us, Cat?”

      She looked around his office as if the gray-on-gray tones held the answer that Bones already knew. Then, she raked her gaze over Don. He didn’t flinch beneath her icy appraisal, but Bones heard Don draw in a breath and hold it.

      “No, I’m not leaving,” she said.

      Don’s breath exploded out of him while Bones raked his hand through his hair in resignation. “You just won’t take the easy road, will you?”

      Her eyes begged him to understand. “I need to do this.”

      Yes, he knew that. He didn’t agree with it, and he certainly didn’t understand, but he did know it.

      Bones’s glare cut off the smile that started to spread over Don’s lips. “I won’t stop her from doing what she considers her job, but I will not see her die for it. So, the only way you’re keeping her is if I’m with her. Consider it a two-for-one deal.”

      Cat gasped. “What?”

      Don’s brows shot up. “You can’t expect me to allow a vampire inside an operation designed to kill vampires. That’s not even lunacy. It’s suicide.”

      Playing hard to get, was he? Very well. He’d play.

      “I could give a rot about your operation, but I do care about her life. That’s why I’m going to make you an offer, and you are going to accept it.”

      Am I? Don’s expression taunted.

      Bones only smiled. “Why does the success of your operation hinge on her? Because without her, you have a group of men who’d do jolly well in a regular war, but against the undead, they’re roadkill. You know it, too. That’s why your knickers were in such a twist when you discovered how lethal she was at only twenty-two, and don’t think I’ve forgotten that it was your manipulation that kept us apart the past several years. Just for that, I’d fancy peeling off your skin like an orange while you’re alive and screaming, but that’s off topic.”

      “Quite off topic,” Cat said with a warning glance.

      Bones waved as if dismissing his deadly urge, although that was only the start of things he’d enjoy doing to Don.

      “Nevertheless, she insists on working here, so we have to come to an arrangement. As skilled as Cat is, no one is infallible. If she went down now, your operation would be doomed since you have no one strong enough to replace her. The first part of my offer is that you will never again fret about that. Unless I am shriveled on the ground, she will come back alive.”

      Don’s mouth dropped a fraction before he closed it. “You’re saying you’d take my orders?”

      Bones let his derision fill his laugh. “Not yours. Hers. She’s the only one I’d listen to, anyway.”

      Cat stared at Bones as if she couldn’t believe her ears. “You’re serious?”

      Yes, and little wonder she was shocked. The people closest to her only used her. Not sacrificed themselves for her. This wasn’t even much of a sacrifice. He’d spent the past two hundred years killing the rogue undead for money. The only difference was that now, the checks would be tiny.

      Bones took her hand. “I’m not fretting about control with you, Kitten. Command me as you see fit while I’m on your team. I’ll save my demands for the bedroom,” he added with a wink.

      Her cheeks turned the loveliest shade of pink. Bones let his laugh graze her hand as he lifted it, and then his lips followed suit as he kissed it.

      Don cleared his throat. Loudly. “What’s the second part of your offer?”

      Bones lowered her hand, but he didn’t let it go. “Ah, the second part, and this is why you won’t refuse me. I can give you what you’ve secretly been itching for ever since you started your little science project here.”

      Don sat up straighter. “And what do you think that is?”

      Bones didn’t look away as he said, “Vampires. You want to make a batch of your own personal vampires.”

      “No, he doesn’t,” Cat sputtered, and waved at Don as if to say, tell him that’s not true!

      But Don didn’t. He merely stared at Bones, the barest hint of respect flickering in his gaze.

      Good on you, Bones thought coldly. Took your niece two weeks to see me as an intelligent person instead of merely a monster. You managed it within two hours.

      “The why is simple,” Bones went on, more for Cat’s sake than Don’s now. “You want what every commander of troops wants-loyal soldiers who are stronger than your enemy. You probably can’t count the times you’ve wished that some of her team had her powers. Now, with my second offer, you can have that. You choose your best soldiers, and I’ll make them better.”

      Don said nothing. Not that it mattered. His scent spiked with excitement, and his heart rate increased despite him taking slow, even breaths in an attempt to slow it.

      “What if after they cross over, the soldiers turn on us?” Don said. “That happens, as I know. Then, I’d have unleashed mayhem on myself and my remaining team.”

      Bones shrugged. “If they threaten you, then they threaten her, so I’d kill them. I won’t hesitate to eliminate a danger to her, and you already have two bodies to prove that. However, a period of apprenticeship should set your mind at ease. Pick your potentials and give them straight vampire blood. If they can’t control a little raw power, then they can’t control the rest of it. But, if they can…”

      Don’s gaze gleamed with the unspoken possibilities as Bones let the sentence dangle. Then, he busied himself with the stack of papers on his desk, so he had an excuse to look away.

      “To reiterate, you’ll accompany Cat on missions in order to minimize her risk, and you’ll change selected soldiers into vampires who would be later terminated by you if necessary.”

      “Yes,” Bones said.

      Don’s hands trembled ever so slightly on the pages he held, but his voice was bland when he said, “Anything else?”

      “I have conditions,” Cat said.

      Don looked surprised. Bones wasn’t. Shock would only sideline her for so long.

      “First, my schedule changes. Your operation just got seriously upgraded, Don, so I don’t want to hear any complaints. Second, no more surveillance. I better not see or hear anyone spying on me again. Third, my location’s going to be secret so no one can torture, green-eye, or bribe the information out of our people again. Finally, all other jobs wait until my father is taken care of. Max gets priority, don’t you agree, Uncle?”

      Her emphasis on the last word made Don’s eyebrow twitch. Agitation or guilt, Bones couldn’t tell. Don had smoothed his expression to show nothing except the faintest smile.

      “Well, Cat, Bones…I guess we have an agreement.”

      Cat’s hand stretched out as if to shake on that before she snatched it back and stuck it in her pocket.

      “Is my mother still here?”

      Ah, yes, the future in-law that was only slightly less terrible than Max.

      “She’s in the bunkers,” Don said. “Do you want to see her?”

      “No,” Cat said with such vehemence, Bones smiled. “But keep her here. If Max knew where to find me, he might know where she lives, too, so she’s not safe at her house.”

      “We also can’t have your team wandering about for Max to interrogate into revealing that I’m now involved, Kitten,” Bones said. “As for the rest of the employees here, round them up. They won’t remember seeing me when I’m done with them.”

      “What about Noah?” Don asked with a glance at Bones.

      “He doesn’t know anything,” Cat said stiffly.

      She wanted to change the subject so badly that she wasn’t thinking. “Not what he means, luv. Noah would make right good bait for you, whether he knows why or not, because Max might reckon you still have feelings for him.”

      “Oh.” Cat straightened. “Then put a watch on Noah, Don, 24/7. Any sign of the supernatural, and we move in. Maybe we can catch Max at his own trap.”

      Don rose. “I’ll make the call.”

      Bones rose, too, holding his hand out. Cat took it and gave it a quick squeeze.

      “While you and Don play Bright Eyes with the staff, I’m going to talk to my team about your new status.”

      Bones smiled at the prospect. “Yes, and do give your bloke my regards. Can’t wait to start working on him.”

      Her gaze turned pointed. “I know who you mean, and it’s working with Tate, Bones. Not on him.”

      This time, his smile showed the tips of his fangs. “Right.”
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      It took forty-five minutes to mesmerize the staff into forgetting they’d ever seen him, and another fifteen for Bones to supply Cat with the pint of blood he’d promised her. Afterward, Don directed Bones to Cat’s office, which was a picture of controlled chaos, much like Cat herself.

      She wasn’t alone. Tate and Juan were with her, as was a tall, muscled black man who’d been the hardest to put down when Bones fought her team. Even now, he stood ramrod straight despite having several cracked ribs, a busted shin, and so many bruises his dark brown skin was tinged purple.

      Cooper Masika, born in Philadelphia to a Ugandan immigrant and a Sicilian one. Don had expedited Cooper’s parents’ citizenship in exchange for Cooper’s tenure, and from what Bones had seen, Don had gotten quite the bargain.

      Bones drew Cat next to him, ignoring the glare Tate leveled at him. Sod had better get used to seeing him touch her.

      “Bones, this is Cooper,” Cat said, not knowing that Bones had compiled a dossier on him. “You already know Tate and Juan.”

      “Good to meet you, Cooper, and you’ll soon feel better,” Bones said, adding, “Don drained a pint from me just now,” to Cat. “Seems the head pathologist didn’t want to stick me himself. Fellow was quite jittery around me, in fact.”

      “Probably because you made dinner out of his assistant, amigo,” Juan said dryly.

      Cooper stared at Cat. “We’re letting him eat people?”

      “Apparently,” Tate snapped.

      Cat gave him a quelling glare before turning to Cooper. “Brad Parker plotted with another vampire to kill me. Did you hear about the shooter last night? You can thank the late Mr. Parker for giving away my location and my weaknesses.”

      Cooper’s gaze raked over Bones with cool assessment. “Then Parker deserved it. Eating him was too quick, though. He should have suffered first.”

      Bones let out a chuckle as he kissed the bullet graze on Cat’s temple. “You and I will get along famously, soldier.”

      “This is fucking ridiculous,” Tate muttered.

      “Are you in or out, Tate?” Cat said sharply. “I want you with me, but I can’t force you, and the time to decide is now.”

      Tate gave Bones a hostile glance before crossing his arms. “I’m in. I’d never leave you, Cat, especially when you’ve got death breathing down your neck.”

      Oh, yes, he’d be nothing but trouble.

      “Very funny, but he doesn’t breathe,” Cat said in the same sharp tone. “Now that the details about our newest team member are settled, I’m leaving. I’ve got a family reunion to plan.”

      “Que?” Juan said.

      “Tell you that part later,” Cat said with a sigh. “Suffice it to say that the vampire we’re going after will look very familiar.”

      “Be careful, Cat,” Tate called out as they left the office.

      “Always am,” she said in a cheery tone.

      “Not even close to true,” Tate said under his breath.

      He was right, but Bones meant what he said. Unless he was shriveled on the ground, Cat would be safe from now on.

      “Are we taking your bike?” Cat murmured once they were on the surface level of the compound.

      Bones snorted. “As if they haven’t planted numerous trackers on it, Don’s promises be damned. No, Kitten. We’re using the last ten minutes of darkness to fly out of here.”

      She grumbled but then put her arms around his neck. “I can take anything as long as I’m with you.”

      Bones tightened his arms around her. His sentiments exactly.
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      Bones flew until the sky lightened too much to remain unnoticed against it. After landing, he mesmerized a passing driver into taking them the rest of the way. Their impromptu chauffer didn’t remember the trip after Bones was done with him. Even if he had, he wouldn’t be able to pinpoint the house. Bones had him drop them at the back of the tree line bordering the subdivision versus driving them up to the rental house.

      Yes, he was being paranoid. No, he didn’t care.

      Cat had been silent the entire way. Bones chalked it up to her aversion to flying until they entered the house and she dropped onto the sofa as if her legs had stopped working.

      “My father tried to murder me, Don is my uncle, and now, you’re working for Don, too.”

      She said it as if she needed confirmation that all the above was still true. Bones took the seat next to her.

      “Quite a lot to absorb,” he said, searching her face.

      She let out a short laugh. “Absorb. That’s one way to put it. I remember when it felt like to a lot to find out I was half vampire. Little did I know that would be the easiest revelation of my life, huh?”

      He took her hand. “None of this is easy. Pretending otherwise is an exercise in futility.”

      She said nothing. Just squeezed his hand and stared at him as if trying to memorize every line of his face. Bones raised her hand and kissed it, frowning when she pulled away.

      “What is it?”

      “You,” she said, her laughter harshening. “You shouldn’t have done it.”

      His brows rose. “What? Agreed to be on your team?”

      “Searched for me for so long.” Now, her voice dropped to a whisper. “I sure as hell didn’t deserve it.”

      He grasped her hand again, holding on when she tried to pull away. “Kitten, what is this?”

      She blinked hard, but that didn’t stop her eyes from welling with tears. “I left you. Worse, then I never contacted you because I thought I was being heroic, but it turns out I was only being an idiot because Don just did everything you wanted him to do, so I left you for nothing. How can you forgive that?”

      “Kitten-”

      She was suddenly across the room. She’d moved quicker than he’d anticipated, or maybe, she was faster than he realized.

      “The guys think I risk my life over and over because I’m brave.” Her derisive laugh ended in a choked sob. “They don’t know that I wanted to die. I kept trying to get on with my life without you, but it hurt too much, and the only thing worse than the days were the nights. I hated going to sleep because I knew I would dream about you, and then I hated waking up because the pain would hit me all over again as soon as I opened my eyes, and you weren’t there.”

      Bones closed his own eyes at that. Oh, how he knew that pain. He and it were old friends.

      “Kitten,” he tried again.

      “Don’t,” she said with such force, his gaze snapped open. She held out her hands as if to ward him off as she paced.

      “You went incredibly out of your way to bring me the truth today, so let me be truthful with you. I wanted to die, and with this job, I kept thinking it would happen, but you trained me too well. None of the fanged fuckers I took on were able to kill me, so I kept going, and I told myself at least this way, I was doing something useful. Then, a few months ago, I tried setting Denise up with Noah, and she ended up setting me up with him instead. I knew it was hopeless, but I started dating him anyway because I was so tired of hurting all the time. I’d tried every other way to forget you, so I figured…why not this one?”

      It was so close to his reasons for his colossal mistake with Annette that the weight of the memory nearly crushed him.

      “Go on,” he said in a hoarse voice.

      She swiped at the tears that leaked out despite her rapid blinks. “You know how that turned out, but I told myself at least I was trying. So, I kept trying…right up until I saw you at that altar. I wanted to leap into your arms, but I didn’t because I still believed everything everyone had told me about why it could never work, and now”-a wild wave-“I know it was all bullshit. Mom isn’t going to kill herself if I date a vampire, you’re not going to force me to change into one, and Don isn’t going to kill you. Hell, he just hired you! So, I should be thinking about how my father’s trying to kill me, or how Don’s really my uncle, but all I can think is that I ripped my heart out-and yours!-for nothing, so I say again, how can you forgive me for that?” Her voice broke as she added, “I can’t.”

      Bones had her in his arms before her next breath. Her tears left hot trails down his cheek as he pressed his face to hers, and her breaths were harsh, rapid puffs against his jaw.

      “Easily,” he said, shushing her instant, ragged scoff. “That doesn’t mean our time apart wasn’t brutal on me, Kitten. It was, but I knew you acted out of love. I’ve made many mistakes in my life, yet I can’t say that about most of them. You can. That’s why forgiving you is easy. Your heart was in the right place, even if your actions weren’t.”

      Her head dropped to his shoulder. “I don’t deserve you.”

      A grim laugh escaped him. “Too right, but that’s because you deserve better than me. Still, I’m too selfish to step aside, so I need you to make me a promise.”

      She looked up, confusion on her tear-stained features. “About what?”

      He tilted her chin up. “That no matter the circumstances, you will never vanish on me again.”

      Her breath shuddered out of her. “After everything that’s happened, would you even believe me if I did promise that?”

      He caressed her face. “Yes. I would.”

      She closed her eyes, another shudder wracking her. When she opened them, her gaze was no longer shimmering gray. Instead, it was pure vampire green.

      “I promise,” she whispered, and pulled his head down to hers.

      Salt flavored their kiss from her tears, but they soon dried as his mouth moved over hers with deepening intensity. Then, he picked her up, needing to feel her body flush against his. Her arms tightened as her feet left the ground, but he didn’t carry her upstairs to the bedroom. That was too far. He molded her against him while kissing her until she was breathing raggedly from passion instead of guilt-infused pain.

      She lifted his shirt when she couldn’t reach enough of his skin through the holes left from the capsule’s prongs. Bones broke their kiss to pull it off. Her shirt was likewise tossed aside, and he unclipped her bra to fill his hands with her full, luscious breasts before he captured her mouth again.

      Her moan was a rumble of pure need, and she ran her hands over him as if she’d die if she didn’t touch him. He felt the same, and her denims suffered for it as he ripped them in his impatience to remove them. Then, he savored her gasp as he pushed her knickers aside and slid his fingers into her hot, wet depths. Her soft flesh gripped him, quivering with every deep, knowing rub, until she was moving against his hand while tearing at his trousers until she’d rent them in two.

      Her hands were delicious brands as she grabbed his cock and handled him with rough, rhythmic strokes. Pleasure built until he wanted to plunge inside her right then, but their last encounter had been too fast, and too limited. He wasn’t settling for only touching her this time. He needed to taste her, too.

      He brought her to the floor with him. There, he tore off the remains of her denims and broke the thin straps on her knickers. She cradled his hips with her thighs and arched beneath him, but despite a torturously sensual graze that seared his cock, he pulled away. Her objection barely left her lips when his mouth closed over her nipple and a slow, deep suction made an entirely different sound escape her.

      Her hands fisted in his hair before she twisted, trying to reach for him again. He pushed her back while he laved her other nipple before sucking it until a cry tore from her and her hips moved as if he were already inside her.

      “Now, now,” she urged while trying to pull him up to her.

      “Not yet,” he murmured, and trailed his mouth lower.

      Her stomach was warm satin, and her scent was heady perfume as his mouth teased the crisp curls that crowned her center. He moved lower, groaning with primal lust as he tasted her honeyed depths. Those hot, silky petals slicked with more nectar as he teased them, and when he plunged his tongue deep within her, she arched as if someone had yanked on her spine. He needed to feel that again, so he did it faster, and her thundering heartbeat competed with her rising cries. Still, it wasn’t enough. He pulled her thighs tighter around him while he twisted his tongue faster, deeper, until he was lost in her scent, her taste, her screams, and the blood singing through her veins.

      His shoulders were striped with red welts from her nails when she came, and he savored every spasm before sliding his mouth up her stomach in a reverse of the pathway he’d taken before. A fine sheen of sweat beaded her skin, and she was trembling from her climax, but the look in her eyes set him on fire. She looked as if she were about to devour him, and he had never wanted to be consumed more.

      “I want to make you scream like I just did,” she swore before slanting her mouth over his. After a blistering kiss, she twisted away and tried to take his cock in her mouth, but he pushed her back against the floor.

      “I want this more,” he growled, and yanked her thighs around his hips. Then, he filled her with a long, hard stroke that seared his flesh while it burned away his last coherent thought. He wasn’t a man or a vampire anymore. He was only raw, pulsating need, and she was everything else.

      He didn’t regain control until his climax crashed through him with enough force to crack his spine. Then, he shifted until he was no longer pressing Cat against the floor, but holding her next to him. Her sweat painted both of their bodies, her hair was a tangled mess, and her heart beat like a trapped hummingbird within her chest. What had felt like mere minutes to him must have been longer, judging by the state of her.

      A glance at the clock on the nearby wall made his eyes widen. Not minutes at all, then. Hours.

      She dropped her head against his chest with a gasping laugh. “Finally got that scream out of you, but I am way ahead on the orgasm tally, and I don’t have energy to catch you up.”

      He laughed as well, and dropped a kiss onto her shoulder. “Yes, well. There’s always later tonight.”

      He felt her smile against his skin, and warmth of a different kind suffused him. God, he’d forgotten how happiness could make him feel like a light had been turned on from the inside, filling every part of him with a golden glow.

      “Let’s get you off this floor, Kitten,” he said, and finally carried her up the stairs into the bedroom.

      She pushed the covers aside when he deposited her onto the bed, but he knew she’d be cocooned in them soon enough. He was actually looking forward to waking up chilled and coverless because it meant that he’d be waking up next to her.

      She turned into his arms when he slid into bed. Her eyes fluttered closed, and her breathing went from pants to deep, even breaths as the minutes ticked by, but she wasn’t asleep. Her fingers kept brushing his shoulders in slow, absent strokes.

      “I don’t want to think about reality yet, but I also know it won’t wait for us,” she finally murmured. “Ian’s still coming for me. Max is, too, and so is possibly another hit man.”

      “None of them will hurt you,” Bones swore, ice spearing through his previously warm glow.

      She didn’t say anything for several moments. Then, “Since Ian is your sire and my father’s sire, that means I’m technically part of Ian’s vampire family, doesn’t it?”

      She didn’t know how true that was. Ian had a strong claim on Cat in the vampire world, and his sire was too wily not to use it, should Max prove to be inadequate bait. But Max might be all Ian needed to get Cat to bargain with him in a way that she’d later regret. Still, she’d searched for her father ever since she found out she was half vampire at sixteen, so her need to kill Max to finally avenge her mum was so deeply instilled in her that it might prove greater than anything else.

      Bones didn’t let himself dwell on the thought. It was too disturbing. Instead, he’d ensure that Cat was never faced with such a choice. Forbidden fruit couldn’t tempt if you were never offered it. Toward that end, he had some manipulating of his own to do. Ian would be proud of him, if that manipulating wasn’t against him.

      “That’s true, but there’s a way to nullify it,” he said in as casual a voice as he could manage. “Toward that end, there’s a vampire I want to introduce you to. He’s very important in the vampire world, and to Ian in particular, so we need to meet him in secret, and you can’t tell anyone.”

      “Let me guess. It’s Dracula?” she teased.

      God, no. That sod was insufferable. “Hardly.”

      She yawned. “Of course I’ll meet him, and I won’t tell anyone. So, how is this mysterious vampire important to Ian?”

      Bones closed his eyes. “He’s Ian’s sire.”
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      College campuses were usually awash with people. The Virginia Tech university was no exception. Despite it being an hour before midnight, students still flowed through the grounds like living streams. In such an environment, tracking someone by scent was impossible. Even by sight it could be cumbersome. All one needed was a low-slung ball cap to shadow the eyes and the cotton helm of the ever-popular “hoodie” to cover the head, and you’d be just another anonymous form in the crowd.

      That’s what Bones was wearing, but Cat didn’t need such measures. With her appearance frozen in her early twenties, she already looked like a student, especially since she’d worn her favorite pair of denims and a simple, form-fitting navy shirt.

      “I thought we were meeting some important vampire,” she murmured as Bones began striding toward Derring Hall. “Did we stop here because you wanted to grab a bite to eat first?”

      The thought that he’d need such measures to find a vein made him laugh. “No, luv. This is where we’re meeting him. Well, beneath here, as it were.”

      “Underground?” she asked with a skeptical glance around.

      Bones led her forward. “Follow me.”

      They went inside Derring Hall. Bones ignored the common passageways in favor of the stairs leading to the basement. Then, he took a little-used corridor and went to the end of it, where a young human man was near the grate in the floor. He might have been mustering up his courage to try the infamous tunnels himself, or he was waiting for someone. Either way, Bones said, “Leave, and we were never here,” while flaring up the power in his gaze.

      The student nodded and walked away. Bones yanked up the grate in the floor, revealing a rusted metal ladder beneath some of the old steam pipes that used to be the primary heating source for the campus. Then, he motioned to Cat.

      “After you.”

      She gave him a look as she shimmied into the small hole. “This isn’t even the weirdest date we’ve ever been on.”

      Bones grinned. “Not by half.”

      When she’d cleared the ladder, Bones descended and replaced the metal grate over the hole. Then, he led her past the maze of pipes, graffiti, and passageways toward their destination.

      “We couldn’t have met him at a Starbucks?” she said after passing a “Warning: Asbestos!” sign.

      “Less chance of anyone seeing or overhearing us down here,” Bones replied as the air suddenly became sweltering. There was a reason these tunnels were off-limits. Being in a dark, winding labyrinth with hidden drops in the floor and sudden, severe changes in temperature was very dangerous for humans. “No one even knows that Mencheres is in the States,” Bones went on. “He’d like to keep it that way for now.”

      “And Mencheres made Ian, and Ian made you. So, that kinda makes Mencheres your fang granddaddy?”

      Bones hid his smile as he picked his way through the debris in the tunnel. “Mencheres is my grandsire, yes, but more importantly, he’s a very powerful vampire that Ian wouldn’t want to cross. Since Max is a member of Ian’s line and still under Ian’s protection, any attack against Max would be considered the same as an attack against Ian in the vampire world.”

      “But Max trying to have my head blown off is A-okay?” she asked with a flash of bitterness.

      Bones picked his words with care. “Remember I told you vampires operated under a form of feudalism? That means when a vampire turns a human, that new vampire is under their sire’s protection. If the sire isn’t their own Master, then that new vampire is also under the head Master’s protection. You were born, not changed. So, no vampire has ever claimed you. That makes you without a sire or Master to defend you against any attacks from within the vampire world.”

      She digested that for a few moments. Then, “So, if I kill Max once I find him, it could set off a war with Ian, like I don’t have enough problems with your horny sire to begin with.”

      Exactly.

      “That’s why I’m going to change your status in the vampire world, Kitten. I’ll claim you, but first, I need to be free from Ian. Otherwise, anyone I claim is automatically in Ian’s line, too. That’s why we’re meeting Mencheres. Ian will be far less likely to retaliate if Mencheres allies himself with me.”

      Cat slanted a look his way. “Did Ian know that you were looking for me before…before I had my run-in with him?”

      “Yes. I told Ian I was hunting you to limit the damage you’d do in the undead world. When his desire for you became obvious, I said a few ungentlemanly things to discourage him.”

      Her brows went up. “Like what?”

      Bones stifled his laughter. “I told him you whined ceaselessly, snored abominably loud, and shagged terribly. Oh, and that you lacked adequate hygiene-”

      “You what?”

      Her shriek reverberated off the steam pipes surrounding them, but that was nothing compared to the look on her face. His laughter burst free.

      “Now, Kitten, I did have your best interests at heart. Besides, you told Ian I exploited you and then refused to pay you, so you were hardly concerned with my reputation, either.”

      “I was trying to protect you, not slander you!”

      “As was I. But, sadly, Ian didn’t fall for my misdirection and still obsessed over you, a trait that we shared.”

      That last comment mollified her, but from the glances she kept shooting his way, she might still hold a grudge for the other, and he hadn’t even been lying about her snoring.

      They walked in silence for a few minutes. Then, she said, “How about you just kill Ian, and I’ll kill Max?”

      Bones paused. She stopped, too, her eyes widening when he grasped her shoulders. It’s not as if he hadn’t thought of that. He had. Many times, and most of them were before he’d ever met Cat. He’d certainly kill anyone else threatening her this way, but with Ian…it wasn’t that easy.

      “If it came to a choice between your life or Ian’s, I would cut him down, Kitten. But despite our many feuds, or how ruthlessly he’s pursing you…Ian and I have a bond. He’s been a large part of my life since I was human, let alone the centuries after that. That’s why, if there’s a way to solve this without killing him, then that is the route I’ll seek.”

      Guilt twisted her features, and she covered his hands with hers. “I’m sorry. Of course you can’t just kill him. I couldn’t, either, once I knew who he was to you.”

      No, she couldn’t, yet he might have to, and the realization made him feel like he’d swallowed ashes. Ian’s stubbornness was one of his defining characteristics, and he’d already decided to “acquire” Cat. So, nothing that Bones did, including claiming Cat under his line, might stop Ian short of his own death.

      “If it comes to that, at least I’ll know it was my only choice,” Bones finally replied.

      Cat gave him a searching look, and then dropped her hands and the subject.

      Bones was glad. It didn’t bother him to plot against Ian, especially since his sire was being a complete prat, but the other thought was more upsetting than he cared to admit.

      After several minutes of silence, they finally reached the underground stream beneath the campus. Cat stared at it in amazement while Bones paused at the water’s edge.

      “This is where we meet Mencheres.”

      As if he’d been waiting to hear his name, an old metal door screeched in one of the tunnel walls, and Mencheres ducked down as he stepped through it. Cat gasped as she felt the outer rims of Mencheres’s aura. It grew as the other vampire approached, until Bones’s entire body was humming, and more impressive was that Mencheres was still holding much of that aura back.

      “Grandsire,” Bones said, using the term Cat had mentioned. “Thank you for coming.”

      Mencheres embraced him. Bones didn’t flinch as that power sizzled into his skin, but that was only because he expected it.

      “Bones, it has been too long,” Mencheres said.

      Cat was staring at him, taking in Mencheres’s long black hair, obsidian eyes, and skin the same color as the Egyptian deserts he’d grown up in. Despite his vast age, Mencheres looked to be in his late twenties, and when he smiled at Cat, it softened the inherent regalness of his features.

      “This is Cat,” Bones said when Mencheres released him.

      She held out her hand. Mencheres shook it, not offended when she let go with a smothered yelp. He was doubtless used to people reacting that way to his crackling power.

      “I’m leaving Ian’s line,” Bones stated. Mencheres had traveled too far for Bones to waste his time with meaningless pleasantries. “Ian wants Cat, and she wants to murder one of Ian’s people, so you see why I need to divest my loyalties and be Master of my own line.”

      Nothing changed in Mencheres’s expression as he looked from Bones to Cat. Then, he said, “Do you truly believe that killing your father will make any part of your life better?”

      Bones was surprised by the question, but not as much as Cat. She nearly rocked back on her heels.

      “Yes,” she said when she recovered. “Hell yeah, in fact. For starters, I would no longer have to worry about hit men sighting my head in their scopes, and for another, I think killing him would be really, really satisfying.”

      “Vengeance is the emptiest of actions,” Mencheres murmured.

      “Beats suppressed rage,” Cat retorted.

      “I didn’t say it was her father she wanted to kill,” Bones noted, arching a brow. “How did you know that?”

      Mencheres gave him an amused look. “You already know how.”

      Bones sighed. “Ah.”

      “And?” Cat said while tapping her foot.

      Right. “Mencheres sees things. Visions, glimpses of the future, that sort. It’s one of his powers.”

      From Cat’s expression, she was having trouble believing that. “Got any stock tips?” she quipped. “I could sure use some. The government doesn’t pay shit for salary.”

      Mencheres’s lips twitched, but then his expression became smooth as glass as he said, “Are you going to claim Cat as one of yours, Bones? Is that why you wanted to meet in secret? To ask for my support should you and Ian go to war over her?”

      “Yes,” Bones replied.

      Cat was still looking at Mencheres with open skepticism. When Mencheres’s expression became pointed as he stared back, Bones realized he’d forgotten to warn her about something else.

      “Kitten, Mencheres can also read humans’ minds, and from his current expression, he can also read half-breed’s minds.”

      “Whoops,” Cat said with a newly sheepish look. She must have been thinking something snarky indeed. Then, her gaze narrowed. “But he can’t read vampires’ minds, I take it, or you wouldn’t have phrased it that way.”

      “No, not vampires’ minds, unless you’ve been hiding that ability?” Bones added with a slight grin at Mencheres.

      He returned it. “That power would have saved me from many poor decisions in the past, but no. Just humans and half-breeds, it appears. Now, have you told Cat what pretext you’d use to claim her as yours in the vampire world?”

      Bones bit back his groan. Normally, he appreciated Mencheres’s bluntness, but on this topic, he would have preferred an abundance of discretion.

      Cat caught Bones’s reaction and glared at him. “Oh, you’d better tell me whatever this is.”

      No chance that she wouldn’t be angry by it. That’s why he didn’t bother coating it with pretty lies first.

      “Every vampire is territorial, as you know. I found you, I bit you, and I shagged you, all before Ian ever laid eyes on you. So, in the vampire world, that makes you my…my property, should I claim you as such-”

      “Son of a bitch!” she shouted. “Your plan is to growl over me like I was a slab of meat you didn’t want to share?”

      He sighed. “I don’t see you that way, so why does it matter what loophole I utilize? Frankly, I don’t know why Mencheres brought it up in the first place.”

      Twin black brows arched. “Because I refuse to side with you unless she is fully aware of the ramifications.”

      “And he didn’t need mind-reading abilities to know I’d be pissed by them,” Cat snapped. “Neither did you, which is why you left that detail out. No way, Bones. No. Way. Go on, declare your independence and be Master of your own line, but you are not calling yourself my Master, loophole be damned.”

      Anger sharpened his tone. “You do realize you’re being a hypocrite? The day before yesterday, I truthfully swore to Don to take your orders while on mission, and yet here you are, refusing to let strangers even think that you’d heed mine.”

      Her mouth opened…and stayed that way while shame flitted across her features. Then, she closed her mouth with a click.

      “There has to be another way of stymieing Ian without using sexist ‘property’ loopholes.”

      Mencheres shrugged. “They’re not sexist. If Bones were a woman and you a man, the claim would be the same. Discriminating based on gender is a human failing. Not a vampire one.”

      “Whatever,” Cat muttered. Then, a crafty expression replaced her frustrated one, and her smile slowly unfurled.

      Bones tensed. Whatever this was, he’d bet his undead life that he wasn’t going to like it. “What?”

      “You’re going to tell Ian that you found me,” Cat said, her smile widening. “And you’re going to offer to bring me to him.”
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      Serves me right, Bones thought as he entered the compound the next day. Cat had hated the plan he came up with the last time they were here, and now their positions were reversed.

      Don wasn’t surprised to see them at his office door. The security checkpoints they’d passed on their way into the compound had alerted him to their presence. If anything, Don looked pleased, and right he should be. He had his best fighter back in his stable with the promise of even more on the way. Bones was surprised that Don wasn’t whistling a merry tune.

      “Come in,” Don said. “I’m just going over the pathology reports from the other day. You have quite a massive component in your blood, Bones,” he added, looking his way now. “We could practically get rid of our other in-house vampires if we siphon a pint a week from you.”

      Bones snorted. “Going to tap me like a tree? Bit of a greedy bloodsucker yourself, aren’t you?”

      Don’s mouth turned down at the comparison. Bones didn’t care. The sod had everything he wanted, which was more than Bones could say at the moment.

      “We came for a reason,” Cat said. “You may as well call in Juan, Tate, and Cooper, too. That way, we’ll only need to go over this once.”

      Don’s brows rose, but he asked no questions and simply summoned the other team members. The three of them waited in silence the short five minutes it took for them to arrive.

      “You all know that I’m half vampire,” Cat stated to her men. “What you didn’t know, and neither did I until recently, was that the vampire who raped my mother is Don’s brother.”

      Gasps sounded from them, covering the low growl Don made. Cat ignored all of it.

      “You also remember Liam Flannery from that New York mission. His real name is Ian, and he’s the vampire who made Bones. He also made Don’s brother, Max. Don’s known that for years, too. It’s the real reason we were sent to bring Ian in. But, Ian got away, and after we tangled, Ian got all excited about my being a half-breed and decided he wanted me as his new showpiece. Bones says Ian won’t hesitate to use people I care about against me to ensure my compliance, either. There’s a way to get Ian off my back without a bloodbath, but it’s dangerous, and it would involve one of you.”

      At this, she paused. She’d happily put herself in danger every day of the week, but she hated endangering anyone else.

      “In order for her to turn the tables on Ian, he needs to be confident that he’s got something over her,” Bones said when Cat continued to pause. “A valuable hostage, to be specific. Now, Ian’s smart, so he likely won’t kill such a useful bargaining tool, but there are no guarantees. Cat intends to rescue whoever offers himself as bait, and then use Ian’s guards as bargaining chips herself to force Ian to leave her alone. If Ian makes a blood oath promising that, he’ll be bound to it in the vampire world, and he’d also be regarded very poorly if he refused to bargain for his own people. But, until Cat could rescue the volunteer, there’d be no one ensuring their safety.”

      Silence for exactly three seconds. Then, Tate said, “If this keeps a vamp from hunting you, Cat, count me in.”

      Bones gave him a jaded look. Knew your love for her would make you the first to volunteer.

      Don coughed. “Perhaps there’s a different approach-”

      “Me, too,” Juan interrupted. “That undead pendejo can have two worms on the hook instead of one.”

      Cooper shrugged. “Who wants to live forever? I’m in.”

      Cat blinked away tears while Don continued to sputter out objections. “We can hardly risk our top soldiers on a guess-”

      “Save it, old chap,” Bones said crisply. “Not like they’ve been gardening these past years, have they? Besides, I already knew they’d all offer, and here I’ve only just met them. How could you expect anything different?”

      Don glared at him. When that proved fruitless, he rounded on Cat.

      “You can’t take our most valuable team members into a hostile nest the likes of which they’ve never seen. If they all died, it would utterly ruin this operation!”

      “Here and now, decide which is more important to you,” Bones snapped. “Your niece, or the risk to your operation. We all make choices we have to live with. This is yours.”

      Frustration poured from Don like a fog machine turned on high. He didn’t want to admit that he cared so little for Cat, and he also didn’t want to risk his operation, though he was being a bit dramatic saying that this could ruin it.

      “It’s not like the guys are docile lambs,” Cat said, breaking her silence. “They’re not just bait. They’re Trojan horses. Ian’s guards will never suspect how tough they are, and if I didn’t think they could handle it, I’d never let any of them volunteer.”

      Don stared at her. She didn’t blink as she stared back.

      Finally, her uncle looked away. “I pray you’re not wrong about this creature you’re dating, Cat. If he’s playing you, we’ll all go down in flames. He’d better be as good as he is arrogant.”

      At that, Bones laughed. “Oh, I am as good as I’m arrogant, and I’m not ‘playing’ her. After all, I had you pegged. She was sure you’d refuse to let her men do this. I said you wouldn’t.”

      Not because Don cared for her. Because Don knew the truth: his operation could survive without Tate, Juan, and Cooper, but it couldn’t survive without Cat. Not yet, anyway.

      Don sent a baleful look his way.

      Bones only smiled. It isn’t peeling your skin off while you’re screaming, but I’ll take it.

      “We’ll need a few weeks to assemble everything, and the three of you will be busy until then,” Bones said. “You’ll all need your fastest reflexes if things go south. All of you know the price of drinking raw vampire blood, yes?”

      Tate and Juan nodded, but Cooper shook his head. With great sympathy, Cat informed him that it could add decades to his life. Cooper only snorted. Either he didn’t think he’d live long enough for that to be a factor, or Cooper didn’t consider it the disadvantage that Cat did.

      “Drinking vampire blood is the only way to ensure you’ll all be immune to vampire mind control,” Cat said, as if they needed further convincing. “Needless to say, Ian won’t let you keep your helmets on. So, anyone who refuses will have to drop out. I won’t risk your lives or anyone else’s by a vampire green-eyeing you into revealing the real plan.”

      Tate grunted. “I’m up for juicing, but you’ll understand if I refuse to suck the blood off his tongue like you did.”

      Had a sense of humor, did he? Good. He’d need it.

      “Don’t fret, you’re not my type,” Bones lightly replied. “Now, then, if there are no other concerns, let’s go to the lab so that Don can put my vein on tap again. Really, old chap,” Bones needled him, “you’re as excited over blood as any vampire. Sure you’re not hiding any family traits?”

      Don glowered at him. “That’s not amusing.”

      No, but the barb was the least he deserved. Ian wouldn’t be after Cat if Don hadn’t sent her after Ian, so this entire fiasco was Don’s fault. He might be pretending otherwise, but Bones hadn’t forgotten that.

      Before they left, Don ordered the laboratory and the hallways leading to it cleared of all non-essential personnel. At least he was heeding Bones’s warning to keep his presence known to as few people at the compound as possible. When that was done, they went down to the Pathology sublevel.

      Juan and Cooper’s heartbeats indicated that they were the normal amount of anxious over drinking his blood, but Tate’s pulse was higher. Not fear, Bones noted as he took in a breath. Excitement. Tate wanted the additional power, and from the frequent glances he stole at Cat, his reason was obvious.

      “Ready for your upgrade?” Bones said with a smile that showed his teeth. “After your first dose, I’m going to beat the seven shades of shit out of you to see how much you can take.”

      Tate gave him an insolent look. “Bring it on. Cat’s been pounding away at me for years. Years,” he stressed. “How long have you spent with her, combined? Only six months?”

      Bones hauled him up until Tate’s feet dangled. He was almost impressed by the nastiness of Tate’s taunt, but that didn’t mean he’d let it go unchallenged, especially since Tate was one of the soldiers who’d whisked Cat away from him.

      Cat yanked on Bones’s arm. “Tate, enough sniping! And Bones, how old are you? Do I need to give you a pair of my panties to hang around your neck so you can wave them at whoever’s making you jealous?”

      “Like you wear panties,” Tate said under his breath.

      Cat punched Tate before Bones could. “Not that it’s any of your business, but I only go without while on a job!”

      Bones dropped Tate, disbelief spearing him as he looked at Cat. Did she…did she still believe that was necessary?

      Don seemed eager for a change in subject. He shoved the nearest chair toward Bones and went to get the IV line.

      Bones sat, but he couldn’t take his eyes off Cat, who seemed part angry, part flustered, and part embarrassed.

      “Kitten, are you still hunting vampires without your knickers?” Bones asked in as careful a tone as he could manage.

      She gave him an exasperated look. “If I’m playing the bait, yes, but if it’s a search-and-destroy, no. Why?”

      Lucifer’s. Bouncing. Balls. “We’ll take about it later.”

      Her brows drew together like building storm clouds. “From your expression, we’ll talk about it now.”

      Everyone waited for his answer except Don, who pretended to be deaf as he inserted the needle into Bones’s arm and opened the line into the waiting blood bag.

      Bones fought the laughter building in him. She’d already fillet him for this, and that’s if he could reply without chuckling. “It’s just that you can expand your wardrobe, luv. Not that I’m advocating that, but then I am biased.”

      She came closer. “What do you mean?”

      He managed to keep his laughter at bay, but only just. “That thing I told you about no knickers making a difference when it came to luring vampires…well…I might have stretched the truth a bit.”

      Her jaw dropped. “What?”

      “Madre de Dios,” Juan breathed, staring at Bones as if he’d just produced gold from straw. “You talked a woman into going without panties for years? I could learn a great deal from you.”

      “You lied to me?” Cat’s face went florid, and she stabbed a finger into Bones’s chest as if it were a silver stake.

      “Now, Kitten, it wasn’t exactly a lie,” he said, still fighting his laughter. “I told you some vampires find that irresistible, and that’s true. I certainly do whenever I’m around you, and besides, do you remember how you were back then? So uptight, prissy, and prejudiced. I couldn’t resist needling you. In all fairness, I never intended it to go on this long-”

      “You perverted bastard!” she interrupted.

      “What a mean trick,” Tate said while Cooper stared at the wall as if he could learn the secrets of the universe from it.

      Bones’s laughter finally burst free. It only made Cat angrier. Bones reached for her, but she slapped his hand.

      “Don’t touch me. You’re a dead man.”

      “Since before we met,” he agreed, still chuckling, “But I love you anyway, Kitten.”

      She huffed. “Don’t try to get out of this. We’ll see if you love me when I pay you back, and I will.”

      “Even then I’ll love you,” Bones promised as she strode out of the room. “Even then.”
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      Cat didn’t remain gone for long. Don drained nearly two pints from Bones, and then portioned it out in thirds into paper cups. Tate would be the first to sample it, and angry or no, Cat wasn’t about to let him do that without her being present.

      “Stay back, luv,” Bones said, all his laughter gone. Sometimes, humans went briefly feral at the rush of power, and Tate was a strong man with quick reflexes as it was. Worse, Cat would rush to Tate if he reacted poorly. Not away from him.

      “I would never hurt her, deadhead,” Tate muttered.

      Bones gave him a level look. “In your right mind, I believe that. But you might not be in your right mind for the first few minutes, so she stays away, and I stay close.”

      Tate didn’t argue. He even backed away from Cat and came nearer to Bones despite his lip curling in distaste. Then, he hoisted the paper cup and downed it as if he were a contestant in a local pub’s drinking contest.

      The shudders hit Tate almost instantly. His pupils narrowed, dilated, and narrowed again while his heart rate skyrocketed and he began hyperventilating. Bones grabbed his shoulders, ready to take him to the ground if need be, but Tate didn’t bolt toward Cat or anyone else. Instead, he clenched his fists until cartilage snapped, healed, and snapped again, all while looking around with the wild gaze of a spooked racehorse.

      Two minutes later, Tate was breathing less frantically, and his body was no longer wracked with tremors. Bones said nothing, but it appeared the lovesick sod had admirable fortitude.

      “Let go of me,” Tate rasped, shoving at Bones.

      Bones did, but he still stayed close. Tate didn’t seem to notice. He was looking at Cat, who stared back with sympathy pinching her lovely features.

      “Jesus, Cat,” Tate muttered. “This isn’t like before at that cave. What the hell is in that guy’s blood?”

      “Power,” Cat said simply. “The blood you had before was from a weaker, shriveling vampire, so it doesn’t compare.”

      Tate shook his head. “Your voice is so loud. Everything is, and the smells! Damn, Juan, you stink. Didn’t you shower today?”

      Juan’s color heightened. “Fuck off. I showered, but I ran out of soap. Didn’t know we’d get sniff tested.”

      Cat sighed. “You’ll get a chance to pay him back for that comment, Juan, because if you still want this, you’re next.”

      Juan did. Bones repeated the process of holding him until he recovered, noting that Juan took an additional ninety-eight seconds to recover. Cooper took an additional ninety-two, so Tate was the strongest of the bunch.

      “Ready to be first again?” Bones said with an arch smile at Tate. The training room was next, and Bones had every intention of fulfilling his earlier threat.

      “Oh, yeah,” Tate said, sizing Bones up with the ignorance of someone who believed his meatier muscles would hold any advantage. “And maybe you’ll be the one shitting different colors.”

      Bones let out a low laugh. “That’s impossible for many reasons, but don’t take my word for it. Let me show you.”

      “Meet you there, vampire,” Tate said, and left.

      “Bones,” Cat drew out, seeing the look in his eyes.

      He waved off her concern. “With that much blood in him, anything I break will soon repair itself. Besides, it’ll do him a world of good to learn that no matter how invincible he feels right now, he can still get his arse thoroughly kicked.”

      Don moved in front of the doorway, blocking Bones. “I’ve seen the way you look at Tate,” he said quietly. “Don’t break what can’t be repaired.”

      Bones stifled his derisive laugh. Don cared for Tate, did he? If only he held his niece in such high regard.

      “I don’t mistreat those who put their trust in me,” Bones said, his tone adding, unlike you.

      Don gave him the thinnest of smiles. “I hope so.”
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      Bones fulfilled his promise, but once again, Tate managed to impress him. To be fair, Juan and Cooper did, too. All three were clearly used to being beaten until they were unconscious, and they all recovered with admirable swiftness, striking out before their eyes reopened or rolling away from kicks from muscle memory alone. Cat’s fighting skills shone through each of them, until Bones realized they were wasted behind their thick helmets and heavy tactical gear. They were far quicker and deadlier without such equipment. From the look on Don’s face as he watched, he knew it, too, and Don practically salivated at seeing their increased prowess.

      “You’ve schooled them brilliantly, Kitten,” Bones said when he finished with Cooper and came up to the training room’s version of a sky box. Tate and Juan were already there with Don and Cat, and Tate gave him a grim, if more respectful, look.

      “They are without a doubt the toughest humans I’ve encountered,” Bones went on. “With the additional strength of my blood, they’ll be equal to young vampires.”

      Cat looked both relieved and pleased since she fretted over her men with the same intensity all good commanders had. Bones punctuated his compliment by kissing her forehead, his lips lingering when he felt her slight shiver. He’d taken off his shirt during his fight with Tate to avoid the bloke using it as a handhold, and Cat’s gaze slid over his bare, muscled skin in a caress she didn’t allow herself to give.

      He’d soon do away with that hesitancy. He moved closer, pressing his chest against her hand. She drew in a sharp breath and her fingers flitted over his skin before she snatched her hand back and gave a guilty look around.

      “I’m, uh, off to clean up,” she said, sidestepping Bones and heading for the door at nearly a run. “I’ll see all of you later.”

      Oh, no, she wouldn’t. She’d see him now.

      Bones followed her, anticipation quickening his steps.

      Tate’s voice rose, tight with anger. “Where do you think you’re going? The men’s showers are in the opposite direction.”

      “I’ll file that away with all the other useless information that doesn’t apply to me,” Bones shot back. Cat had disappeared from his sight, but from her path, she was headed to her locker room. Good enough. Anything with a closed door would do.

      “Why? Got something you’re embarrassed to show us, vampire?” Tate shouted as a last resort.

      Bones laughed. “Just not stupid. We all know where you’d rather be.”

      “Don’t, amigo,” Juan said, covering Tate’s instant sputter.

      Bones ignored them as he entered the locker room that was exclusive to Cat since Don allowed no other women on the team. Past the lockers and changing room was the showers, and they consisted of a wall of open stalls. Cat was naked beneath a blasting spray, and she held out a hand as if to say, wait.

      That wasn’t why Bones stopped. It was the sight of her. Her lush curves were even more beautiful with the stark shower walls as their only backdrop, and her skin tightened beneath the cold spray from the showerhead. That water forked over her round breasts before sluicing down the valley of her stomach and then clinging to the red curls between her legs. A shiver puckered her nipples even more, and those tightened peaks called to him even more than the new hammering of her heart.

      “Not here,” she breathed, as if her entire body wasn’t giving off a siren call of the opposite. “It’s…inappropriate.”

      He would have laughed if lust hadn’t thickened his throat, not to mention other parts of him. This place had repeatedly endangered her life, yet she thought this was inappropriate?

      He’d show her otherwise.

      Bones stripped away his trousers and shoes, all while never taking his eyes from her. Then, he came toward her and turned the water from cold to hot. As enticing as he found her shivers, he wanted her feeling them for an entirely different reason. Then, he knelt in front of her, inhaling the scent of her desire while flicking the taut skin of her stomach with his tongue.

      “Sod ‘em,” he murmured. “I want you, Kitten, and you want me. That’s all I bother about.”

      Then, his tongue snaked lower, tasting those sweet, silky depths. Her gasp sounded like a shot fired from her throat, and she gripped his shoulders while her back hit the wall.

      “I-I won’t be able to stand,” she managed as his tongue delved deeper, lashing and twisting the soft, delectable flesh.

      “I’ll hold you,” he promised, and lifted her, settling her thighs around his shoulders while bracing her against the wall.

      The only thing she said after that were pleas interspersed with his name, and when he finally slid inside her, she had forgotten all about propriety.
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      Bones spent most of the next day contacting the direct members of his line and having them make preparations to come to the States. When he enacted his plan against Ian, he needed all his first-generation people around him. Their presence would further disincentivize Ian from retaliating. But Bones saved one call for when he drove to Cat’s house to retrieve her feline. This conversation needed to be private.

      “Crispin.”

      Annette sounded so pleased when she answered his ring that Bones felt ashamed. He hadn’t spoken to her since that night in Chicago, and she hadn’t done anything to earn such rudeness. He’d been the one in the wrong. Not her.

      “Hallo, Annette. I’m…I apologize for my silence.”

      “Give it no further thought,” she said with a graciousness he didn’t deserve. “I’m just glad you’re all right. I haven’t been able to reach Charles in recent days, so I haven’t gotten my usual update on you from him.”

      She said that last part with a lilt in her voice that told him she was teasing. That’s right, he’d accused her of such roundabout spying when last he saw her. God, he was a shite.

      “I’ve had Charles rather busy on my behalf, I’m afraid.”

      “Oh? With what?”

      “Backup.” Bones paused, and then said, “I found her.”

      Her indrawn breath was the only sound he heard for a full thirty seconds. Then, Annette said, “Isn’t that wonderful?” with such brightness that a deep knot inside him relaxed.

      He’d dreaded another lecture, and while there were few people in the world whose opinions he regarded highly enough to endure one, Annette was on that extremely short list.

      “It was a happy reunion, I hope?” Annette went on.

      “It was,” he said, sparing her the initial complications. “But there are outside issues that still need resolved. Ian is one of them. I’m sure you’ve heard of his pursuit of her, too.”

      “Yes.” Now Annette’s tone soured. “Ian is ever chasing the next unattainable treasure, though I have no idea why. He has enough riches and rare objects to make a dragon weep with envy.”

      “Yes, well, Ian’s a large complication, but he’s not the only one,” Bones said, and filled her in about Max, his relationship to Don, and how Max had tried to kill Cat.

      Annette was quiet until he finished, and then she let out a short laugh. “Well, Crispin. You never could abide the quiet life.”

      Bones snorted. “I’m now actively seeking it out, but first, I have to resolve all the above.”

      “Why not simply tell Ian what Max did to Cat? He’ll likely kill Max himself for going behind his back that way.”

      “Or he’ll offer Max’s punishment as a prize to Cat, should she accept his other advances,” Bones replied with grimness.

      Annette paused. “You think she’d accept such terms?”

      He didn’t want to find out. That’s why he was twisting himself into knots to avoid it happening. “I think I’d rather handle it myself than leave any of it to Ian.”

      “Ah,” was all Annette said, yet the single word contained enough weight to feel like a boulder had landed on him. She had guessed his fear, but she wasn’t commenting on it. Gratitude filled him. Annette had ever had his best interests at heart, which is why now, he needed to have hers.

      “You’re the first and most important member of my line, but you also know Ian almost as well as I do, Annette. So, you know that he could well declare war. If so, you’ll be swept up in it, unless you’re already independent of me. That is why I’m offering you your own Mastership of your line. Leave mine, and I vow that you’ll still have my protection, but then you won’t-”

      Her laughter cut him off, as clear and sparkling as fine champagne. “You’re barking mad if you think I’d abandon you when you need me the most. Thank you for the thought behind your offer, Crispin, but now, you can shove it up your arse.”

      He closed his eyes. She’d shown that same unwavering devotion back when he was a desperate prostitute and she was an abused noblewoman who only experienced a kind touch if she purchased it first. Annette didn’t even know that he was responsible for the worst moment of her life, either. She thought that Abbott had refused to summon the midwife during her breech delivery in another of his impulsive rages, but no. That abuse had been calculated.

      Annette hadn’t known whose baby she was carrying, but Bones had. Abbott was sterile from a childhood fever. All the prostitutes Bones had lived with knew that. Abbott knew it, too. Only Annette hadn’t, and Bones had never told her because Annette already grieved the child’s loss when she believed its father was the man she hated, not the man she adored…

      “Thank you,” Bones finally said. He couldn’t count all the times he’d uttered those words to her, but he let his voice vibrate with the intensity of how much he meant it.

      She laughed again, softer this time. “There’s no need for such things between us, Crispin. You came for me over two hundred years ago, when you had every reason to forget about me, but you didn’t. Then, you killed that monster who forced me to marry him and turned me into a vampire, so I’d have enough power to never be at someone else’s mercy again. More than that, you are my dearest friend, and you always will be. That means I’ll go wherever you go, be it to war, or to peace, or back to America, which I expect is where I’ll need to be soon?”

      “Yes,” he said. “I’m in Virginia now, but I doubt this is where my confrontation with Ian will take place. Still, wherever that will be, it will happen within weeks, so be ready.”

      “I’ll make preparations at once, though I hope to meet the lovely Cat before that happens. If she’s stolen your heart so thoroughly, I’m sure she’ll steal mine, too.”

      “She will.” Without meaning to, his voice deepened as he thought of Cat, and Annette heard it.

      “Heavens, man, stop whatever you’re doing and return to her, before you have me fleeing to the nearest set of willing arms from contact lust alone.”

      Bones laughed. As if she needed such prompting. Annette had a very healthy sexual appetite, as many satisfied men and women could attest. “I do have to go, but not for that, sadly. I have an actual cat to retrieve, among other things.”

      “Hurry along, then, and ring me when it’s time for me to come to you,” Annette said.

      “I will.”

      He hung up, smiling. Annette had taken everything better than he could have hoped. Now, to ensure that the rest of his plans ran as smoothly.
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      They were back at the compound the next morning. Bones would have preferred a longer hiatus, but there was something he’d neglected to do the last time they were there.

      “You said you had captive vampires here, right, Kitten?”

      She gave him a quizzical look. “Three of them. Why?”

      “They might be useful.” Depending on whose lines they belonged to, leastways. “Let me see them.”

      She took him to the lowest sublevel of the compound, where he’d first been imprisoned. Tate, Juan, and Cooper shadowed them, which had been Don’s idea. Bones deserved an award for not pointing out to Don that if he had a mind to free those vampires, her blokes couldn’t stop him, added strength or no. But he said nothing as Cat led the way to the opposite side of the sublevel that Bones had been locked away in. Then, she stopped at five screened windows with incredibly thick glass.

      “This is Grumpy,” Cat said, pushing a button that lifted the screen on the first window. A blue-eyed Caucasian vampire with overgrown brown hair and tattoos up to his neck stared back at them. “His real name is Dillon, or so he told us. I’m guessing he’s about thirty in undead years.”

      From the weakness in his aura, Bones agreed with that guess. He didn’t recognize the vampire, so he nodded and waited for her to raise the next screen.

      “Jack’s in this pen, but I call him Chirpy because of his high-pitched voice,” Cat said as the screen lifted, revealing a white-haired Asian vampire with enough wrinkles to resemble a Shar Pei puppy. “I estimate he’s around seventy, both in living and undead years. We snagged him at a baseball game. He liked to drink the beer vendor girls.”

      Chirpy smiled and nodded as if to say, damn right!

      Bones rolled his eyes. Of all the ways to spend one’s afterlife, that might be the most wasteful.

      “And this is Sunshine,” Cat said, raising the last screen. “We don’t know her real name. She never told us.”

      A pretty, blonde Caucasian vampire with gardenia-pale skin and full lips glanced up in disdain before her blue eyes locked with Bones’s. Then, she hurled herself against the glass.

      “Bones! How did you get here? Never mind, just kill them and let me out!”

      He laughed. “Belinda, fancy seeing you here. Sorry to disappoint you, but I’m not here to rescue you.”

      “You know her?” Cat said, and then gave Belinda an entirely different once-over.

      “How can you abandon me after what we meant to each other?” Belinda wailed while pawing at the glass.

      “You fucked Sunshine?” Tate rudely burst out.

      Cat’s brow arched. Clearly, that was her question as well.

      “We meant nothing to each other apart from a few shags,” Bones replied, answering all of them.

      Cat’s eyes flashed green as she glanced at Belinda, and then her hands curled as if grabbing imaginary silver blades.

      “Can’t blame you there. That ride might be worth the bite marks,” Juan murmured in Spanish.

      “Where she’d bite you would make you forget to fake that fresh-off-the-boat accent,” Bones replied in the same language.

      Juan stared at him, and then burst out laughing. “You know?” he said, still in Spanish. “Don’t tell the others. I get away with so much acting like a B-movie Latin stereotype.”

      He probably did, and Bones could appreciate using people’s preconceived notions against them. God knows he’d endured many of those preconceptions as a Brit living among Yanks.

      “That’s rude,” Cat said sharply, not understanding a word.

      “Sorry, Kitten,” he said in English.

      Juan gave Cat a friendly pat. “He speaks Spanish better than I do, querida,” he said, adding even more of an accent on that last word and then winking at Bones over Cat’s shoulder.

      Bones flashed a smile. If none of them had guessed, far be it for him to spill Juan’s secret.

      “Seems there’s a lot of things I don’t know about Bones,” Cat said, her tone competing with her scent for sourness as Belinda started rubbing against the glass like a large blond feline while mouthing “please” at Bones.

      “Quit it,” Bones said coldly. “If you’re in there, then you tried to hurt her, so you could shrivel to dust for all I care.”

      Belinda’s pout retracted and her fangs came out. Ah, there was the girl he remembered.

      “However, your stay could improve if two things happen,” Bones went on. “The first involves the lovely lady at my side. She would have to agree. The second would be your total cooperation, because if you failed at that, it would mean your gruesome, prolonged death. Are we quite clear?”

      Belinda gave a curt nod and stopped polishing the glass with her body. Cat shut the screen with a look of disgust.

      “I vote for her gruesome, prolonged death,” she said, and strode away with fast, angry steps.

      Bones followed her. She went to the furthest end of the sublevel, in front of the “receiving” cell he’d once occupied. Then, she turned to him.

      “You and her? Gross.”

      He sighed. “This was before you, Kitten. It meant nothing.”

      “Clearly it meant something to her,” Cat muttered.

      “Then kill her,” Bones said bluntly.

      She looked shocked. “What?”

      “Can’t say I’d blame you,” Bones went on. “If you like, I’ll kill her myself. I truly don’t care.”

      “I don’t murder people just because I’m jealous,” she said, still giving him that are-you-serious? look.

      He was, and this wasn’t about jealousy. Belinda had tried to kill Cat. Bones could slaughter her without losing a wink of sleep.

      She finally realized he was serious because she let out a sigh. “Fine. You must think she can be useful, so I’ll be adult about this, even though the thought of you two makes me want to hurl. So, distract me from that by telling me your idea.”

      Bones did. When he was done, Cat let out a dark laugh.

      “You can be a real sick puppy sometimes.”

      “Is that a yes?” he countered.

      She grunted. “It is from me. Now, to convince Don.”
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      An hour later, Don scowled down at them from his skybox in the training room. Tate, Juan, and Cooper were on one side of the open space, and Cat, Bones, and Belinda were on the other. Bones had Belinda gripped to him, and she stared at Cat’s men as if they were candy-covered jugulars.

      Cat shook her head but said, “If you guys are ready, then take a knife, each of you. But only one.”

      They did. None of them were in their bulky tactical gear or helmets, either. They were dressed in the same clothes as earlier, which was sweats and tee shirts.

      Cat glanced at Bones, her gaze asking, ready?

      He was. “Remember what I told you,” he said quietly to Belinda, and then released her.

      She ran straight for Cat’s men as if she were starving, which wasn’t far from the truth. Bones had given her a cup of blood before this session, but only a shallow one. Her real meal would come only if she performed as agreed.

      Cat’s soldiers ran at decent speeds, avoiding Belinda’s charge. They were also smart enough to run in different directions so she couldn’t corral them. Then, Tate darted behind Belinda and flung his blade. It sank into her back at heart level, and Belinda glared at him as she tried to swipe it free.

      “That’s great if you’re intending to kill vamps, but I told you to treat this like a test run for Ian’s guards,” Cat said in a highly disapproving voice. “If you murder everyone, then what hostages am I supposed to bargain with?”

      Tate had the grace to look abashed. “Sorry. Knee-jerk reaction.”

      Belinda finally angled her arm enough to yank the knife from her back. “Asshole,” she muttered, flinging the knife at Tate’s feet.

      Bones gave Cat a pointed look. “This is why I insisted on changing out the knives from silver to steel. Knew one of them might panic and go for the kill instead of the capture.”

      Cat gave her men another scowl. “Your objective is to restrain Belinda by non-lethal means. If you can’t manage that in the next couple weeks, then you’re off this mission.”

      “And if you haven’t restrained me within the hour, then I get to taste one of you,” Belinda said, licking her lips. “Mmm, fresh blood. I haven’t had that in over a year.”

      Her soldiers swung appalled looks Cat’s way, but her gaze was harder than the steel in their hands.

      “There’s your motivation to take this seriously. Now, who’s going to be happy in an hour? Her? Or you guys?”

      Her soldiers exchanged grim looks, and then charged Belinda. Bones watched, impassive, as the next hour ticked by. Juan was knocked unconscious halfway through when he paused to leer at Belinda’s breasts after she distracted him by tearing her top off. That left only Tate and Cooper, and with their ability to kill taken away, they proved to be outmatched even though Belinda was hardly a Master. This didn’t bode well. Any one of Ian’s guards would be tougher than Belinda.

      When the hour was finished, Cat’s expression was dark as thunderclouds while Tate and Cooper were shamefaced, and Juan was still unconscious. Belinda smiled, her fangs showing.

      “I won, so I want my victory spoils.”

      “I said you’d get your prize,” Bones agreed coolly. “Didn’t say when, though. Just that it would be due to you.”

      Belinda began cursing him in Flemish. He hadn’t realized she was Dutch. Then again, they hadn’t talked much during the brief time they’d spent together.

      “Let’s get this over with,” Tate said, interrupting Belinda’s insults as he limped over to her. “Bite away, bitch.”

      Cat turned ashen. “Tate…”

      “Don’t,” Tate said curtly. “You trusted us to take her down, and we failed you. You think her biting me is gonna hurt more than that?”

      Cat looked away, blinking, but she set her shoulders and said nothing else.

      Belinda wasn’t quiet. “Who says you’re the one I want?” she challenged Tate.

      He grunted. “Don’t care. I’m the one you’re gonna get. You understand chain of command, suck head? I’m on top, so you get my vein and no one else’s.”

      A sense of honor as well as bravery. No wonder Cat tolerated the lovesick sod. If Tate lived long enough to become a vampire, he’d be a strong one…or Bones would kill him for his open pining after Cat. Whichever came first.

      “I guess you’ll do, then,” Belinda said. “Come here.”

      “Wrist only,” Bones said when Tate bent his neck. He wasn’t taking any chances that Belinda would “accidentally” tear into Tate’s jugular.

      She pouted. “I like the throat better.”

      “Argue again, and you’ll get nothing,” Bones replied with a look that made Belinda’s objection turn into sullen silence. He might not know much about Belinda, but she knew about him. That’s why he’d chosen her versus one of the other two captured vampires. They hadn’t heard of his reputation for ruthlessness. Belinda had, so she knew death would be a mercy compared to what Bones would do to her if she violated their agreement.

      Tate’s pulse kicked up when Belinda grabbed his wrist.

      She only smiled. “Don’t worry, gorgeous, you’ll like it.”

      Tate scoffed. “Not on your afterlife, bitch.”

      Her laugh was low, knowing, and smug. “We’ll see.”

      A moan sneaked past Tate’s lips as her fangs sank into his wrist. She must have given him quite the dose of venom, because Tate’s eyelids fluttered next, and then he swayed more than he had when Belinda clocked him earlier. Tate forced his eyes open and stared at Cat as Belinda slowly drank his blood.

      Bones let her get half a dozen swallows before saying, “That’s enough,” in a tone that brooked no argument.

      She withdrew her fangs, licking the blood from them. Tate didn’t grab his wrist. He didn’t move at all. He just kept staring at Cat, who shifted with guilt as if it was her fault that her soldier was being snacked on, and not his.

      “Close the holes,” Bones said when Belinda made no move to stop the blood dripping from Tate’s wrist.

      Belinda bit her finger and held it over the holes. They disappeared moments later.

      Tate finally spoke. “Is this why you can’t stay away from him, Cat? Because of how a vampire bite feels when they’re not trying to make it hurt?”

      Cat gasped in outrage.

      Bones only snorted. “You’d like to believe it was only that between her and I, wouldn’t you?”

      “How could you even think such a thing?” Cat sputtered.

      Because he can’t bear the fact that he had over four years to win your love, and he failed. “Don’t bother, Kitten,” was what Bones said. “Let him comfort himself with whatever lies he fancies. Belinda, time-out’s over. Back to your cell.”

      Belinda didn’t argue. She didn’t even glare at Bones, which was more than could be said for the malevolent look Tate shot him as they started toward the exit.

      Juan’s voice stopped them when they were almost out of the training room. “What’d I miss?”

      Cat barked out a laugh. “Trust me, buddy. Don’t ask.”
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      It took Cat’s men four days of training several hours a day before they were able to stab Belinda in such a way that they’d incapacitate her, but not kill her. It was a difficult trick, especially since Belinda was fighting with everything she had, but by the week’s end, Belinda’s treats were extra blood bags for cooperation instead of feeding from the vein for victory.

      Cat appeared more relieved by that than Tate, Juan, and Cooper. She hated her men risking themselves for her, as if she hadn’t done the same for them countless times. Bones didn’t point that out, though. She’d only argue, and besides, he had more important topics to discuss.

      “You haven’t asked, and there’s been little time, but you need to know who we’re picking up from the airport, Kitten.”

      “You said it was the first vampire you ever made,” she replied as they turned into the “arrivals” section of the terminal. “Or did I remember that wrong?”

      “You didn’t, but there’s more to it than that.”

      “What, she’s an old flame, too?” Cat said in a joking tone.

      The oldest one. “You could say that.”

      Cat’s expression went from amused to shuttered in a blink. “Can’t wait to meet her,” she said with an edge in her tone.

      He well understood her jealousy, but he’d had carnal relations with most of the female members of his line, and he could hardly shun them because Cat wouldn’t fancy that fact. Furthermore, he needed his people with him as a show of strength when he left Ian’s line, so Cat would have to deal with his ex-lovers eventually, and one sooner rather than later.

      “Remember I told you that when I was human, one of my clients saved my life by convincing the judge to ship me to the Australian penal colonies instead of hanging me?” At Cat’s nod, Bones went on. “That client was Annette. Two decades later, when I returned to London as a vampire, I looked for the people who’d shown me kindness. Madame Lucille was dead by then. So were many of the prostitutes I’d grown up with, but Annette was still alive. I offered her this life, and she accepted it. She is who we’re picking up now.”

      Cat forced a smile, but her mouth was tight. “And she’ll be staying with us while she’s in town? How cozy.”

      He couldn’t have Annette spotted if she stayed at a hotel, and besides, denying hospitality to the senior-most member of his line was a severe insult. Even Ian wouldn’t do such a thing.

      Bones parked at the section designated for Annette’s airline carrier. Then, he grasped Cat’s hand. “Don’t let my history with her trouble you. You’re the only woman for me, Kitten. Believe it.”

      She squeezed back, her smile looking less like a mask. Then, a familiar graze of power had Bones opening his door.

      “She’s here.”

      Cat stayed in the car as Annette approached. She was dressed in an elegant indigo suit, with her strawberry-blond hair in a deliberately messy knot. When Annette saw him, her smile crinkled the delicate lines by her eyes. She’d been in her late thirties when he changed her, but with the harsher conditions of the seventeen hundreds, she looked a decade older. Still, her beauty hadn’t dimmed. It only ripened. Cat obviously agreed. Her mouth thinned into a tight line when she saw her.

      Annette smiled at Cat, though, and then she tilted her face up expectantly when she reached him. “Crispin, can I have a kiss after my long flight?”

      Bones pecked her cheek. Annette did the same to him, respecting their new boundaries with the chaste gesture. But the moment Annette’s lips brushed his cheek, Cat was out of the car, smiling in a way that reminded Bones of blood-coated knives.

      He stepped between them and put his arm around her. Cat’s shoulders were stiff, but she managed a smile as he said, “Cat, this is Annette. Annette, meet Cat.”

      Annette shook Cat’s hand. “Delighted to finally meet you, darling. I so hoped Crispin would be able to locate you. Poor dear was positively wretched worrying that something ill had befallen you.”

      Cat’s smile froze on her face, but she said, “As you can see, he found me safe and sound,” in a normal tone of voice.

      Bones’s tension eased. Annette couldn’t know how her remark had hurt since Cat berated herself repeatedly leaving him.

      “Of course,” Annette said in a soothing voice. “And well done, him! Now, I think my bags should be available to retrieve. Crispin, they won’t let you leave your vehicle unattended, so why don’t you wait here whilst Cat and I fetch my things?”

      He hesitated. Cat’s smile was still in place, but her scent was faintly acrid, as if she were trying not to be jealous and failing. He didn’t fancy leaving them alone together this soon, but leaving Cat behind with the car while he and Annette went off would hardly soothe her.

      “We’ll be right back,” Cat said, settling the matter.

      Bones waited and hoped he hadn’t made a mistake. With luck, Annette would diffuse any lingering tension. Annette could charm the scales off a snake when she had a mind to.

      Ten minutes later, Annette approached.

      Cat was further behind, and covered in several pieces of Louis Vuitton luggage. “Blimey, Annette!” Bones said as he ran over to Cat. “You should’ve told me how many bags you had!”

      Annette glanced back as if just realizing that she only held two pieces of luggage while Cat carried at least six. “Oh, do forgive me, Cat! I forgot to split the bags. I’m afraid I’ve grown accustomed to having an underling travel with me.”

      “Don’t mention it,” Cat said in a grating tone.

      Bones took all but the two bags that Cat had wound around her arms. “Sorry about that, luv.”

      “I think she packed bricks,” Cat muttered, but she smiled at him, so things must not have gone too poorly between them.

      Bones loaded the luggage into the new BMW he’d rented. Good thing he’d gotten the SUV instead of the sedan, too. Annette had packed her whole bloody closet, it seemed.

      “When are the rest of our people arriving?” Annette asked once they were off.

      “Today and tomorrow,” Bones replied. “By Friday, everything should be in place.”

      Annette nodded, and then Bones caught her inquisitive head-tilt in the rear-view mirror. “I say, how did Belinda find herself caught in your kitty’s little snare?”

      Bones was surprised by the change in subject, not to mention the topic. He’d mentioned Belinda’s capture in passing to Annette when she gave him her flight details, but he hadn’t expected her to question him in detail about it, let alone during her first meeting with Cat.

      “I haven’t seen Belinda since your birthday six years ago,” Annette went on in that musing way. “Or was it five years ago?”

      Bones stiffened. Belinda had been part of Annette’s “present” to him that year, and he’d rather Cat not know that detail.

      “She got captured after she started running with a group that liked to bring home live meals,” he said in a tone meant to end the subject.

      Annette clicked her tongue. “Terrible. She must truly have changed in the short five years since we three got together.”

      Only iron control kept him from slamming on the brakes. Why the hell did Annette keep going on about this? He shot a glare at her and cracked the ice on his aura, letting her feel his anger. If he were very lucky, Cat would miss the subtext-

      “Answer the question,” Cat said in an acid tone. “Was it six years ago that the three of you all fucked? Or five?”

      Bones nearly groaned. Of course she hadn’t missed the subtext, and five years ago, Bones had been with Cat, as Annette should have remembered. No wonder Cat looked as if she were about to throttle Annette. He was tempted to do the same.

      “See, Bones already told me that he’d screwed Belinda,” Cat went on to Annette in a falsely jovial tone. “But thank you for letting me know that you participated, too. I so needed that picture in my head.”

      Annette opened her mouth to speak, and then snapped it shut when Bones swerved to the shoulder of the highway and put the car in park. Then, he turned to face her, letting his gaze and his simmering fury spill over her.

      “I won’t tolerate such rudeness. Cat knew full well what you were implying, and I can’t imagine why you felt the need to throw such a thing up to her. You also know that it was eight years ago, before I met her, and I’ll thank you not to entertain yourself by sharing any further such recollections with her.”

      Surprise stamped on Annette’s features before shame covered them. Then, she bowed her head. “I apologize. Perhaps it was the long flight which made me forget myself.”

      Whatever had gotten into her, it wasn’t that. A mere handful of hours on a plane wouldn’t have caused Annette to forget herself that way. No, she’d deliberately baited Cat. Why? Had something happened during their brief interlude when they fetched Annette’s bags? Even if it had, this nonsense ended now.

      “Kitten, is that sufficient for you?”

      Cat gave Annette a measured look. “I can handle a little ménage à trois reminiscing, but for the record, you can forget about any repeats involving the three of us.”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it, darling,” Annette promised, sounding properly apologetic.

      Bones gave Annette a final, warning look before pulling back onto the road. Annette might not be used to him being in a monogamous relationship, let alone with a sexually sheltered woman, but he was, so she had to respect that. Oh, Cat knew he’d hardly been chaste before meeting her, but Bones didn’t need Annette telling Cat the full extent of his promiscuity. Some things were best left in the past.

      Most of the ride was over with when Annette finally broke the silence. “I meant to tell you that I found the loveliest bungalow in the city, Crispin. It’s privately owned and very secluded, so I shan’t be observed by anyone happening by, and it’s available tomorrow night.”

      Some of his anger drained away. Annette hadn’t “found” anything. She always stayed with him during formal vampire events, so this was a peace offering. An effective one, too, from the relief that flashed over Cat’s face. Perhaps it was best that they become acquainted from a distance.

      “Sounds lovely,” Bones said, giving Annette a brief smile. “Since our time will be short, here’s our plan for Ian.”

      He filled her in. She listened in silence until Bones told her about Tate, Juan, and Cooper’s parts in the setup.

      “Humans willingly walking into Ian’s clutches? Oh, Crispin, you must let me meet them! Can we have them for supper?”

      “She better mean to dinner with real food on the table,” Cat said under her breath.

      Annette’s laughter sparkled like champagne. “Of course. Can’t have me eating the bait, now can we?”

      Bones pulled up to the house, and then raised a brow at Cat.

      She shrugged. “It’s not a bad idea. Maybe meeting another non-threatening vampire will make them less jittery about this whole Army of Darkness thing with Ian.”

      Sometimes he forgot that he was the only vampire her men had met that hadn’t tried to eat them first. Their horizons should be broadened, especially since Don intended to have some of them turn into vampires themselves.

      “Very well,” Bones said as he gathered up Annette’s luggage. “If they agree, I’ll pick them up when I fetch Rodney later today. He’s our other houseguest tonight.”

      Cat brightened as she got out of the car. “Rodney the ghoul? Oh, I liked him. He didn’t get angry no matter how many times my mom insulted him.”

      A feat worthy of praise, indeed, Bones thought wryly.

      Cat led Annette into the house, stopping only to pet her cat. Annette offered to make tea while Bones put her bags in the guest room. By the time he was done, Annette was sitting at the table sipping from a steaming cup, and Cat was finishing a tall gin and tonic with a newly pensive expression on her face.

      “Um, does Rodney…I mean, because of the last time we met, I’d understand if he did, but just so I’m prepared…does he hate me?” Cat asked softly.

      Annette’s brows went up, but she pretended to be absorbed with her tea. Bones sat next to Cat, and took her glass so her hand was free for him to hold.

      “No, Rodney doesn’t hate you, Kitten. He was only angry at Don for threatening you, although we didn’t know who’d done it at the time. Now, as far as your mother,” Bones deliberately lightened his tone. “Well, she didn’t make a friend.”

      Cat’s laugh wasn’t full-throated, but that haunted look had left her eyes, at least. “She seldom does.”

      Bones squeezed her hand. “Actually, Rodney’s a bit unsettled about seeing you again for another reason altogether. He’s not sure if you’re upset with him over Danny.”

      “Danny?” she repeated in confusion. Then, her expression cleared. “Oh, right, his murder. That was more your doing than his, as we discussed before. Besides, Rodney’s coming to help.”

      Bones smiled. “That’s what I told him you’d say.”

      A finger teasingly jabbed him in the chest. “Think you know everything, huh?”

      He let his hands trail up to her arms, and then down to her back. “Not everything, but some things. For instance, I knew without a doubt that I’d fallen in love with you when we met. Then, I knew I’d do anything to make you feel the same way.”

      Annette’s teacup hit the table with a small bang. “I’ll take myself off to shower now.”

      With that, she beat a hasty retreat. Moments later, he heard the shower turn on, but he was more interested in how Cat’s heart had sped up as he let his hands wander.

      “You keep saying you fell in love with me right away, but you beat me unconscious that night,” she said in a breathier voice. “And you were so surly with me those first few weeks.”

      Bones’s laugh was filled with memory. “You demanded that duel between us, and you would’ve stomped me into submission if I’d shown you any weakness. Of course I didn’t let on how I felt. At the time, you hated the sight of me.”

      She leaned forward until her mouth brushed his neck. “I don’t hate you now,” she murmured, moist heat searing him as her tongue flicked out to touch his skin.

      He had her up in his arms before she could gasp. Then, her eyes widened as he took the stairs at a run.

      “I was teasing,” she protested. “We can’t. She’d hear us!”

      Bones pushed the door open with her body and shut it with one decisive sweep of his leg. Then, he dropped her onto the bed and covered her body with his.

      “I wasn’t teasing, and I don’t care.” Her clothes hit the floor as he pulled them off her, and his mouth chased away the last of her concerns. “We only have an hour before I have to leave. Let’s not waste it.”
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      “You’re late,” Rodney said two hours later.

      Bones couldn’t stifle his grin as he said, “Traffic.”

      Rodney laughed and slapped his back as he hugged Bones. “Most obvious lie you’ve ever told.”

      “It is,” Bones agreed.

      Rodney had five bags with him, but only one was his personal belongings. The rest contained weapons and other tactical necessities. Their confrontation with Ian was nigh, and Bones couldn’t leave anything to chance.

      “Have to make a stop on the way to the house,” Bones said once they were on the road. “We’re picking up a few of Cat’s blokes and having them for dinner.”

      Rodney’s brows went up. “As in…?”

      “Not that,” Bones said with a snort. “Though one might annoy me into it before too long. Still, Cat wants her men to have more contact with the undead that doesn’t involve knives.”

      “Smart,” Rodney commented. “Now, what are these guys like? I’ve read their dossiers, but that doesn’t tell me personality.”

      “Cooper is serious but fierce, Juan is sly and skilled, and Tate is brave but begging to be killed with how openly he’s in love with Cat,” Bones summarized.

      Rodney’s eyes widened. “No shit?”

      “I shit you not,” Bones said dryly. “She brushes it off as infatuation, but I can see it in his eyes. Only thing that makes him useful is that he’d die for her without a second thought.”

      Rodney gave him a shrewd look. “So, you’ll keep him around in order to do that, if she gets herself in a tough spot?”

      Bones lifted a shoulder in a half shrug. “She doesn’t want me killing him, so this is the next best thing.”

      Rodney grunted. “Some days, you’re a cold one, buddy.”

      “Some days?” Bones snorted. “You flatter me.”

      They drove in silence until they were nearly at the compound. Then, Rodney said, “It’ll be weird pulling up here instead of scouting it out from a distance. Are we going to have enough room for everyone? Or is Cat taking her own car?”

      “We’re only picking up the lads. Cat’s back at the house with Annette.”

      Rodney stared at him. “Tell me you’re kidding.”

      Bones turned off at the private exit that led to the compound. “No, why?”

      Rodney’s stare felt like it grew heavier. “You really left Cat and Annette alone together back at the house?”

      “Yes. Why?”

      Rodney let out a sharp laugh. “For a smart guy, you just did a very stupid thing.”

      Bones showed the identification that Don had made for him at the first guard station, then waited until they were waved through before replying. “Cat might have instinctive vampire jealousy, but she’d never attack Annette without reason.”

      Rodney grunted. “You think Annette won’t give her one?”

      The unusual derision in Rodney’s voice caused Bones to give him a sharp look. “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying that Annette’s had you to herself for over two centuries—”

      “Hardly to herself,” Bones interjected.

      “She has in the only way that matters to her,” Rodney countered. “You and Annette might have had countless other lovers, but you always came back to each other. Now, you’re suddenly in love with another woman and monogamous. What makes you think Annette’s going to be okay with being permanently benched after all that time playing on the field?”

      Bones had followed enough American football to understand the reference, even if he disagreed with it. “You’re wrong. Annette was happy for me when I told her I’d found Cat.”

      Rodney said nothing as they were stopped by the second guard gate. After his credentials were verified and Bones pulled past it, the ghoul gave him a jaded look. “You’re the expert on women, even though you obviously have a blind spot when it comes to Annette. So, you saying a woman wouldn’t lie about how she really felt in order to stay close enough to her ex to sabotage his new relationship, especially if she thought there might still be chance between them?”

      A regular woman might, but Annette didn’t have a jealous bone in her body when it came to him, as she’d proved by their many, many ménages over the centuries. But then…Annette had antagonized Cat over Belinda, and that was within the first few minutes of meeting her. What might she do if Rodney was right, and she did harbor some unexpected jealousy when it came to Cat?

      “Perhaps I should hasten back,” Bones murmured.

      Rodney grunted again. “Yeah, you really should.”
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      Ten minutes later, Tate gave Bones an aggravated look as Bones hustled him, Juan, and Cooper into the BMW. “Who set your ass on fire?”

      Rodney had, combined with neither Cat nor Annette answering their mobiles. He doubted they were too busy with feminine bonding to pick up, so Rodney’s warning might be true.

      “I left something on the stove,” Bones ground out.

      “I’m Rodney,” his mate said when Bones was too busy peeling out of the compound to bother with introductions. “Good to meet you guys.”

      The three humans exchanged a look. Then, Tate said, “I thought we were meeting a new vampire, Bones. Not a ghoul.”

      Rodney laughed as if Tate hadn’t spoken over him like he wasn’t even there. “You get to meet both, but I’m first.”

      “Hola, amigo,” Juan said, followed by an agreeable-enough “Hey, there,” from Cooper, but Tate still said nothing.

      “Save your surliness for me, Tate,” Bones snapped without looking away from the road. “Rodney’s a nice bloke, so show him some respect, or I’ll hurl you out of this window.”

      “No need for that,” Rodney said in a genial tone. “I bet Tate’s just shy. But, in case anyone’s wondering, no, I’m not gonna try to eat you. Ghouls only need that sort of food a few times a year, and I already had mine not too long ago.”

      “Murder or grave robbery?” Tate asked bluntly.

      Bones hit the brakes, intending to fulfill his threat, but Rodney laid a gentle hand on his arm.

      “Neither,” he said to Tate. “I own a chain of funeral homes, so my food comes to me, no murder or shovels required.”

      “Getting paid to eat. Smart,” Juan murmured in Spanish.

      “Isn’t it?” Rodney replied in the same language. Then, he switched back to English. “And Tate, don’t push Bones just because it’s fun. He’s been overprotective of me since he found me starving on the streets of Poland when I was only six.”

      “Don’t make allowances for me, Rodney,” Bones ground out.

      “He should know a little more about the man he hates,” Rodney went on in a genial tone. “You know how many people walked past me back then? Hundreds. Only Bones stopped, and he didn’t just feed me. He took me in, gave me a home, an education, and later, a choice of staying human or becoming undead. I chose ghoul over vampire because I love food too much to trade it for blood, and now, over a hundred and fifty years later, I just got my chef’s degree.”

      “Congratulations,” Tate said after a beat.

      Hardly the response Rodney deserved after sharing such a personal recollection, but at least it wasn’t more rudeness.

      “Thanks,” Rodney said. “I might even open a restaurant.”

      Tate snorted. “Your specials menu would sure be unique.”

      Rodney laughed again. “Not that kind of restaurant.”

      Juan and Cooper joined in the laughter. Even Tate let out a dry chuckle. Only Bones still felt tense, but for a different reason. Once more, Cat’s mobile went straight to voicemail.

      What was going on over there?

      Bones sped up while stretching his senses as far as they could go. It was like trying to focus on one face among a vast crowd; difficult, but not impossible if you concentrated. After several minutes, he thought he heard snatches of Cat’s voice even though he was still miles away from the house.

      “…we need to have a little talk, woman to skank…”

      Bloody. Hell.

      Bones sped up even more, until the streets blurred by. Now, he heard more snatches from Cat, and none of it was good.

      “…because Bones really does care for you…if you can handle being around him in a platonic way, I’ll deal with not slicing up your heart even though I really, really want to…”

      “What the hell?” Tate snapped as Bones whipped around a corner fast enough to throw the three men against each other.

      “Uh oh.” Rodney gave him a sympathetic look. “I was right?”

      “Seems so,” Bones bit out.

      “…get off, he’s almost here!” From Annette now, sounding nearly panicked. “Faith, he’ll be so cross with me!”

      No need to wonder who’d started this row, then. Annette had just admitted her culpability. Bones drove faster.

      Five minutes later, he pulled up to the house and flew out of the car as soon as it stopped. One yank on the front door later, and he was inside. Cat and Annette stood on either side of the living room. Cat’s arms were covered in scratches, the end tables and lamps were gone, glass crunched beneath his feet, and the scent of blood clung to both of them even though Cat stretched as though she were getting up from a long nap.

      “And that, Annette, is called Pilates,” she said in a terrible imitation of a jovial tone.

      “Very entertaining!” Annette said with equal fake cheer.

      Even if he couldn’t smell the darker emotions scalding Cat’s scent, one look in her eyes would have told him how badly things had gone. Her gaze was filled with pain, anger, and most infuriating of all, doubt. She hadn’t looked at him that way since they were newly dating, and she still wasn’t sure if he was secretly evil. Damn Annette for whatever she’d said to put that look back in Cat’s eyes, especially with how Annette dared to blink at him now as if she’d done nothing at all.

      “Why, Crispin, you’re back early-”

      “Save it,” he said as he walked over to Cat and plucked out the bloody silver knife she’d hidden in the back of her trousers. Then, he went to Annette and showed her the blade.

      “Unless Pilates has become downright lethal, I’d say you two were fighting, and fighting so loudly, in fact, that I could hear you from several miles away.”

      Annette’s face went ashen as he let his shields drop so she could feel his rage. Out of everyone in his life, he would have sworn that she wouldn’t betray him, yet it was clearer than the blood staining the blade in his hand that she had.

      “Rodney,” Cat suddenly said, rushing toward the ghoul as if he was a life raft and she was drowning. “Come in, come in!” she added to her men after giving Rodney a big hug.

      The three humans did, their wary gazes flicking to the broken pieces of furniture peeking out from beneath the drapes before landing on Cat and Annette. Bones didn’t bother to introduce her. He was still fighting his urge to shake Annette until she spilled every single word of whatever poison she’d said to Cat. Blimey, Cat was so upset that she wasn’t even screaming at either of them. That concerned him to no end.

      “Hey, the food’s here,” Cat said as a new vehicle pulled up. “I don’t know about you guys, but I’m starving.”

      “I think I’ll change before supper,” Annette said, slinking out of the living room.

      “Excellent idea,” Bones said. “You should, too, Kitten.”

      Her gaze darted away from his. “I have to get the food-”

      “I got it,” Rodney said, smiling.

      Cat gave Rodney a single glare in reply, but then compressed her lips and followed Bones upstairs.

      “Not now,” she said as soon as the bedroom door shut. “Yes, Annette and I fought, but we settled it. Plus, the guys are now here and so is dinner. Let’s sit down on whatever furniture is left and eat. The rest can wait.”

      Her legs were planted, her arms were crossed, and her chin jutted out with more than its usual amount of stubbornness. Everything about her screamed “back off!”

      Bones forced his impatience aside. Let her have this charade of a dinner, then. He could spare an hour to get himself under control, too. “All right. But nothing’s been ‘settled.’ You’re still seething mad, I can smell it, so we are dealing with this tonight.”

      With that, Bones left, and braced for the battle to come.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            38

          

        

      

    

    
      Annette spent the dinner putting her charm on full display. Juan looked half in love with her by the time dessert was served, and Cooper had relaxed enough to laugh. Even Tate no longer acted as if he had a stake shoved up his dour arse. But all of that was background noise to Bones. His focus was on Cat.

      She kept glancing at him, too, but then her gaze skipped away, and her scent remained a burnt aroma that not even the heavy garlic from the Italian food could mask. The reason why was obvious. He didn’t know why he hadn’t guessed it at once. Annette must have told Cat she was the woman from that regrettable night in Chicago. But was that all she’d said?

      “Cards, gentlemen?” Annette said once the last fork had been set down. She even produced a deck from her purse and began shuffling the cards.

      Bones stood. “Not for Cat and me, but by all means, Annette, enjoy your game with the blokes. Then you can take them back to the compound. Rodney will accompany you and show you the way. After that, your luck will have run out.” Then, Bones turned to Cat. “Shall we?”

      Cat got up, muttering, “That was hardly polite.”

      She still couldn’t stand to look at him for more than a few seconds, and he was supposed to fret about her mates feeling mildly uncomfortable by their abrupt exit?

      “You may as well leave it open,” Cat said once Bones shut the bedroom door behind them. “With everyone’s upgraded senses, they’ll all still hear us.”

      “Anyone ill-mannered enough to eavesdrop when they can choose to ignore us does so at their own peril,” Bones countered. “And dinner was a waste of time since you barely ate, so now, tell me what happened between you and Annette.”

      Her mouth tightened. “A catfight, no pun intended. Annette said some nasty things. I did, too, and then I stabbed her to make a point. Okay, that last one was a pun.”

      “So, that’s it, then?” Bones’s tone dared her to look at him. “All’s well and no hard feelings?”

      She met his gaze, swallowed hard, and nodded.

      He pulled her close and bent his head. His mouth had barely brushed hers when she tensed as if she’d been slapped. Fear iced his veins. What the hell had Annette said to her?

      “Right,” he said in a carefully controlled tone. “There are two ways I’m going to hear every blasted word that Annette said. The first is from you by request. The second is after I beat the truth out of Annette, which sounds gratifying now, but it would defeat the greater good. I’ve always said that you can tell me anything, Kitten. The question is, will you?”

      The polite mask Cat had been wearing cracked. Her brows drew together, her face flushed, and her lips pursed as if she were holding back a torrent of curses. All of it was a relief. This was the real Cat, not the controlled imposter from dinner, as she proved when she drained the last of the gin from a mostly-empty bottle on her nightstand dresser.

      “Fine,” she said curtly. “Annette basically told me that you were a raging pervert who preferred your women in minimums of twos, usually more, humans especially because of their warm bodies, you’ve fucked more women than the population of this state, and because of all that, I’d never hold your interest.”

      His gaze went red before he forced that killing rage back. Good thing, too, because she wasn’t done.

      “She also said you sounded bored in bed with me earlier, and I’d never be able to handle what you really liked to do, and you’ve told her plus half the women you fuck that you’re in love with them, and you’d have tossed me out years ago if I hadn’t inflamed your interest by leaving you first…oh, and that she was the one you munched on a couple months ago in Chicago.”

      “Bugger,” Annette whispered one floor below them.

      Bones barely heard that as rage torpedoed his blood through him. In his worst imaginings, he’d never thought Annette would betray him with such vicious lies. For a moment, he actually couldn’t speak from the shock of it.

      “I am going to flog Annette fleshless for this,” he ground out when he had enough control to form words again. “And if I were you, I wouldn’t have stopped at wounding her. I would have finished the job and killed her. Bloody hell.”

      He snatched the door open, nearly ripping it from its hinges. “Rodney, take them back and leave Annette here!”

      “On it,” Rodney said in a very subdued tone.

      “Is it true?” Cat’s gray gaze appeared darker from doubt. “You’re pissed at her, sure, but is that because she lied to me? Or because she told me the truth?”

      God, that she would even think that! His eyes closed from the weight of it. “I hate having this conversation under these circumstances, but I had no intention of concealing my past from you. The short answer to only the first part of what Annette said is yes, I have been with many women, human and otherwise.”

      “Usually in bunches?” she prodded, her tone going hoarse. “For a total of thousands? Tens of thousands?”

      Bones opened his eyes. She was now sitting on the edge of the bed as if her legs couldn’t hold her anymore. He went over and knelt in front of her so their eyes were nearly level. Her expression was anguished, and anguish ripped at him, too. How to make her understand that it wasn’t the frolicking flesh fest Annette had made it out to be? How to convey the desolateness that had gnawed at him like an immortal, ravenous beast?

      “After I was changed into a vampire, I spent two decades brooding over the fate that Ian forced on me,” Bones said, starting at the beginning. “But eventually, I decided I may as well have a grand time being undead. Back then, I had a talent for exactly one thing, and that was shagging. If the girl fancied additional feminine company as well, I certainly didn’t object. Then, as the years passed, I began meting out death to those I thought deserved it. Soon, killing became the other thing I excelled at, and I started making an income from it. Between the two, I reckoned I was as happy as I had any right to be.”

      And that wasn’t very happy. Oh, he’d enjoyed himself here and there, but happiness went much deeper, and only when he’d found it did he realize how it had eluded him before.

      “My life went on like this for centuries, and yes, Annette was frequently one of my lovers, either alone or accompanied. Then one day, a friend asked me to find his daughter’s murderer, and I tracked her killer’s operation to a bar in Ohio. There I met you, and I fell in love. You can’t imagine what that was like after centuries of…emptiness. I hadn’t thought I was capable of loving someone like that, but I did, and more than that, I finally believed I had something to offer apart from a good shag or a deserved killing. For the first time, I felt whole, complete…and now, my oldest, most trusted friend has sought to rip that away by taunting you with my past in the hopes of destroying your feelings for me.”

      He couldn’t keep the bitterness from his tone at that last part. If Annette had stabbed him in the heart, it would have been less cruel. Out of everyone else, she’d known how much he loved Cat because she’d felt it when his shields had broken, and his pain coursed into her. Yet still, she’d tried to sentence him to a lifetime more of that pain.

      Cat’s eyes briefly closed, and a ragged sigh escaped her. “I can’t relate to all the sex, but for the past four and a half years, I had nothing to offer anyone except my ability to kill, too. So, yeah…I know what a dark, lonely feeling that is.”

      Warmth broke through the chill from his rage. He’d hoped she would understand, but she’d done much more than that because she knew this pain. Yes, her time with it had been brief and his had lasted centuries, but it was still very real.

      “Don’t judge Annette too harshly,” she said next, shocking him. “She’s in love with you. That’s why she acted like such an ass with me. Granted, I don’t like hearing about your extensive sexual history, but I can handle it as long as it remains in your past because I will never participate in a threesome, foursome, fivesome, whatever. So, if that’s what you’re hoping I’ll eventually get into…then we have a problem.”

      Her gaze was defiant, but a faint tremor went through her. She really did fear that she wouldn’t be enough for him, as if anyone could ever replace her.

      Bones let his hands rest on her knees. “Except for that one instance I truly regret with Annette, I didn’t touch another woman while we were apart because I don’t want anyone but you. And as far as telling other women that I loved them, when I was a whore, I used to tell all my clients that. Part of the job, as it were. That’s why I’d said it previously to Annette, but not since I was a human selling my body to survive have I said it to anyone except you.”

      Her gaze brightened with tears, and she leaned closer, until their heads were nearly touching. Feeling her breaths land on his skin and seeing that priceless trust fill her gaze again almost razed him from the emotions it unleashed.

      “Well, then…okay,” she whispered.

      “Okay?” He pulled her into his arms, searching her face, scent, and each movement in her body to see if she meant it.

      She touched his cheek, her gaze never flinching. “Okay.”

      He lowered his head. She met him halfway, her lips velvet and her body a satiny cage as she held him like she was afraid someone would snatch him away if she loosened her grip. He never wanted to stop kissing her, but someone had tried to snatch her away, and he couldn’t let that go unanswered a moment longer.

      “I still have to deal with Annette,” he murmured, breaking their kiss. “You might look leniently on her, but she violated my trust, and I cannot dismiss that. Annette,” he snapped, turning away from Cat to face the door. “Get up here!”

      Cat only loosened her grip enough to shrug. “Do it your way, but I suggest another one. You could beat her bloody, or-”

      Bones layered on his ice. She’d suggest leading with mercy instead of punishment. Or taking the evening to decide Annette’s sentence, or something else he’d refuse because nothing would stop him from meting out his justice now-

      “-you could give me such loud, screaming orgasms that the sound of them blisters her ears-”

      -except that. Bloody hell, Annette who?

      “So, if you have any former-whore-turned-promiscuous-vampire tricks you’ve been holding back, bring them on,” Cat continued, her gaze slanting with challenge. “But, you’d better outperform any service you gave to Annette or anyone else, because if I don’t wake up tomorrow red in the face from embarrassment over what you did to me, I’ll be disappointed.”

      Bones stared, barely able to believe what she’d just said even though her words had set his blood on fire.

      “No you don’t, you clever little bitch,” Annette muttered before snatching the door open.

      Bones rose from his crouch in front of Cat. Annette’s golden gaze was nearly frenzied with desperation as she looked at him, and then behind him at Cat.

      “We have business to sort out, you and I,” Bones said, letting an arc of his rage slice into Annette through their tie. “Later,” he emphasized, and slammed Annette out of the room and his emotions.

      Cat’s breath caught as he turned back to her. She was still seated on the edge of the bed, but her color was higher, and her pulse throbbed at the hollow of her neck. She’d meant her decadent dare, but now that he’d accepted it, she clearly didn’t know what to expect.

      Oh, he’d show her, and she would absolutely love it.

      “Trying to hang my knickers around your neck?” he asked in a lower, silkier voice.

      She cleared her throat. “You don’t wear any.”

      No, he didn’t, and she’d soon lose hers, too.

      He took her hands, enjoying her anticipatory twitches as he pulled her to her feet. Then, he leaned down, letting his words fall against her cheek. “I should assure you that in bed you have nothing to prove to me, or that I’ve never enjoyed making love to anyone more, and I will. Later, because only a fool passes up what you just offered me. Now, I am short on some props, and one night isn’t nearly enough time to run through all the ways I’ve fantasized about taking you, but I promise you this,” his lips grazed her skin, “you’ll be scandalized in the morning when you can think again.”
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      Bones unbuttoned his shirt, letting the fabric slide over his skin in a leisurely caress as he drew it off. Cat watched, her gaze caressing him, too. Her breathing accelerated when he tore the sleeves free and fastened them over her eyes in a makeshift blindfold.

      I love how you look at me, Kitten, but right now, all I want you to do is feel.

      She shivered as he led her to the bed and removed her clothing with the same sensual leisure. Then, he doffed his trousers and tore off each leg before tying her wrists to the bed frame with the lengths of fabric. He would have preferred using silk on her lovely skin, but as he’d said, he was short on props.

      “Don’t fight them,” he said when she gave an experimental tug on the restraints. “They’re not strong enough to hold you. Relax, and let me work.”

      She smiled at that, but it was clear from how she jumped at every sound that she was disconcerted at being tied naked and blindfolded to a bed. Thus, Bones was quick as he collected a few items from the bathroom before he returned to her. Even still, he had to take a moment to admire her satiny skin contrasting like moonbeams against the dark blanket, and her lush body trembling in anticipation.

      He could barely keep from falling on her in a lustful rush, but he had a promise to fulfill, so before he released any of his control, she would lose all of hers.

      Bones slid onto the bed, touching her with light strokes that mimicked the feathers he would have used, if he’d had them. After that, he grazed her skin with his mouth, staying above her waist to heighten her anticipation, and only allowing himself the barest suction on each full, lovely breast.

      Her nipples hardened as if begging him to draw deeply on them. He didn’t comply until her breathing came in gasps and her scent richened with mounting desire. He teased her nipples with his fangs, grazing the peaks with increasing frequency, until her moans were edged with nervous excitement.

      Oh, yes, he thought, filling his fangs with venom. I’m going to do everything you think I am, and so much more…

      “I want to touch you,” she breathed out, straining against her ties.

      He didn’t move his mouth, but he grasped her wrists before she could pull herself free. “Later.”

      She drew in a breath to argue. That breath exploded out of her in a rapturous cry when Bones’s fangs pierced her nipple and his venom filled it. At the same time, her blood coated his tongue, hot and sweet. He groaned, swallowing it before closing the holes with a bead of his own blood. Then, he sucked on the taut peak, the pressure maximizing the effects of his bite.

      She cried out in sensual surprise that turned to shivering expectation as he switched to her other breast.

      “Your heart is thundering in my ears, but you won’t fret long,” he murmured. “I’m going to knock the fear right out of you, Kitten.”

      With that, his fangs sank into her other nipple. Another cry tore from her while the heat in her center practically scorched his thigh. He wanted to bury his mouth there next, but he forced himself to move higher, not lower. He’d have her burning from the inside out before he allowed himself to taste her.

      After Bones closed the new holes, he slid his mouth from her breast to her wrist. Once there, he only allowed himself a moment to savor the rapid beats from her pulse before he pierced the tender spot. Blood filled his mouth like liquid candy before he closed those holes, too, and moved to her other wrist.

      Cat pushed it against his mouth before his fangs even touched her skin, moaning with demand.

      He laughed, low and knowing. “That’s the juice from my fangs filling you with all that delicious heat. If you were human, I wouldn’t dare bite you more. Too much venom would drug you, but you’re not human, so I can do this…”

      Bones sank his fangs into her other wrist. Cat’s moan turned into an extended cry. Her whole body undulated when he squeezed both her wrists, pushing that venom even faster through her veins. A light sheen of sweat broke out over her, and she quivered as if riding a delicious high. Then, she pulled on her restraints trying to touch him.

      “Don’t move, luv,” he ordered, sliding down her body.

      A harsh sound of objection left her, but she stopped tugging on her restraints…until he squeezed both her nipples, shooting more of that intoxicating heat through her.

      Her whole body lifted from the bed. “More!”

      He pushed her back down with a low chuckle. “Oh, yes. Much more.”

      Her heartbeat increased when settled his head between her thighs. Desire made that soft pink flesh glisten, and primal hunger nearly demolished him. He needed to taste her until nothing else existed, but he couldn’t. Not yet.

      Bones inhaled, absorbing her scent before lifting her hips and rubbing his cheek against the rapid pulse in her thigh.

      “Bones.” She gasped out his name as she arched, taunting him by bringing that exquisite flesh closer. “Please.”

      “Not yet,” he ground out, his fangs throbbing almost as much as his cock.

      “Yes, now,” she urged with another sinuous twist.

      He nearly gave in, but he forced his mouth to her thigh instead. “Not. Yet.”

      With that, Bones pierced the artery vibrating against his lips. Her whole body jerked as if she’d been electrocuted. He immediately healed the bite, stopping that instant spurt of blood. Before he could finish swallowing it, she was shuddering from a venom-induced orgasm that tore a shocked cry from her.

      He finally buried his mouth between her legs, licking and driving his tongue into her ambrosia. She arched against him with blatant demand, and he pressed her closer, moving his tongue faster, and reveling in her rising cries. Soon, she was twisting against him with wild abandon as another orgasm neared. His cock swelled until even the fabric from the sheets felt like a rough caress. He wanted her so badly it was painful, but he had one more surprise for her first.

      Bones forced himself to stop even though it felt like it might kill him.

      “Don’t stop! Not yet!” she cried out at once.

      He ignored that, moving back another inch. “Hold still.”

      She didn’t, so he locked his arms around her hips and forced her lower body motionless. An angry sound left her that made him smile. Oh, yes, he was greedy for her, too, but he was doing this first.

      He bent, sucking her clit until it swelled sweetly against his lips. Her cries instantly resumed, but he still held her hips immobile while he filled his fangs with enough venom to make them drip. Then, he pressed their tips against that nub.

      She froze. “You can’t mean to-?”

      Her question ended in a gasping scream as the tips of his fangs pierced her clit, and she climaxed so intensely that Bones had to yank away before her frantic bucks drove his fangs too deep. Her wrists shot free from their restraints next, and if he hadn’t been holding her down, she would have vaulted right off the bed.

      Bones closed the shallow bite before he moved up, covering her body with his. When he thrust inside her, the friction from him pressing against her clit made another orgasm erupt within her. Each wet, frenzied clench yanked away his control, until he was thrusting with increasing abandon, his head ringing from her cries while his whole body burned from pleasure.

      She came four more times before he did.

      By then, he was so swept away by his orgasm that it actually took him a moment to realize there were new voices coming from downstairs.

      “…assure you, officers, there’s no crime being committed here,” Annette was saying in a testy tone. “Unless you count the murder of my pride.”

      “Yeah? Then why is someone still screaming?” a male voice argued.

      “You don’t want to know,” Annette snapped. “Now, shut up and look into my eyes. Everything is fine. It’s a loud telly playing a horror movie, nothing more. Leave, and tell the neighbors to mind their own business.”

      Mutters of acquiescence were drowned out by Cat’s continued cries. Her blindfold was off, revealing blazing emerald eyes unfocused from passion as she rocked against him, driving him deeper into her. Bones didn’t want to stop, but her heartbeat was approaching a dangerous level from so many back-to-back orgasms. So, he pulled out of her and merely held her until those erotic spasms stopped.

      A few minutes later, Cat’s eyes focused, and she stared at him, her green gaze wider than he’d ever seen it.

      He kissed her, savoring the way she gripped him to keep him close when he broke away so she could breathe. “Oh, Kitten, you have no idea how much I enjoyed that. I’ve already spilled myself inside you. Bloody hell, I thought you might castrate me with your pleasure. Do you know how long you’ve been whipping about from the effects of my bite?”

      “No…idea,” she said in a croak. No surprise, she’d damaged her voice from her continued cries. “Five…minutes?”

      He laughed, low and very, very satisfied. “Try twenty, give or take. The police had already come and gone. Annette sent them away. Think the neighbors thought someone was being murdered.”

      Her expression was priceless. “What?”

      She shifted with the question, grazing his cock with her searing honey. New fire burst through him, and he filled her with a single, deep thrust.

      Her nails dug into his back, and then raked down it as he pressed his pelvis against her bitten clitoris. Her shout punctuated another fierce inner clench. Her heat was nearly burning him, and with that venom consolidated in her most sensitive spot, she should be feeling that same sweet fire.

      “Feels hot, doesn’t it?” he muttered thickly.

      “Burns,” she moaned, her eyes nearly rolling back in her head from another grinding thrust. “God, it feels so good!”

      Yes, it did. So, so good.

      “Don’t stop; don’t stop!” she choked out.

      Bones didn’t until her sweat coated both of them and her screams ceased because she no longer had a voice. He left her gasping on the bed as he fetched the small jar he’d placed nearby. Once he had it, he returned to the bed and positioned Cat’s back against his chest. He kissed her neck while coating his fingers with jar’s contents before rubbing it between the globes of her arse.

      Shivers broke out over her, and her breathing came faster.

      He coated his cock with that oily mixture next, lust warring with his control as he brought it up against her.

      “It’s all right, Kitten,” he breathed when nervousness tinged her scent and her shivers turned into trembles. “Relax.”

      He waited a moment, but she didn’t move away, shake her head “no,” or push him back, so he pressed more firmly against that other opening. The tip of his cock slid inside, and pleasure gripped him as tightly as she did.

      He stopped, gathering his control.

      She’d never done this before, and if he wasn’t careful, she’d never want to do it again. He caressed her hip before reaching lower to her bitten, throbbing clit. After several lingering strokes, the nervous tension left her body, replaced by delicious rocks against his hand that also pushed her back against him.

      Bones pressed deeper, shuddering as pleasure spiked within him. Then, he froze as a harsh, unintelligible sound came from her.

      “Kitten? Does this hurt?”

      Cat’s voice might be mostly gone, but she had a host of other ways to express a yes or no. When she did none of them, he rose on one elbow trying to see her face.

      “Do you want me to stop?”

      Her eyes had been closed, and she’d caught her lower lip between her teeth, but at that, she opened her eyes and spoke.

      “N…oo.”

      Her voice was too hoarse to be recognizable, but the word was clear enough. Bones kissed her, stroking her until she was arching against his hand again. Very slowly, he began to move with short, shallow strokes that blistered him with ecstasy even as he focused on her response.

      She only moved against his hand for the first several thrusts. Then, very hesitantly, she began to push back against him. His kiss swallowed the sound she made when he rocked his hips in response, and when she pushed against him again, he followed the motion until they were moving as one. Triumph surged as a choked, passionate sound escaped her.

      “Yes, Kitten,” he groaned against her mouth. “Yes.”

      He kept matching her, speeding up when she did, and slowing when she didn’t. All of it felt incredible, especially when her breathing turned to gasps caused by more than the relentlessly sensual attention he paid to her clitoris.

      When her climax eventually shuddered through her, rapture spiked him so intensely that Bones almost joined her. He pulled out just in time, spilling his seed against her thigh instead of inside her.

      “Don’t move, luv,” he said, rolling over and reaching down. “I’ll clean us both up.”

      He’d left a soapy wash cloth and a bowl of water near the bed for this very purpose. He couldn’t have her scurrying into the bathroom to do it herself. If she did, she’d only become needlessly embarrassed by what they’d done, and he couldn’t have that.

      Her blushes were for tomorrow. Not tonight.

      Bones was quick as he attended to both of them before tossing the wash cloths aside. Then, he pulled her closer.

      “Let’s get your voice back, Kitten,” he said, biting his tongue before kissing her.

      Cat sucked the blood off it with the languorousness of someone sated from multiple orgasms. Then, she pulled away, and stared down at her nipples in surprise. The faint redness that marked where his fangs had penetrated them vanished, his ingested blood healing her far more thoroughly than the sparse drops he’d used to close the holes before. That healing would erase much of the heat from his venom, too, and a disappointed sound escaped her when she realized that.

      Bones laughed. “Oh, I’m not nearly done biting you, Kitten. I can’t get enough of that pop when your skin breaks, or the taste of your luscious blood filling my mouth.”

      So saying, he bent and captured her nipple. Her arms latched around his head at once. He laughed again as she began to squirm with impatience when he only teased the tip with his tongue instead of piercing it again. He’d always known that she would love his bite. He’d only waited to show her how much until she was ready to know it, too.

      “Now?” he asked with another taunting lick.

      She yanked him closer. “Fuck yes.” Then, her grip loosened. “Um, I mean yes.”

      Now his laugh was darker. She thought that was aggressive? He’d show her what she was truly capable of.

      He bit her nipples, wrists, thigh, and clit again. By the time he thrust into her, she was nearly wild from passion, but “nearly” wasn’t enough.

      He wanted her as feral as he felt.

      Cat had been straddling him when Bones sat up, intensifying his thrusts. Her head fell back, and her creamy throat was too tempting to resist. His fangs sank into it, and they both moaned. His bite had been shallow, allowing him to suck on those tiny holes as he swallowed each sumptuous mouthful. Pleasure seared his every nerve ending as her blood filled his body while he continued to fill hers. He needed her to feel that same total, complete immersion, and she could. Right now.

      “Bite me, Kitten. Drink me as I drink you.”

      She did, sheer force causing her flat teeth to puncture his skin since she lacked fangs. Pain was only another sensation Bones savored as she swallowed his blood. Her neck healed almost instantly, so Bones sank his fangs into her again. Her blood was liquid fire, her body an inferno, and he couldn’t get enough.

      Neither could she. “Don’t stop,” she moaned, pressing his head and his hips closer.

      He moved faster while biting her as soon as those previous holes closed. Cat’s grip became ironlike as she kept biting his neck and swallowing his blood, too. Her movements on top of him became harder, faster. He would have feared injuring her except that was impossible now. So, he kept drinking her while their bodies slammed together until ecstasy nearly maddened him. Nothing had ever felt this good. Nothing had even come close.

      Still, Bones tore her mouth away when she yanked his head back hard enough to nearly snap his neck. She needed to stop now lest she risk losing the scant part of her that was still human.

      “No more,” he said, holding her mouth away from his neck.

      Her nails ripped bloody furrows into his arm as she struggled to bite him again. “Yes! More!”

      She was caught up in bloodlust. When that happened years before, he’d restrained her until she got past it. This time, he’d give her something else to think of.

      Bones flipped them over until he was on top, holding her down and driving into her with glorious abandon. Cat matched every stroke while still struggling to get to his neck. A sharp crack heralded the bed breaking beneath them. The rough jolt as they landed knocked him into her harder than he’d intended, but his concern vanished at her instant scream of “Yes!”

      Bones kept up that new intensity, his skin feeling like it would split because it couldn’t contain this much rapture. This wasn’t just worth killing for. It was worth dying for.

      “Goddammit, Bones, give me more!” Cat roared.

      Oh, he would, but not his blood even though she still snapped at his throat.

      “That all the fight you’ve got in you?” he challenged.

      Her eyes blazed a brighter shade of emerald at the taunt. Then, she ripped her nails down his back and began licking his blood from her fingers.

      The flash of pain in his back only turned him on more. He laughed as he grabbed her wrists.

      “Clever, but not good enough,” he said, holding her wrists above her head with one hand. The other gripped her hair, keeping her snapping teeth away from his throat.

      Cat tried to wrest free, but all that did was increase the explosive friction between their bodies. Her eyes closed in bliss for a moment, and then they snapped open again, and she stared at his throat with her teeth bared.

      “You’d better not stop fucking me, Bones, because if you do, I swear I will drain you dry!”

      He laughed, glorying in her unbridled ferocity. Let her do her worst. He would absolutely love it. “Oh, you’ll drain me dry, but not my neck, and you will beg me to stop fucking you before I’m finished. That’s a promise.”
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      Dawn was just breaking when Bones finally rolled off Cat. She lay back with a final gasp at her climax, and then almost instantly fell asleep.

      Bones smiled as he pulled the blankets up to cover her. “Promise kept, Kitten.”

      A soft snore was his only response.

      He stretched out in the ruined remains of the bed. In truth, he was knackered as well. She’d made him earn that promise, and as predicted, he’d loved every moment of it.

      Bones only slept for an hour when the sound of his mobile chiming downstairs woke him. He would have ignored it had it been any other ringtone except this one. Ian was calling him.

      Bones slipped out of bed and ran downstairs, answering it before the fourth ring. “Hallo?”

      “Crispin.” Ian sounded surprised. “I fully expected you to send my call to voicemail.”

      “I can hang up and do that now, if you’d like,” Bones replied with all the sarcasm Ian would expect.

      Ian chuckled. “No need. I just was ringing to say I’d found the Red Reaper.”

      Bones tensed. Of all the ways to ruin a truly spectacular evening… “Indeed? Well, that makes two of us, then.”

      Ian let only a second of surprised silence pass before he said, “What?” in a truly cold voice.

      “Why do you think I answered?” Bones replied, thinking fast. “Found her myself last night. She’s in Virginia, as you know, but what you don’t know is that I spent the day running down her closet mates. I’ll have three of them in hand later. She always was more amenable when she had something to lose.”

      “What a coincidence.” Ian’s voice was still glacier cold. “I had the same intentions. In fact, I have a gala this evening to showcase my acquisition of the Red Reaper, and with the person I’m collecting, she’ll agree to all my terms.”

      A gala meant Ian in room full of his closest allies. That wouldn’t do. “Save your money on the overpriced champagne. I can bring her to you without the fuss.”

      “I like a fuss,” Ian replied. “And capturing three of her friends is nice, but it isn’t enough. I’ve got someone capturing the real collateral, though I suppose I can always slaughter one of the blokes you’ve got to show her that I’m not to be trifled with, and as repayment for Magnus.”

      “Magnus?” Bones repeated.

      “Didn’t I tell you? She murdered him the day she came after me. Magnus served me faithfully for over forty years. Killing someone she cares about is the least I can do to avenge him.”

      This had gone from bad to terrible in a blink. “Who’s the ‘real’ collateral you’re getting?” If it was Denise, Cat would be beside herself trying to rescue her.

      “Her human lover,” Ian said with a derisive snort. “Fellow’s a veterinarian, of all things.”

      Bones almost whooped with relief. Ian’s intel had been good enough to find Cat, but it hadn’t alerted him to the fact that she’d broken up with Noah, or more importantly, who else she had resumed a relationship with.

      “Max volunteered to fetch him,” Ian went on.

      Bones froze. Ian already had all the “collateral” he needed. He couldn’t let Cat in the same room as Max. She’d forget everything aside from her lifelong quest to kill him.

      “Going to have anyone interesting at this gala?” Bones asked while mentally rearranging his plans.

      “Oh, yes,” Ian said with satisfaction. “And you’ll be there, too.”

      “Will I?” Bones asked with open challenge.

      Ian laughed. “I haven’t commanded you to do anything in decades, but you can stay for the festivities instead of dropping off her mates and skulking away like you usually do.”

      “In fact, I will stay,” Bones said. “Will be interesting to watch you spar with the Reaper. She may yet have a trick up her sleeve.”

      “Yes, that’s where she keeps her knives,” Ian said with a chuckle. “That’s why I’ll make sure she isn’t wearing sleeves.”

      Bones’s jaw clenched, but his voice was light when he said, “Where and when is this gala?”

      “My new house in Brookville, New York, at midnight, but I’ll want my hostages well before then.”

      Not much time at all, but he’d manage. “I’ll deliver them before nine, and I’ll see you at midnight, Ian.”

      He hung up, sitting in silence until Annette came into the room. She was wearing a robe, and she smelled of Tate in much the same way that Bones’s skin was now layered in Cat’s scent.

      He stared at her, letting his shields down. She shuddered as if his rage were beating her with invisible blows.

      “Crispin-”

      “Nothing you say matters. Only your actions do, and we both know what those were.” A harsh laugh left him. “It’s ironic that as I’m plotting to betray my sire, the first vampire I made has betrayed me, too. On that count, I suppose I deserve it.”

      “I didn’t do it to betray you.” Annette’s voice was very quiet. “I only sought to save you from future pain.”

      Bones rose, towering over her. “And how is that?”

      “By having her leave before she breaks your heart again.” Annette reached for him, and then drew back when Bones recoiled. “She left you once, and she’ll do it again.”

      Bones snapped on his shields. He couldn’t let her feel his secret fear of that same thing. “Seems you already tried to scare her away, and that backfired in an impressive fashion.”

      Annette’s mouth curled down. “Yes. Her reaction was…unexpected.”

      “Get used to being surprised by her because she’s not going anywhere,” Bones said curtly. “In fact, once this business with Ian is over, I’m asking her to marry me.”

      Annette’s eyes bulged. “You can’t be serious, Crispin!”

      “Lower your voice,” Bones hissed. Her outburst had woken Tate, though thankfully, Cat still seemed to be asleep. “And I’m very serious. I’m only telling you this because while I should kill you for what you did, I have long owed you a life: mine. That’s why you get to keep yours despite your actions, but now, we’re even. So, if you ever betray me again, especially over Cat, I will show you no mercy. Do you understand?”

      She stared at him, incredulity stretching her features into near unrecognizability until a perfect blankness covered them.

      “I understand. I’ll go fetch my things and-”

      “Oh, you’re not leaving,” Bones interrupted. “You’re staying because Ian’s moved up the timetable to tonight, and your atonement to me starts now.”
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      Several hours later, Bones sat on the edge of the ruined bed. The blankets were up to Cat’s chin and her hair half covered her face. He brushed that dark swath aside, revealing her alabaster skin, rose-colored lips, and deep scarlet brows that hinted at her hair’s true color.

      “Wake up, luv,” he murmured. “It’s nearly noon.”

      Her eyelids slanted to half mast as she blinked up at him. Then, they opened fully, and she glanced at the pieces of bed frame he’d stacked into the corner-and blushed a vivid scarlet.

      “Ah, there’s my payment,” he said with a throaty chuckle. “The rubies in your cheeks. Are you properly scandalized by your wicked behavior? You’d singe the ears of the priest you confessed to if you were Catholic, especially since you made me swear to repeat all those naughty actions no matter what you said this morning.”

      She pulled the blankets up to cover her face. “God, Bones…some of that was depraved.”

      He tugged it down. “I take that as a compliment, but don’t be ashamed of anything we did, no matter if your prudery is on life support.”

      Her gaze went from his neck to his mouth and back again. “I’ll never look at your fangs the same way again. Part of me wants to apologize to you for holding you back, but the other part wants you to apologize to me because you knew better!”

      He came closer, loving how her heart sped up and her gaze went to his mouth with knowing anticipation. “I still have more to show you, trust me. But regretfully, there isn’t time now. We’re already behind schedule since I let you sleep.”

      She took that as a call to action, jumping out of bed and going into the bathroom. Moments later, the shower turned on.

      “There’s something you should know.” He didn’t bother to raise his voice. With all the blood she’d drunk from him, she’d hear him if he whispered. “Tate’s here. He spent the night.”

      A surprised pause, and then a suspicious, “Why?”

      Because he’s a jealous, spiteful fool who’s eavesdropping on us even now. “He convinced Rodney to drop the others off and bring him back out of misguided concern since things were tense between you, Annette, and me when he left. But when he arrived, you and I were well occupied. So, Annette invited him to stay and entertain her, and he accepted.”

      A loud metallic thud made Bones come into the bathroom. The shower rod was now on the floor, and Cat’s hand was still curled around the curtain. Bones hung the rod back up, noting the new anger leaking from Cat’s scent that not even the steady spray of shower water could hide.

      “’Entertain her,’ huh? Not playing poker, were they?”

      “No,” he said simply. “Why? Are you jealous?”

      Below them, Tate’s heartbeat kicked up as he waited for her answer, too.

      “No!” Cat looked shocked that he’d even suggest that. Then, her gaze darkened. “Why, are you?”

      “Not at all. Just annoyed at Annette’s spite toward you, but that’s been dealt with.”

      Cat was appeased enough to start shampooing her hair. “Tate called me a necrophiliac once,” she said as she lathered the thick mass. “I’ll have to return the compliment when I see him.”

      Bones heard a low hiss on the floor below them. “You just did, Kitten. He’s listening to us.”

      Cat glanced down as if she could glare at Tate through the floor separating them. Then, her gaze shot back up. “You knew he was here last night, didn’t you?”

      Bones snorted. “Yes, and you can forget asking why I didn’t tell you. Not for worlds would I have interrupted us. Tate choosing to stay was his own prerogative, but never fear. I forgot about him at once. You demanded all my attention.”

      As she did now, with suds sliding over her wet, glistening skin. He wanted to catch them with his hands and then clear them away with his mouth, especially the ones that caught in the dark red curls between her legs…

      “I’m going downstairs,” he muttered, forcing himself to look away. “I can’t be so close to you without wanting you, and there isn’t any time.”

      With that, he left, smiling at her disappointed sigh.

      Later, Kitten. That’s another promise.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            41

          

        

      

    

    
      Rodney made breakfast, adding a special ingredient to the frittata slices that he gave Bones and Annette. Tate ate his only after dissecting it to ensure that it contained nothing more than eggs, potato, onion, bacon, and cheese.

      “He wouldn’t waste human blood on you,” Annette said in amusement. “You have enough of your own.”

      “Got a little less now,” Tate replied, rubbing his neck. No punctures marks remained. Annette had already healed them.

      Cat came downstairs. Tate started to get up since there wasn’t a free chair, but Bones pulled her onto his lap. Then, he slid the plate Rodney had made for her in front of her.

      “Eat something, Kitten. Can’t have you getting faint on me because you keep skipping meals.”

      “I’m amazed she can walk,” Tate muttered. “You must have given her a gallon of blood to heal her after what I heard.”

      “Is that any concern of yours?” Bones said, holding out a hand to forestall Cat’s reply. “At work you have your seniority, luv, but he’s on personal ground, so that hierarchy doesn’t apply. If he provokes me now, I’ll handle it.”

      Tate looked startled. Bones stared at him, daring him to continue. Tate would know what it was like to feel his spine break if he said another sneering word about last night.

      “I’d keep a lid on it, Tate,” Cat said in a falsely bright tone. “And nice to see you walking without a limp, too, or are you? You’re seated so I can’t tell.”

      “You’re the one who said once you go dead, no one’s better in bed,” Tate shot back. “Thought I’d see if you were right.”

      Rodney’s laughter pierced the tense moment. “You said that? I love it!”

      It was amusing, as was her light flush as Bones winked at her. “Happy to represent my kind, Kitten.”

      She suddenly seemed very interested in her plate, but then, a grin curled her mouth. Tate’s scowl eased into a smile, too, and they exchanged a glance that reminded Bones that they’d been friends for years, not that he could understand why.

      “Christ, Cat, can you imagine Dave looking down on us now?” Tate shook his head while a sudden sheen covered his deep blue gaze. “He probably doesn’t believe his eyes, seeing us eating breakfast with two vampires and a ghoul.”

      Tears sparked in Cat’s gaze, too, and Bones remembered her scent embedded in the large pool of blood back at the cave. Dave must have been the bloke that Lazarus killed that day.

      “I actually wish we’d had you with us then, deadhead,” Tate said, blinking to clear his gaze. “You could have probably saved Dave with that turbo blood of yours. Cat couldn’t get enough in him even though she squeezed that vamp like a sponge. If you can keep that from happening again, maybe it’s worth having you on the team, even though I can’t stand you.”

      Bones’s brows shot up. She’d done what?

      Rodney seemed equally taken aback. Cat and Tate were oblivious as they both sniffed and swiped at their eyes.

      “Kitten, you didn’t tell me you poured vampire blood onto your friend as he died,” Bones said in a very controlled voice. “Did he swallow any of it?”

      Pain knit her brows. “Juan made him swallow a little, but Dave had been missing almost half his throat by then. He bled to death before the blood could heal him all the way.”

      He’d swallowed enough to start to heal him? And they didn’t realize the significance of that? Then again, they wouldn’t. Cat’s experience with ghouls was limited to killing them, and everyone on her team only knew what she did.

      “Tricky,” Rodney said, doing the mental math as well.

      Cat gave the ghoul a hurt look. “It was a lot more than ‘tricky.’ Dave was a friend.”

      Rodney started to speak, but Bones cut him off. “Not now, mate.” They had too much to deal with to add that to their plates, at least for tonight. Then, Bones turned to Cat. “The timetable’s been moved up. While you were sleeping, Ian rang me and said he’d discovered your location.”

      Cat tensed, muttering “Shit,” under her breath.

      Bones nodded. “I would have preferred another two weeks to get your men up to speed, but the die is cast. I told Ian I’d found you myself just last night, and I’d have hostages for him later today. Ian’s assembling a welcoming party for you tonight. Bloke always did like to do things the flashy way.”

      “Okay, tonight,” Cat said with a sigh. “I’ll tell Don, we’ll get the rest of the guys assembled, and we’ll finally settle things.”

      If only it were that simple. “Actually, there are a few problems. Ian wasn’t satisfied when I told him I had three of your men as collateral. He wanted more, and he’s dispatched someone to get it.”

      “What’s more?” Cat said, her gaze sharpening.

      “Noah,” Tate replied before Bones could. “And that’s not even the punch line.”

      Bones gave Tate a look that made the impertinent lad shut up. “Your rash bloke is correct, Kitten. Ian intends to kill one of your men in front of you, both as incentive for you to heed his demands, and as payback for you killing his butler, Magnus. Ian’s saving Noah for the coup de grace because he doesn’t know you’ve broken up with him, and he sent your father, Max, to get Noah since Max apparently offered to do it.”

      “What?” Cat shot up from his lap as if she’d been fired from a canon and began to pace. “Don’s already watching Noah’s place, right? We’ll catch Max in the act, that piece of shit, and then I’ll kill him. It’ll make my whole existence.”

      As he’d feared, as soon as she realized her father was involved, she could focus on little else.

      “If we do that, Ian will know we’re playing him false. How else would you have a team of vampire hunters at the ready?”

      Emerald blazed in her gaze. “I don’t care.”

      Of course she didn’t. She’d never admit it, but from the moment she found out the circumstances of her birth, she’d brainwashed herself into believing that if she could only murder her father, then her mum would finally love her.

      “I’m not endangering you that way,” Bones said flatly. “Why do you think Max offered to go? He’s probably intending to set Noah up as his own blackmail, and then kill you on sight.”

      “You don’t know that,” she said stubbornly.

      “No, Ian doesn’t know that,” Bones countered. “I do. That’s why I’m sending Rodney to ensure Noah’s safety. Rodney will grab Noah first and deliver him to Ian. Ian won’t kill Noah-he thinks he’s too valuable. Max, on the other hand, would do just that-or worse-to enrage you into coming after him.”

      She gave him a frustrated look as logic finally penetrated her bloodlust. Then, craftiness filled her gaze.

      Bones stiffened. Nothing good could come of that look.

      “You go, Bones. Rodney, nothing personal, but if Max shows up sooner than expected, I want someone there who’ll scare Max into not pulling any tricks. That’s you, Bones. You’re not just an old, powerful vampire with a badass hitman reputation. You’re also higher up in Ian’s line, and Max knows it. He wouldn’t dare try anything with you around, but without you, I have visions of Noah’s tombstone dancing in my head.”

      As if that were the worst bloody thing that could happen! “No, I’m going to be with you, helping to capture Ian’s guards. Your men aren’t able to do that themselves yet since their training was cut short. Annette can accompany Rodney to get Noah, if you’re concerned about Max trying something.”

      Cat looked at him as if he’d sprouted a second head. “As if it would break Annette’s heart if Noah died! Or yours, either, but the death of an innocent guy whose only crime was once dating me does mean something to me!”

      “Left to myself, I could give a rot if Noah dies,” Bones replied with brutal honesty. “I won’t deny that. But you’d suffer for it, and that I do bother about.”

      That crafty look was back in her eyes, with reinforcements. “I’ll take Annette. She can come as backup to help me and the guys take Ian’s guards captive. That leaves you free to go with Rodney to get Noah.”

      Bones stared at her. No, she wasn’t joking, which meant she was barking mad. “You think I’d let you attack a group of vampires you’re not even intending to kill-which makes it bloody harder-while I’m off securing your pet vet?”

      “It’ll work better this way,” she said with infuriating blitheness. “The guards won’t know who I am at first, thanks to my brown hair. Once they do, they won’t try to kill me. Ian would be furious at being denied his prize, and they’d know that. So, I’m safer with them than with anyone else.”

      Annette gave a concurring shrug. “It may indeed work better. Ian’s guards would be less likely to suspect an ambush if they thought we were also there for their…entertainment.”

      In theory, they were both correct. Two lasses were less threatening than a bunch of blokes, especially when one of those lasses had a heartbeat. And Ian’s guards would rather stake themselves than explain to Ian why they’d killed his coveted new prize. It truly might be safer, except for one thing.

      “After yesterday, I have cause to wonder if you’re offering this with ulterior motives, Annette. So, let me tell you what will happen to you if any harm comes to her.”

      Bones pinned Annette’s gaze with his as he drew out a knife and scored a deep rent in his palm. Blood clung to the blade and dripped between his fingers.

      “On my blood, I swear I will cut you off from my line.”

      Annette gasped. It was the worst punishment a vampire could inflict on another vampire since it would leave Annette defenseless in a world where the vulnerable were often preyed upon by the powerful. But Annette could always get a new protector, so Bones had to make his threat even more terrifying.

      “I’ll also offer a standing reward to anyone who makes your life an unbearable hell,” he went on, hardening himself against the devastation in her gaze. After yesterday, he couldn’t trust her loyalty. He could only trust her fear. “Do you understand?”

      Annette didn’t seem capable of speech, so she nodded.

      Cat winced, giving Annette a pitying look. She knew the hierarchy in the vampire world, and blood oaths were unbreakable bonds, so she understood the magnitude of what Bones had done.

      Bones turned to Cat. “Now Annette can accompany you with your men, and I’ll go after Noah with Rodney.”

      Instead of being relieved, Cat looked miserable as she stared at Annette, then Tate, then Rodney, and finally back at Bones. Her heart began beating faster, and anxiety turned her scent from vanilla and cream to sour fruit and spoilt milk.

      “Bones.” She took his hand with fingers that trembled. “None of you needs to risk dying for me at all. Ian only wants me because being a half-breed makes me rare, but if I’m a full-blown vampire, then I’m nothing special. So do it. Change me over. Make me a vampire-”

      “Fuck no!” Tate shouted, leaping up from his chair.

      For once, he and Bones were in complete agreement. “No, Kitten. I won’t.”

      Shock suffused her features, followed instantly by anger. “Why not? Do it, dammit! Or was Annette right? Does fucking a warm body mean that much to you?”

      She wouldn’t bait him into letting her sacrifice herself in the second-most permanent way possible. “You’re used to leaping before you look, but not this time. You don’t want this, luv. You think you have no choice, but I’ve told you time and again that there is always another way.”

      “Yeah, a way that can get you and the people I care about killed,” she said in anguish.

      His hands tightened on hers. “If you truly desired to change over, then I would do it. You know that. But not like this. Once you do this, it’s done, and then even the most poignant regret afterward is wasted.”

      She said nothing, which only hammered home that he was right. She didn’t want this. If any part of her did, she’d still be howling her objections to his refusal. Now, to address the other part of what she’d said.

      He released one of her hands to tilt her head back, caressing her ear with his lips. “And if I were really just so fond of your flesh being warm, I’d throw you into a hot tub before I shagged you. You’d be ninety-eight degrees in twenty minutes, so sod Annette and her nasty little comments.”

      Suddenly, she was gripping him as tightly as he held her. “Something could happen to you with Max.”

      He snorted. “Not a chance. You’re right that Max wouldn’t dare take me on. If he did, I’d bend him in half the wrong way and deliver him to you in a box.”

      “But if Annette and I fail, I can’t just stand there and watch Ian kill one of my guys,” she whispered.

      Tate made an insulted noise that Bones ignored as he drew back to look her in the eye.

      “There’s another way around that as well. Once I’m free of Ian’s line, I’m free to take my people-and my possessions-with me. You don’t like it,” he added as her jaw tightened, “but the fact remains that in the vampire world, you’re considered mine by right of blood and bed. I’ll claim your men as mine, too. Then, Ian couldn’t kill them without risking a war with me.”

      Cat waved in Tate’s general direction. “But you haven’t fed from or fucked any of them, and unless things are about to get downright freaky, that’s not gonna change!”

      “I would rather die,” Tate muttered.

      “You’re already covered since Annette is under my line,” Bones said without looking away from Cat. “When she shagged you, that made you her property, which also makes you mine by default, though I won’t be proud to say it.”

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Tate puff up like an enraged blowfish. “I’m not some fanger’s boy toy!”

      Annette laughed, low and knowing. “According to vampire law, you’re my boy toy if I say so.”

      “You should’ve read the fine print before hopping into bed with her, Tate,” Cat said coldly. “You’ll be lucky if I don’t pay you back by tattling to Don about it, too. But right now, we’ve got bigger issues. Okay, Bones,” her gaze swung back to him. “Does biting Juan and Cooper cover us if things go south with Ian? Or does Annette have to bang them, too?”

      He could already guess Juan’s preference, so this answer would disappoint him. “Biting them will suffice.”

      “Okay.” Cat squared her shoulders. “I don’t want to call myself anyone’s ‘property,’ but if it’s do that or watch one of my men die…then fuck my pride.”

      Tate gave her a look that Bones could well relate to, even if seeing it made him want to knock Tate’s head off.

      Cat stood. “Let’s go to the compound so you can bite Juan and Cooper. Then, Annette and I will take the guys to play bait-and-switch with Ian’s men while you and Rodney get Noah. When am I supposed to meet up with Ian after this?”

      “Midnight, which gives you time, because after you capture Ian’s guards, you need to go to a spa.”

      Cat looked more shocked than she had at hearing that Ian had found her. “A spa? Why on earth would I do that?”

      Annette started to roll her eyes, and then stopped at the look Bones gave her. Cat wasn’t used to determining things by scent. It was her only truly human trait.

      “You need at least an hour in a steam room to sweat my scent from your pores. If you went to Ian as you are now, he’d know from one whiff that you were double-crossing him with me. Don’t fret, everything’s been arranged.”

      “Oh.” She took in an experimental sniff, and then nodded. Thanks to their blood sharing last night, she’d now be able to smell things nearly as well as a vampire for the next few days. She’d also be faster, stronger, and quicker to heal. He hadn’t done it to be practical, but he was glad of those benefits now.

      Cat gave a falsely cheerful smile. “Okay, looks like I’ve got a date with Ian’s men, then a steam room, and then Ian.”

      “And me,” Annette said in a purring tone.

      Bones gave her a sharp look.

      Annette waved it off. “You already know that’s the best disguise, Crispin. If I go as your representative, and Cat pretends to be my date, the guards will be far less suspicious of her presence when we bring in her men.”

      Annette was right. From the tightening of her mouth, Cat knew it, too.

      “Let me guess: I’m supposed to be the super horny date who also suggests a ménage with Ian’s guards, too?” Cat said.

      Annette let out a surprised, if approving, laugh. “That would be the fastest way to get them to lower their weapons.”

      Cat shrugged. “Wouldn’t be the first time I’ve faked being easy to get a vampire to drop their guard.”

      No, she’d been hunting vampires that way for years. Still, so much could go wrong. Having a good plan only mitigated the danger. Nothing could erase it.

      “This is gonna be some night,” Tate muttered.

      For the second time that morning, Bones agreed with him.
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      It didn’t take long to get Cooper and Juan up to speed on the new developments. It took even less time to bite each of them, and then get them loaded into the back of a construction van that Rodney provided. Annette drove, with Cat riding shotgun. They were headed to the rendezvous point with Ian’s guards, so Bones and Rodney went to Noah’s.

      Bones stared at the tidy, single-story house with beige walls and forest green trim. Noah was home; Bones could hear his heartbeat. He should go inside, snatch Noah up, and leave, but a new, insidious thought had Bones waiting in their spot a block away until Rodney’s gaze grew heavy enough to feel.

      “Something I should know about?” Rodney drawled.

      Yes. That Ian can’t use Max against Cat if Max is dead.

      It would be wrong, of course. A betrayal, even. Cat trusted Bones to retrieve Noah and leave. Not steal the vengeance she’d been dreaming about since she was sixteen. But could he really continue to let Ian have such a mighty tool against Cat, especially if Bones could simply…remove it?

      Rodney sighed. “You want to kill him, don’t you?”

      Bones let out a short laugh. “Noah? Not anymore.”

      Rodney nudged him. “I wasn’t talking about Noah.”

      Bones looked away to meet Rodney’s eyes. No judgment marred their depths. Only empathy.

      “Hell, I don’t blame you,” Rodney went on, his tone lowering. “Max hired someone to blow Cat’s head off. That’s more than enough motivation, but there’s more to it, isn’t there?”

      A humorless smile twisted Bones’s lips. Rodney knew him too well. “Yes. Max might be the only thing that Cat can’t refuse.”

      She left you once, and she’ll do it again…

      Annette’s words taunted Bones despite him trying to forget them. Cat loved him, but needing vengeance against her father was as much a part of her as her glowing green eyes and red hair. If Ian offered Cat that-and Ian was more than ruthless enough to do it-then Bones wasn’t sure if Cat could refuse. Furthermore, Bones couldn’t snatch Max up and deliver him to Cat himself without tipping off Ian that Bones had betrayed him.

      But if Bones killed Max, and claimed it was self-defense because Max inexplicably attacked him…Ian might believe that. Cat might, too. War would then be avoided, Cat would get her revenge by proxy, and Max could no longer be used against her, all with one twist of his blade.

      Bones looked away from Rodney to stare at the silver knife holstered in his belt. Had the legendary Eve felt this tempted when she looked at that apple…?

      “Movement,” Rodney whispered.

      Bones’s head snapped up. A car parked at the end of Noah’s street, and the hum from the still-running engine wasn’t the only thing sending vibrations through the air. A vampire was behind the wheel, his red hair gleaming in the setting sun.

      Max.

      Bones moved toward him without thinking. He was at Max’s door before the other vampire could open it, and a pair of gut-wrenchingly familiar gray eyes met his.

      “The fuck?” Max yelped.

      The blade was now in his hand. Bones didn’t remember pulling it out, but the knife’s sharp edge bit into his skin from how tightly Bones gripped it.

      Kill him.

      “Oh, it’s you,” Max said, visibly relaxing. “Didn’t recognize you at first. Bones, right? What, Ian didn’t think I could handle picking up one human on my own?”

      “You know Ian.” The rasped words barely made it through Bones’s clenched jaw. “Always a contingency plan.”

      Max glanced at his door, which Bones still blocked. “Mind if I get out?”

      “Not at all,” Bones said, and moved aside, shielding his knife with his body.

      Max got out and stretched as if relieving a kink. Bones stared as Max’s chest thrust toward him with the movement, nearly begging to be his knife’s new sheath.

      Kill him, kill him now!

      Cat’s face flashed in his mind, her jaw set as she glared at Tate. I trust him. Bones wouldn’t say they were clean unless he was sure, and that’s enough for me…

      Bones sheathed his blade in its holster with a muttered curse that made Max’s brows shoot up.

      “Is something wrong?”

      Yes. I can’t murder you where you fucking stand because the woman I love trusts me, and I won’t betray that.

      “Nothing,” Bones gritted out. “Leave. I’ll get the human.”

      Max’s gaze narrowed. “That’s my job-”

      “Not anymore,” Bones cut him off, his power slicing into Max in all the ways he couldn’t allow himself to. “I’ve got it.”

      Max backed up while frustration bubbled from his sugar and sandalwood scent. “That’s nice, but Ian told me to do it.”

      Bones’s laugh made Max jump as if he’d been stabbed, which, sadly, he had not. “No, Ian didn’t. You volunteered to come here. So did I, and I win.”

      Bones bit out the last two words while his gaze dared Max to argue any further. For an instant, Max’s cavalier mask slipped and Bones saw the rage behind it. Then, that mask was back, and Max smiled as if he had not a care in the world.

      “Eh, saves me a trip, I guess, so have at it.”

      Max got back into his car. Bones didn’t look away until he could neither see Max nor hear the vehicle. Then, he went up to Noah’s house and rapped twice.

      Noah opened the door with a harried smile. “Whatever you’re selling, pal, I was just leaving-”

      “I’m not selling anything,” Bones interrupted him.

      Noah stopped, recognition dawning as he gave Bones a more thorough look. “Wait, I know you. You’re the groomsman from the wedding who kept staring at Cristine.”

      Bones let out a dry laugh. “Yes, and you’re about to have a truly bad evening, but believe me when I tell you-it could have been worse.”
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      The small plane Bones had chartered landed at the private airport in Long Island, New York five hours later. From there, it was only a thirty-minute drive to Ian’s new house in Brookville. This time, Bones didn’t pull right up to the mansion’s stately entrance. He had to wait in a line of cars that filled the entirety of the estate’s acre-long driveway.

      Noah sat next to him, silent as the grave. Bones had commanded him not to speak. He’d commanded him not to fear, too, so Noah’s widened gaze was from curiosity, not terror. He even smiled as he looked at the statues interspaced on either end of the long driveway, framed by the tall trees that formed a natural privacy barrier around the property.

      Bones wasn’t smiling, especially when it took him another twenty minutes before he finally made it to the entrance. There, young vampires doubled as valets, and Bones accepted the ticket that was handed to him when he opened his door.

      “Park it very close,” Bones said, pressing a thick wad of bills into the attendant’s hand.

      The attendant beamed. “Yes, sir!”

      Bones nudged Noah, who had paused to stare at the large fountain with stone nymphs cavorting beneath the fountain’s intricate sprays. “Come on, mate. Follow me.”

      Where to go was easy to deduce. A line of vampires went through the stone archway into the exterior courtyard, which had been completely transformed. Now, it was tented and shaped like an ancient receiving hall, with torch-bearing stone gargoyles and exotic flower arrangements lining the hall. At the end of it, Ian had even attached large double doors that opened into what had previously been the expansive back yard, but was now a huge, tented stadium. A small arena was at the center, surrounded by rows of seats, benches, and couches that rose up at least four stories, surpassing the height of the mansion.

      “Crispin!”

      Ian had the best seat, of course, in a balcony-styled theater box one level up from the arena. He shooed away the scantily-clad women draped over him to stride down to Bones, a wide smile wreathing his face.

      Silk flowed from Ian’s collar in a style not poplar since both of them had been human. His ivory jacket was also inspired by the late seventeen hundreds, and his shoulder-length auburn hair was fuller from styling. He might have even put eyeliner around his turquoise eyes, too, or was it arrogance that made Ian’s gaze appear even brighter than normal?

      “I see you brought my package,” Ian said, the barest glance indicating Noah. “Max told me you swooped in and grabbed him.”

      Bones shrugged. “Never arrive to a party without a gift.”

      Ian laughed, and then beckoned to the trio of vampires that had trailed him. “Put that with the others, and show Crispin to a good seat,” he directed them. Then, he grinned at Bones. “You’ll enjoy the show. Until then, enjoy the refreshments.”

      With that, Ian walked away, and Bones was directed to a seat on the second level of the arena, not far from where Ian was. As soon as he sat, a human woman covered only in strategically-placed jewelry sauntered over.

      “O-negative,” she cooed, holding out her wrist.

      “No, thank you,” Bones said.

      His mobile vibrated. On our way, Charles’s text read.

      A knot inside him eased. Charles had inserted himself into the team that was picking Cat up. Not that he’d expect Ian’s men to harm Cat-as if she’d let them-but having his best mate there took away his last, niggling concern on that front.

      Now, to prepare for what came next.

      Bones sat back as if settling in for a boring evening, but in reality, he was measuring the power emanating from Ian’s other guests. He’d certainly invited enough of his people. This stadium had to seat a thousand, and it was filling up, but soon, Ian’s people weren’t the only ones here.

      When the first two dozen vampires that Bones had made came into the stadium, Ian waved at them. When the next two dozen came, he merely nodded. When the next two dozen came, he barely acknowledged them, and when the next two dozen came, he turned and stared at Bones while mouthing, what the fuck?

      Bones’s shrug said, What of it? It’s a party.

      Ian’s gaze narrowed. Displeasure sliced through their connection before Ian’s walls went up and Bones felt nothing. Then, Ian looked away with deliberate chilliness, but he said nothing as the hundred-plus vampires that Bones had made took their seats. With it, the power in the tented stadium changed. Ian might have more people, but Bones had quality over quantity, and he’d also personally trained all of his people to fight, which made them lethal as well as powerful.

      Bones’s skin suddenly tightened as invisible electrical currents crackled through the air. Ian vaulted to his feet as a tall vampire with waist-length black hair and golden bronze skin entered the stadium. The vampires around him immediately backed away, and Mencheres glided through them with all the regality of his ancient, royal lineage.

      Ian embraced his sire, speaking to Mencheres for a moment before ushering him personally to the seat behind his. Then, Ian snapped his fingers, and Mencheres was surrounded by servants bearing wine, delicacies, and of course, blood. When Ian finally walked away, he paused to throw a smirk at Bones.

      Bring anyone you want, that smirk said. I have Mencheres.

      That indeed would’ve been enough, except Ian didn’t know that Mencheres had decided to remain neutral when it came to Cat. Bones inclined his head at Mencheres, who responded with the subtlest nod. Now, to wait for the real guest of honor.

      Ten minutes before midnight, a helicopter circled the property. Then, the tented ceiling and walls rippled as it landed nearby. Ian’s shields slipped and Bones felt excitement crackle through their tie. At once, the stadium hushed as Ian’s people felt it, too. Then, his sire snapped his walls shut and arranged himself on his chair like a king.

      “Bring the Red Reaper in!” Ian commanded.

      The trio of vampires serving him rushed to obey. Moments later, they returned, holding open the twin doors that separated the tented hallway from the stadium.

      Cat strode into the stadium.
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      The hush that had fallen over the crowd turned into an eruption of murmurs. A strangled sound left Bones’s throat, too. Cat had dyed her hair back to its natural scarlet, the color as vivid as freshly spilled blood across her pearlescent skin. Her black dress was cut ballerina high, showing off her shapely legs while swaths of silk teased her thighs like feathers as she walked. The front was even more daring, with only two strips of silk hugging her breasts in vertical lines. If not for the double-sided tape, one wrong move would bare her breasts as completely as the halter bared her back, and high heels were her only other clothing.

      I’ll make sure she doesn’t have any sleeves, Ian had told Bones earlier. That’s where she keeps her knives.

      Anyone could now see that Cat had no knives, which is why Bones had picked out this dress and packed it with Cat’s spa supplies. Ian wouldn’t fret about concealed weapons while Cat was wearing this. She couldn’t hide a safety pin on it.

      Cat spotted Ian and glared up at him. “So you’re behind all this? Serves me right for not twisting that knife in your heart. Come on down here, and I’ll fix my oversight.”

      Ian only grinned. “Your prior, prissy pants suit didn’t begin to do you justice, Catherine. You are simply dazzling.”

      Cat made a rude noise. “Once and for all, my name is Cat. Now, I came for a reason, and it wasn’t to hear that you liked my dress. Where are my men, and what do you want? It must be a real doozy for you to track me down and blackmail me.”

      Ian threw a grin Bones’s way. “You can thank your old friend for helping me find you, Cat. I have a feeling you’ll remember him. Crispin, say hallo to your former protégée.”

      More murmurs broke out at “former protégée.” Then, hundreds of gazes landed on Bones, but he was only interested in one pair of eyes.

      “Hallo, luv,” Bones drawled. “Long time no taste.”

      Cat’s eyes widened when she saw him. She wasn’t the only one who’d changed her hair. He’d dyed his back to the platinum blond shade it had been when he first met her. He’d also cut it to its former short length, and he savored the smile that twitched her lips as she took that in plus his scarlet shirt-a nod to her “Red Reaper” moniker.

      Then, that twitch vanished and she scowled at him. “Bones, what an unexpected revulsion. I’d hoped you’d be dead by now. Still having that premature ejaculation problem?”

      Ian burst out laughing, as did many of the onlookers. Bones had told Cat to allude to their former sexual relationship to cement his claim on her, and she’d certainly done that.

      “Perhaps if your snoring hadn’t been so loud in the interims, I would have been able to concentrate properly,” he said with injured outrage.

      She only turned her back on him. “All right, Ian. Enough of this memory lane crap. I’m all decked out in my pretty dress, and it’s clearly a party, so what’s the occasion?”

      Ian stood, raising his voice for maximum effect. “Far and wide, I’ve told people that the avenging human called the Red Reaper is actually a vampire disguised behind a pounding heart and warm flesh. There isn’t another half-breed in the world, so put simply, I want you as one of my people, Cat. Since I don’t reckon you’ll be agreeable to that, I’ve taken four of your men hostage to ensure that you’re more…open-minded on the subject.”

      Cat crossed her arms, straining her barely-concealed breasts against the thin strips that covered them. “I’m guessing that being part of your people means I’d have to spend a lot of time with you, huh?”

      Ian’s gaze reluctantly dragged up from her breasts. “You would require supervising, after all.”

      “And if I refuse, you’ll kill my men?”

      Ian shrugged. “Not all of them. After one or two, I wager you’ll see that what I’m offering isn’t so repugnant.”

      Cat cocked her head. “You told people what I was, but I bet they had trouble believing you. Everyone does until they see it. Want me to give them a demonstration? I mean, you’ve got all these guests, but so far, they haven’t seen anything exciting.”

      Bones’s hands tightened into fists. No one around him noticed. They were too fixated on the spectacle below.

      When I told you to be prepared for anything, I didn’t mean to instigate it, Kitten!

      “What are you offering for a demonstration, my lovely Reaper?” Ian asked, clearly intrigued.

      “Bring out your strongest fighter,” Cat said. “I’ll beat ‘em with only what I’ve got on now.”

      She even spun in a circle, billowing the wisps of fabric around her thighs to reveal that the skimpy top of her dress was connected to the bottom like a risqué leotard.

      Ian’s grin was all too pleased as he watched. “And what do you want if you win?”

      Cat stopped spinning. “One of my men back unharmed, and I get to pick which one.”

      Ian’s gaze raked her. His sire wasn’t stupid, so he must realize that Cat had an advantage that wasn’t readily apparent. But Ian also knew that if he refused the challenge an unarmed, human-looking woman issued, he would appear weak.

      “Agreed,” Ian finally said.

      “Good, I’ll take Noah,” Cat said at once.

      Ian’s tone hardened. “You have to win first.”

      Bones stood. “Before this circus begins, I have an issue to settle with you, Ian. I would have skipped this event had you not commanded me to appear, and that is the rub. I wish to be under no one’s authority but my own, and it’s time. Release me.”

      Shock leaked through their tie as Ian’s shields slipped. Then, it was gone, and Ian’s expression turned to glass.

      “We’ll speak on this later, Crispin, when there aren’t so many distractions.”

      Bones waved at the crowd. “There’s no better time than now, with all present to observe tradition. I want nothing when I leave apart from what is mine by right-the vampires I’ve created, their possessions, and all my human property. I’ve waited long enough, Ian,” he added when his sire’s expression turned mutinous. “I’m not waiting any longer.”

      “And if I refuse?” Ian asked coldly. “Are you threatening to challenge me to win your freedom?”

      Bones didn’t blink. “Yes, but why the need? Our paths go back to our humanity, and we shouldn’t part with one of us dead out of mere stubbornness. Release me by your favor and not by a fight, for that is my wish.”

      With a pang, Bones realized it was still true despite all of tonight. Yes, he wanted to smash Ian’s face in for everything he was doing to Cat, but he didn’t want to kill him, and he should.

      Lucifer’s burning bollocks, had he actually come to love his smarmy sire? What rotten luck.

      The crowd was so silent Bones could hear every beat of Cat’s heart. Ian stared at him, his expression giving nothing away while his shields remained locked down. Bones stared back, not a muscle moving even when Ian withdrew a silver knife and came toward him.

      Was the duel about to begin?

      Ian went up to Bones, his turquoise gaze glinting green and his aura blasting out until Bones felt like sparks were beating against his skin. Ian’s knife was between them, blade out, its tip mere inches from Bones’s heart.

      “You disappoint me,” Ian hissed so low that Bones could barely hear him.

      Bones’s shoulders flexed; the closest he could come to a shrug with all his energy coiled and ready to strike. “Not everything is about you, Ian.”

      His sire let out a derisive grunt, but then the green left his gaze, and he flipped his knife inward.

      “Go, then, and be Master of your own line,” Ian said in a newly loud voice. “Subject to none but yourself and the laws that govern all of Cain’s children. I, Ian, release you.”

      Bones had to fight to keep his walls up so the vampires he’d made didn’t feel the relief gushing through him. Ian didn’t know it, but with these ancient, ceremonial words, he’d just released Cat, too.

      “You all bear witness,” Bones called out.

      Nods and calls of “we do” completed the ritual.

      Bones held out his hand.

      Ian shook it with a sardonic smile. “We’ve been together a long time, Crispin. It will feel odd not having you as one of my people. What are your plans now?”

      “The same as any new Master,” Bones replied. “Protecting those who belong to me at all costs.”

      Ian rolled his eyes. “So dramatic. Well, you’re under no further obligation to stay, so will you be leaving? Or will you wait to see if your former protégée wins her challenge?”

      Bones looked at Cat, who silently watched this exchange. When his eyes met hers, he couldn’t stop his smile, so he looked away before his scent betrayed him, too.

      “Oh, I wouldn’t miss this for the world.”

      Bones hadn’t known that Cat would bargain for one of her men by offering a duel, but no matter. He’d been the strongest vampire in Ian’s line, so now, any challenger Ian picked would be weaker than Bones, and thus very, very beatable for Cat.

      “I wager she wins, too,” Bones went on. “Unless she’s forgotten everything I taught her.”

      “I rather doubt that,” Ian said, rubbing his chest as if in memory of Cat’s knife piercing it.

      “What are the rules for this fight?” Cat called out, switching everyone’s attention back to her. “Are you judging the winner by who’s first to be pinned and helpless?”

      Ian laughed as he left Bones and returned to his seat. “No, poppet. You’ll only win if you kill your opponent. Now, your opponent can’t kill you, but he can deliver you to me in any state he likes, and once he does that, you’re mine.”

      Cat only smiled, and released the emerald glow in her gaze.

      Hundreds of voices erupted at once. Many vampires leapt up in shock, too. Bones watched in sympathy. Yes, it truly was staggering to see a vampire’s eyes on a human. Bones had almost tripped over his own feet when he first saw Cat’s eyes glow.

      “Bring on your best, Ian,” Cat said above the melee.

      Ian smirked. “Don’t you want your lover to wish you luck first?” he asked, and pointed up.

      Cat’s gaze went to the peak of the domed tent…and stared.

      Noah stared back from his suspended cage. He didn’t speak, and he wasn’t afraid, per Bones’s earlier directives, but revulsion filled Noah’s face as he gazed at Cat’s inhuman eyes.

      Cat shuddered and looked away.

      Ian’s smirk widened. He thought her reaction was fear at seeing Noah captured, but Bones knew better. She’d dated Noah because he was everything her mum wanted her to be, which meant Noah was horrified by everything Cat was, now that he knew it.

      “Grendel!” Ian sang out.

      Bones stiffened. He knew that name, and it did not belong to a vampire in Ian’s line.

      “How would you like to deliver the half-breed to me?” Ian continued in that same merry tone.

      A laugh boomed out from the far side of the stadium before a giant ghoul came into view.

      Bones’s jaw tightened. This wouldn’t do.
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      Cat’s mouth dropped as her gaze swept over the ghoul, which took several moments because Grendel was nearly seven feet tall and about half that size in width. He only wore trousers, and he’d oiled his massive upper body until his olive-toned skin gleamed under the lights. When Grendel jumped into the arena, Cat muttered “Aw, shit,” at the ghoul’s lithe grace, which was very at odds with his lumbering size.

      Ian barely stifled his laugh. “This is Grendel, the ghoul nation’s most famous mercenary. He’s almost six hundred years old and a former stradioti of the Venetian armies. Grendel used to be paid according to the number of heads he lopped off in battle, and that, my dear poppet, was just when he was human.”

      All true, and that didn’t include the far more gruesome reputation Grendel had earned after he’d become a ghoul.

      Cat glanced down at her shoes with a rueful shake of her head that only Bones understood. They looked like normal stilettos, but the long, thin heels were actually silver coated in black paint. Cat hadn’t arrived weaponless after all, but her silver heels were now useless. Only decapitation killed ghouls.

      Bones raised a brow when Cat glanced his way next. She didn’t have to do this. He was now head of his own line, free to take his people and his “property” with him. Cat knew that. All she had to do was say the word, and this charade ended.

      Cat looked away to give Grendel another calculating glance. Then, she looked up at Noah.

      We have Ian’s men to bargain with him for, Bones silently argued. You can get Noah back that way!

      “Don’t bash her about too badly, Grendel,” Ian said with taunting satisfaction. “I have plans for her.”

      Grendel’s laugh boomed out again, darker this time. “She’ll be alive. Anything else is up to you to heal.”

      Fuck this.

      Bones started to stand.

      Cat’s gaze landed on him like a physical weight. Don’t, it said as she cracked her knuckles. I’ve got this.

      Unarmed against a ghoul nearly twice her height and five times her weight? How? She couldn’t berate Grendel’s head off!

      As if to echo his thoughts, Grendel said, “To show that I have no fear of you, I will let you strike the first blow without defending myself.”

      “I’m not giving you the same courtesy,” Cat replied instantly.

      Grendel’s smile was chilling. “I would hope not. Then my fun would end too soon.”

      Cat smiled back-and flung herself feet-first at Grendel. Her silver heels speared the ghoul’s throat and she scissored her legs outward with blurring speed.

      Yes! By God, that might take his head off-

      Bones’s jubilation died as Grendel’s head stayed above his shoulders. Much of his neck didn’t, though, and thick globs of flesh hit the floor the same time that Cat and Grendel did. She landed box-first onto Grendel’s face before leaping off as if scalded.

      Ian’s laughter filled the shocked silence. “You didn’t use that battle tactic against me when we fought, Cat. I daresay I feel cheated.”

      Cat busied herself with kicking the gore from her heels while Grendel rose with ominous slowness.

      “You will pay with pain for that,” he rasped through the large, healing tears in his throat.

      “It wasn’t good for me, either,” Cat muttered.

      Grendel’s reply was a lightning-fast punch that catapulted Cat into the stands behind her. Bones’s knuckles whitened on his chair as the vampires she landed on immediately threw her back into the arena. Cat rolled to avoid Grendel’s kick, which meant she wasn’t seriously injured, but the miss angered the ghoul. He tried to squash her with his huge body next, but she leapt out of the way, cursing under her newly jagged breath.

      Cat attempted to regroup, but Grendel’s fist shot out with more breathtaking speed. Bones winced as her collarbone caved. Another blurring punch to the midsection lifted her off her feet, and blood spurted from her mouth. Bones was nearly out of his seat when she managed to dart away from another rib-breaking blow, but then Cat caught a punch to her back that took her legs out from under her. She landed face-first and tried to roll away, only to have Grendel yank her back and blast her ribs with another brutal blow. More blood bubbled past her lips as she clutched her torso and fought to breathe.

      Bloody hell, he couldn’t sit back and watch this!

      Bones was about fly into the arena to stop Grendel when the ghoul backed away from Cat of his own accord.

      “This was the feared Red Reaper?” Grendel roared before breaking into a contemptuous laugh. “This?”

      The crowd applauded. Cat stared at Grendel through a veil of blood and hair, and somehow pushed herself into a crouch.

      “Pussy,” she ground out.

      Bones had seen that look in her eye before. She was incandescent with rage, and rage had always given her strength.

      Grendel’s laughter instantly ceased. He turned back to her, raising his meaty fist.

      Cat rushed forward, still in a crouch. Her open mouth landed squarely in the ghoul’s groin. From Grendel’s instant, high-pitched shriek, she’d bitten down for all she was worth.

      Grendel hunched and tried to knock her away from his groin, but Cat moved with a speed Bones hadn’t believed her capable of in her condition. She was on Grendel’s back and shoving her fingers deep into both his eyes in the next instant.

      Grendel screamed, windmilling his arms trying to grab her. Cat leapt off and kicked the ghoul’s legs out from under him. When he hit his knees, she rocketed toward him and grabbed his head, yanking it to the left with all her momentum.

      The ghoul’s neck snapped with a sound that shushed every voice in the stadium.

      Cat gripped Grendel’s head tighter and sprang off the floor as if it were a trampoline. For a second, all Bones could see was her legs as she fell backward after she landed…but then Grendel’s body pitched forward, and Cat sat up with the ghoul’s detached head still gripped to her torso.

      “You forgot…to kick me…when I was down,” she gasped out.

      Relief flooded him. She hadn’t needed to do any of that, but by God, she’d done it, and no one here would forget it. Certainly not Ian, whose face reflected sheer disbelief.

      “Lower…the cage,” Cat got out next.

      Ian gave a curt nod to one of his flunkies. Noah’s cage began rattling as it was lowered. By the time it reached the ground, Cat was on her feet. One of Ian’s vampires let Noah out, and he looked at Grendel’s head and screamed.

      Bones sighed. He’d told Noah not to talk, but he’d neglected to tell him not to do that.

      “Someone shut him up,” Ian snapped.

      Charles jumped into the arena. One flash of his gaze later, and Noah was silent. Charles then took Noah’s arm and led him out of the stadium.

      Ian stood and began to applaud. “Well done, Red Reaper. No one will scoff at that name for you now. You’ve proven to be resourceful, strong, and ruthless. Congratulations, you’ve won one of your men back. However, I still have three more. How much are their lives worth to you? Swear your loyalty and join my line, and I’ll let them go. Come now,” he added as Cat’s expression hardened. “It will hardly be unpleasant. In fact, there any many perks, as you’ll soon discover.”

      Before Cat could suggest another duel, Bones stood. “I’ve seen enough, Ian. I’m leaving.”

      “But this is the best part,” Ian said with a wink at Cat.

      She held up her middle finger.

      Ian only laughed. “Now you’re reading my mind, poppet.”

      Bones descended the aisle. As soon as he did, his people began to leave, too. Cat stared at the scores of vampires, her eyes widening. Wait until she found out that this was hardly his entire line. These were only the first-generation vampires that could make it here on such short notice.

      “I bid you good night, Ian,” Bones said, and then paused once he reached the level just above the arena. “Though I think I’ll pay my respects to your guest of honor before I leave.”

      Ian laughed. “Be careful, Crispin. You might end up headless next to Grendel.”

      Bones flashed a grin at Ian as he jumped down into the arena. “I always did like to live dangerously.”

      Cat straightened as much as her broken ribs allowed. Her breathing was better, though, which meant the blood he’d given her last night was accelerating her healing. It hadn’t finished the job, though. She’d need more for that.

      “Congratulations on a magnificent display of unsportsmanlike conduct,” Bones said while a smile tugged at his lips. “What a dirty fighter you are. Someone really skilled must have trained you.”

      Her laughter was genuine, albeit with a distinct wheeze from her injuries. “Yeah. An arrogant bastard.”

      Bones wagged a finger at her. “You know what they say about sticks and stones, luv. Come now, how’s about a farewell kiss for old time’s sake?”

      Her brow arched. “Want a kiss? Come and get it.”

      “She’s biting him for certain,” Ian said with a laugh.

      Bones ignored that and came toward Cat. Then, as he’d longed to do all night, he took her in his arms. Her mouth met his halfway, and she moaned as she sucked the blood off his tongue after he sliced it open with a fang.

      “What in the literal hell?” Ian shouted. “That’s enough, Crispin! Cat is mine, so remove your hands and get out!”

      Bones stopped kissing her, but he didn’t let her go. “’Fraid I have to refuse, Ian. I like my hands where they are.”

      Shock scalded Bones as Ian’s walls dropped and he felt his sire’s emotions. Then, those walls snapped shut, and Ian jumped into the arena.

      “Have you gone mad, Crispin? You dare to antagonize me over a woman you barely tolerate, and haven’t even seen in years? That’s hardly the behavior a new leader shows his people, unless this is your excuse to start a war with me?”

      “I’m not trying to start a war,” Bones said with complete honesty. “But if you start one, I’ll finish it. It’s very simple, Ian. I won’t let you force her to do anything against her will, but if she fancies you, I’ll walk away. So, luv,” he tilted Cat’s face up. “Who would you rather be with? Me or Ian?”

      She smiled. “You.” Then she turned to Ian. “Sorry, but you’re not my type. Plus, kidnapping my friends to try to make me become your latest arm trophy? Not cool.”

      Rage darkened Ian’s face before he flashed a truly cold smile. “You remember slaughtering my friend Magnus, Cat? You’ve just decided that same fate for one of your mates.”

      With that, Ian pulled out his mobile and dialed.

      Cat only watched, a half smile on her face.

      “If you step away from Crispin right now, I might let you persuade me not to kill anyone,” Ian said as the line rang. “But you’d need to come up with a damn enticing offer. Otherwise, it’s the luck of the draw as to who my men execute-”

      “Francois’s phone,” Tate answered on the third ring.

      “Put Francois on the line,” Ian said brusquely.

      “Hi, buddy,” Cat called out in a loud voice. “That’s Ian you’re talking to. Tell him the good news.”

      Tate laughed. “Oh, hi, Ian! Francois can’t come to the phone. He’s tied up with a silver stake in his heart.”

      Rage blasted from Ian in a wave that nearly made Bones back up a step. Then, Ian met Bones’s eyes. Seeing the knowledge of his betrayal reflected in his sire’s gaze hurt more than Bones had expected it to.

      “See, Ian, you don’t have any of my men hostage,” Cat said in a smug tone. “But I have several of yours.”
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      “You. Betrayed. Me.”

      Ian bit out each word while more of his rage blasted into Bones. Ian snapped his shields shut an instant later, but not before Bones felt the pain beneath that rage. He hated being the cause of it, but Ian had brought this on himself with his ruthless, vainglorious attempt to “acquire” Cat.

      Bones stared back. “I did what was necessary to ensure that you didn’t force Cat into making a decision she’d regret. This isn’t the eighteenth century, Ian. Manipulating women into bed is no longer fashionable.”

      “If you want your boys back, you’ll agree to leave me and my friends alone,” Cat said, her tone hardening. “I haven’t killed any of your men yet, and I’ll return them all to you unharmed, as long as I have your word that you won’t bother me or mine again. What’s it gonna be, Ian? Your ego, or your men?”

      Ian’s mouth narrowed as he looked from Bones to Cat to the thousand-plus crowd watching them. Then, his gaze returned to Bones…and filled with the promise of bloody revenge.

      Bones inclined his head in the barest nod. Yes, there would be a reckoning for this. He’d always known that.

      Ian looked away as if Bones were now beneath his notice.

      “Well done, Red Reaper,” he said with a lot more sarcasm than he had before. “Once more, I underestimated you, and once more, you made me regret it. Very well, we have an accord. In exchange for my men’s safe return, I vow to leave you and yours alone, so you and they are free to go.”

      Relief had barely settled in when Cat said, “Not so fast, Ian. There’s one more issue we need to settle first.”

      “What are you doing?” Bones gritted out. They’d already won! There was no further “issue.”

      Cat acted as if she couldn’t hear him. “Vampires have the right to challenge their sires to a duel. So, I challenge my father, Max. Bring him out. I’m claiming my right to duel him-”

      “Bloody hell, Kitten!” Bones shouted.

      Ian’s laugh preceded a wave of vicious satisfaction that coated Bones like poison as his sire reopened their tie. Soon, Ian was wiping mirth-induced pink tears from his eyes, too.

      Bones could barely process his own rage-infused disbelief, let alone Ian’s emotions. She had really done it this time.

      “What’s so funny?” Cat asked sharply.

      “Did everyone hear that?” Ian replied, ignoring her as he addressed the crowd.

      Affirmative responses sounded at once.

      “You should have talked to me about this,” Bones hissed.

      “You would have told me to wait,” Cat shot back.

      Ian burst into fresh laughter. “Indeed he would have, Cat! You see, you just acknowledged that you consider yourself to be a vampire. You know what that means, Crispin,” Ian added, allowing another wave of cruel amusement to wash over Bones before Ian shut him out of his emotions. “Everyone else here does, too. As a vampire, Cat, you are now therefore mine, so Crispin, I’ll thank you to get away from one of my people.”

      “I challenged Max, not you,” Cat sputtered. “So Max has to accept that challenge, and if I kill him, then I’m my own damn vampire, and no one else’s!”

      Bones fisted his hands. It was that, or he’d shake her until he finally knocked better communication skills into her.

      “Oh, poppet, you’ve got a few things very wrong.” Ian was still chuckling. “You could indeed challenge Max for your freedom if he were head of his own line. But he’s not. Max is still under my rule, and as a brand-new member of my line, you can’t challenge me for a year. That law was made to prevent rash baby vampires from taking on more than they could handle.”

      All of which Bones would have told her, had she only shared her plans with him. But no. She’d been blinded by her need for revenge against Max, just as he’d feared.

      “As it turned out, I didn’t even need to kidnap your men,” Ian went on brightly. “You just delivered yourself into my hands, and you’ve got three hundred and sixty five more days before you can issue me that same challenge. I wonder what we’ll do to fill the time?” he added with an insinuating grin.

      “But I’m already Bones’s,” Cat protested, waving in his direction. “He’s bitten me and done things in bed with me that are probably illegal in few states!”

      Ian’s smile was luxuriant. “Lineage supersedes property, my dear Reaper. So, while Crispin will doubtless have fond memories of you…memories are all he’ll have.”

      Ian gave Bones a single, triumphant glance before oiling him with more runoff emotions from his unexpected victory.

      Rage burned through Bones, deadly and purposeful. I’ll see you dead before you lay one finger on her, war be damned!

      He was about to murder Ian when his prior words whispered across his mind, followed by the cooling embrace of his ice.

      There is always another way…

      There was, actually. One.

      “I beg to differ, Ian,” Bones said with his newfound, glacial calm. “Yes, lineage does supersede property, but you have no claim over her if she’s my wife.”

      Ian’s shock was mirrored by Cat’s, although Ian was the first to speak. “But she isn’t.”

      Time to fix that.

      Bones withdrew a silver knife and slashed it across his palm. Then, he grasped Cat’s hand, his blood seeping out between their joined fingers. “By my blood, you are my wife.”

      She stared at him in disbelief.

      A sardonic smile hid his sudden nervousness. “Yes, I rather envisioned something more romantic for a proposal, too, but circumstances don’t allow for that.”

      She drew in a breath to speak, but Ian cut her off.

      “You must be mad, Crispin!” he shouted, and yanked out his own knife, raising it to strike.

      Bones raised his, pushing Cat behind him, when power blasted out and froze him into place.

      “Do not move,” a familiar voice ordered.

      Bones couldn’t. Neither could Ian, from how he was still in that same half-lunge. Mencheres’s telekinesis didn’t just mean that he could move objects or people. He could freeze them, too.

      Bones inclined his head as Mencheres came down the aisle toward them. It was all he was capable of since the rest of him was still immobilized.

      “Mencheres, am I correct in my assertion about Cat?” Bones asked.

      “In all ways but one,” Mencheres replied with a tinge of amusement. Then, he released Bones from his invisible grip.

      Ian’s gaze flashed green as he straightened, revealing he, too, had been set free. But that didn’t make Ian any happier. “You have ever taken Crispin’s side over mine, Mencheres!”

      “Not this again,” Bones muttered. As usual, Ian’s ego was turning everything into a contest.

      Mencheres gave Ian a look of fatherly exasperation. “It is not a matter of sides. Bones is right in all ways but one. Cat has not yet claimed him as her husband.”

      “And you don’t know what that means, Cat,” Ian instantly said. “Divorce is as common as breathing for humans, but if you agree to a vampire marriage, you’d be bound to Crispin for the rest of your life. No changing your mind, no release, until one of you is truly dead. If you even shagged anyone else,” Ian’s voice rose with horror, “Crispin would have the right to kill that person without retribution in the vampire world.”

      Cat’s brows went up, either at the accurate description of a vampire marriage, or Ian’s tangible revulsion over the thought of only shagging one person for the rest of his life.

      Mencheres gave a bleak smile, reminding Bones that he well knew the darker side of this vow. “That is correct, Cat. Once declared, this can never be retracted.”

      Cat looked at Bones, her expressive face unusually closed off. Only her eyes hinted at her emotions, and those storm-cloud depths swirled with growing intensity as she held out her hand.

      Bones gave her the knife. Anticipation made him unable to speak as she poised the blade over her upturned palm.

      “Don’t you want to meet your father?” Ian loudly asked.

      Cat’s head whipped in Ian’s direction. Then, she lowered the knife as if she’d forgotten why she’d accepted it.

      Ashes filled Bones, bitter and burning. Of course she couldn’t resist this, and he’d known it! He should have killed Max when he had the chance.

      Ian’s slow smile as he saw Cat’s reaction was salt in the wound. “I’ll make a new bargain with you, Cat. You can still leave here tonight with all my previous assurances that I won’t trouble you or your men again. Furthermore, I’ll give you Max, to do with what you will. All I require in return is that you refuse this offer and part company with Crispin forever.”

      Ian’s gaze gleamed as he said that last part. Then, he glanced at Bones, savoring the flinch that Bones couldn’t hold back. Bloody hell, this was all his nightmares all at once.

      “Your word on it, Cat,” Ian drew out.

      She said nothing, but her hand tightened on the blade Bones had given her. Was she about to forsake him in a blood oath to Ian? Or was she still considering Bones’s proposal?

      Ian didn’t wait to find out. “Maximillian, come out!”

      The double doors to the hallway opened, and a grim-faced Max walked into the stadium.

      Cat stared at her father as Max approached. Her gasp was short and harsh while her heartbeat sped up like the crescendo of a drum cadence right before an execution.

      Max stopped once he reached the arena’s edge, not looking at Cat, and not coming any closer.

      Cat pulled her hand from Bones’s grasp to close the last few feet between her and her father. She stopped when she was only a foot away, but she still didn’t speak. Neither did Max, although he glanced at her for the briefest moment before looking over her shoulder at Ian.

      Ian didn’t bother to look at Max. He was watching Cat with the satisfaction of a feline with a longed-for mouse trapped beneath his paw. Then, he turned to Bones.

      You lose, he mouthed with malevolent glee.

      The blood drying on his now-healed palm seemed to echo that sentiment. So did the fact that Cat hadn’t even glanced at him since Ian said Max’s name. All her attention was on the silent, redheaded man whose features were an eerie mirror of her own.

      “Do you know what I promised myself when my mother told me what I was, and how it happened?” Cat whispered to Max.

      Bones did, and it was playing out before him as the coldest laugh left Cat when Max flinched as her fingers grazed him.

      “Oh, Max,” she said in a chiding tone. “I can feel your power level, and it’s not that high. I’m much stronger than you, but you already knew that, didn’t you? It’s why you hired someone to blow my head off so I couldn’t get to you first.”

      Ian’s brows went up. When Max didn’t deny it, Ian glanced at Cat, and then at Bones for confirmation.

      Bones didn’t respond. Neither did Cat. She was too busy circling her father like a shark narrowing in on its prey. Rage scorched her scent as if she’d set fire to that honey-and-cream mixture, and green pinpoints sparkled in her gaze.

      “Do you have any idea how long I’ve been waiting to kill you?” she suddenly snarled at Max.

      Her father didn’t speak, but from his expression, he expected that death blow any second.

      “I first heard about you on my sixteenth birthday,” Cat went on. “Sweet sixteen, and what did I get? The truth about my nightmare heritage. So that day, I swore that you’d pay with your life for raping my mother. Did you hear what Ian just offered me? Your ass, with all the other parts attached!”

      Emerald overtook all the gray in Cat’s eyes as she screamed that last part at Max. He still didn’t speak, but fear turned his scent to rotted sandalwood.

      “Come on, Max, whatcha think?” she taunted him, her glowing eyes now shining with furious tears. “I mean, what a gift, right? Who could say no to that, especially since I’ve wanted to kill you more than I’ve wanted anything in my whole twisted, abnormal, dysfunctional life!”

      Bones closed his eyes. There it was, spoken for all to hear. Between revenge on Max or her love for him, vengeance won. On an objective level, Bones could even understand, but his feelings had no objectivity. They seethed with endless pain.

      He opened his eyes to see Cat raise the knife he’d given her. It was still smeared with his blood from his unreciprocated vow, and now, it was aimed at Max’s heart.

      Max braced, but he didn’t beg her to stop. Not that it would have mattered. She’d made her choice.

      Laughter suddenly exploded out of Cat, so ragged it resembled grinding metal instead of a sound that a person made.

      “You’re a worthless piece of shit, Max,” she said with more of that terrible laughter. “But you’re also about to do the first, last, and only thing you’ve ever done for me as a father, because there’s someone who means more to me than even killing you. So, congratulations, scum”-she lowered the knife and strode over to Bones-“you just gave away the bride.”

      Shock froze him more than Mencheres’s power had. Was he imagining this, or was Cat actually raking that blade across her palm and clasping his hand?

      “By my blood, you are my husband,” she said in a loud, clear voice. Then, it lowered. “Is that what I’m supposed to say? Did I do it right-?”

      His kiss cut her off. Then, his embrace lifted her off her feet, and despite his still being on the ground, Bones felt like he was flying.
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      He could have kissed Cat for the rest of the night, but Ian’s power began stinging him like a swarm of rabid hornets. His sire was nearly insane with rage. Best to leave now, before Ian’s emotions obliterated his crumbling control.

      Bones dragged his mouth from Cat’s, savoring the disappointed sound she made. He was about to speak when Max’s voice cut through the silence.

      “If at first you don’t succeed, try, try again,” Max said in his first words of the night. “Do you believe that, little girl? I do, and you and I will have our day, mark my words.”

      Cat stiffened, but Bones smiled with all the lethal ice filling him.

      “Is he threatening her, Ian? You should remind Max that anyone who comes after my wife-or anyone belonging to her, such as her mum or her uncle-declares war on me as well. Unless war is your position, Ian? Does Max speak for you?”

      Nothing enraged Ian more than being usurped, as the look he gave Max proved. “No, Max does not speak for me, and he has nothing else to say on the matter. Do you, Max?”

      “I do not,” Max replied. Then, his tone went from obedient to taunting. “But I do have something to say about her mother.”

      The acrid scent of rage exploded from Cat’s pores.

      “You’ve been misinformed,” Max went on with open satisfaction. “I fucked her, oh yes. But I didn’t rape her.”

      Bones hardened his arms, caging Cat. If he hadn’t, she would have hurled herself at Max right then.

      Ian smirked as he saw it. “You gave up your chance to kill him, Cat, and Crispin’s threat works both ways. Max is mine and under my protection, so a strike against him is a strike against me, and war will follow.”

      Cat stopped straining against him. Then, she took a deep breath that Bones felt as well as heard.

      “You’ve probably raped so many women that you don’t even remember my mother,” she growled to Max.

      He smiled nastily at her. “You never forget your first, and she was my first as a vampire. Beautiful brunette, big blue eyes, and nice round tits. We fucked in the backseat of my car, and the only time she objected was when she opened her eyes, saw mine glowing green, and finally noticed my fangs.”

      Bones tightened his arms again. Cat was barely breathing, but her heartbeat hammered as if she was running full out, and she smelled like a burned-down building.

      Max scented her rage, and his smile widened. “When she saw that, she started screaming and bawling, and calling me a hell spawn. It was so funny I didn’t deny it. In fact, I told her she was right and I was a demon. That all vampires were; and she’d just let herself get fucked by one. Then, I drank her blood until she stopped screaming and passed out, and that, little girl, is what really happened between your mother and me.”

      “Liar,” Cat ground out.

      Now Max’s smile showed all his teeth. “Ask her.”

      Cat said nothing, but from how her expression twisted, she wasn’t sure what to believe anymore.

      “Remember her mum that distinctly, do you?” Bones asked.

      “Didn’t I just prove that?” Max sneered.

      Bones’s brow arched. “What was her name, then?”

      Max actually took a step toward him. “Justina Crawfield. Going to ask what color panties she wore next?”

      Bones smiled with all the coldness in him. “When Ian figured out you were Cat’s father, I wager he mentioned that Cat wanted you dead. Scared the stones off you to realize that someone strong enough to get the drop on Ian was coming after you, didn’t it? And you remembered Cat’s mum-clearly, as you’ve proven-so it would have been simplicity itself to look up the name of the child Justina had given birth to.”

      Cat gave him a questioning glance. She was so upset that she hadn’t figured it out yet, but as soon as Max had bragged about Justina, Bones had.

      “You gave that information to a hitman named Lazarus, didn’t you?” Bones said with silky menace.

      Max took a step back. Rapidly.

      Ian saw it and nailed Max with a glare that dared him to move another inch.

      “You had Lazarus murder that couple in Cat’s former house to draw her out,” Bones went on. “Yet even when she walked into his trap, Lazarus couldn’t kill Cat. That must have really scared you, so you went after Cat through the only source you still had. Your brother. You knew he must have sent Cat after Ian, so you dug around until you found a mole in his operation. Then, you had that mole give another hitman Cat’s location and weaknesses. A good plan, but I’m here to inform you that your rodent and his accomplice have been exterminated.”

      “You prick!” Cat shouted. She’d known her father was behind the sniper, but now, she knew he was behind Lazarus, too. No wonder that hadn’t been an open contract. Max had wanted to keep his death warrant on Cat nice and private.

      Ian had turned to stone. “What is this, Crispin?”

      Bones gave a glib shrug even though he felt anything but. “In short, Ian, Max found Cat before you or I did, but he kept that information to himself so he could go behind your back and murder her in order to protect his own miserable arse. Not very loyal of him, was it?”

      Ian spared a single glare at Max before turning back to Bones. “You have any proof of this, Crispin? For obvious reasons, I don’t trust you any longer.”

      “I have bank records and transactions from Max’s most recent assassination attempt on Cat. Stupid sod used a personal account to pay her uncle’s informant,” Bones added with a scornful glance at Max. “If you look back, I reckon you’ll also find another large transfer of funds from one of Max’s other accounts back in February, when he hired Lazarus to murder her.”

      “Uh oh,” Cat said in a taunting tone. “Looks like you’re in trouble, Max.”

      From the rage nearly boiling off of Ian, that was true. He’d been publicly humiliated three times tonight, and Max was the only person he could take immediate revenge on.

      Then, Ian’s gaze landed on Bones. For a moment, pain flashed in Ian’s eyes before anger buried it again. Max wasn’t the only one who’d deal with repercussions from tonight. Bones would, too, sooner or later.

      But it didn’t matter. Whatever the cost, it was worth it.

      Ian’s turquoise gaze then went to Max, and turned diamond hard. Then, Ian jerked his thumb behind him.

      Max fell in line with a truly miserable expression.

      “Hey, Max,” Cat called out as the two of them started to leave the stadium. “Watch your back. You never know when someone might stick a knife in it.”

      Max paused, but he said nothing.

      Neither did Ian. He left through the tented hallway with Max following close behind him.

      Cat stared as the other vampires began leaving as well. “Wow, no one’s threatening to kill me.”

      Bones snorted. “Nor will they, Kitten. In the vampire world, you’re now legally an extension of me, and I am not known for taking threats lightly.”

      Charles came over, clapping Bones on the back with a wide grin. “Bloody hell, mate. You, a married man? Now I’ve truly seen everything!”

      Bones laughed and embraced him. Both of them held on longer than they usually did. Their estrangement had been difficult, but now, it was over. More than that, it was time to celebrate.

      Well, almost.

      “Charles,” Bones said when they finally let go. “Mind letting us borrow that helicopter you came in on?”
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      They flew the chopper back to Virginia, and then went back to the compound after freeing Ian’s men. Bones would have skipped briefing Don altogether except for the bombshell that Cat had unknowingly revealed yesterday. That couldn’t wait.

      Bones left Noah with Cat’s team, but had Tate, Juan, and Cooper accompany them to Don’s office. They didn’t question it, probably because they expected to give Don their report on the evening as well. When the five of them entered Don’s office, her uncle took one look at Cat and then quickly looked away.

      “Cat, would you like a lab coat or…something?”

      She glanced down as if just remembering that she was still in her evening attire, such as it was.

      Bones removed his jacket and draped it around her. “Here, luv, put this on before your uncle turns red. Best to do that, anyway, since I’m about to flog Juan for staring at your arse.”

      Cat gave Juan a censuring look.

      He only smiled. “You shouldn’t have walked in front of me with that dress on if you didn’t want me looking, querida.”

      Don cleared his throat. “You’re all here, so obviously the operation was a success. Cat, you gave instructions for Noah Rose to be transferred to a hospital? And to have his car wrecked and reports of a hit-and-run accident filed?”

      She sighed. “Yes. Bones will put your brainwashers out of a job, Don. All Noah will remember about tonight is a car wreck that he has to call his insurance company about in the morning.”

      Don nodded, but Tate gave Bones a newly suspicious look.

      “That’s a good point. How do we know that Bones hasn’t been fucking with our minds this entire time? Your decision to make him a part of this team could have been planted, Don!”

      Cat snorted, but Bones beat her to replying.

      “He knows it wasn’t. For starters, Don’s office is being recorded by a hacker-proof, battery-operated camera in the ceiling. I can hear it,” he answered Don before he could ask. “And while under normal circumstances, I could’ve made you believe you watched that footage when you didn’t, I can’t because you started tipping the red bottle as soon as you found out that your niece was shagging a vampire.”

      Cat gave him a confused look. So did her men.

      “He’s been drinking vampire blood to make himself immune to our mind control,” Bones elaborated. “Don’t bother denying it, old chap. I can smell it on you.”

      Don didn’t deny it, but irritation flashed over his face.

      “You will never trust me, will you, Don?” Cat said in exasperation. “As if I’d let Bones brainwash you that way.”

      “No, she wouldn’t, more’s the pity,” Bones murmured.

      Cat’s look said she didn’t appreciate that, but she ignored it. “Look, Don, I’m tired, so I’ll be brief. Max and Ian are still alive, but they won’t mess with any of us anymore. Under nosferatu law, Bones kind of…married me tonight.”

      “What?” Don and Tate exclaimed at the same time.

      Cat sighed. “It’s a blood vow thing, not a normal wedding ceremony, but it means anyone who messes with me or mine gets a piece of Bones, too, and no one seems to want that. Humanly speaking, I’m still single, but in the undead world, I’m married to Bones lock, stock, and two smoking barrels.” She paused, and went on with a catch in her voice. “I’m sorry I couldn’t give Max your best, Don, but I’ll get him one day. I promise.”

      Don looked at Cat for a long moment. Then, a smile ghosted his lips. “I did give Max my best, Cat. I sent him you.”

      Tears sparkled in her eyes. She immediately blinked them back and cleared her throat as if trying to dislodge something.

      “There is another matter we need to discuss,” Bones said.

      Cat shook off her sentimentality. “Okay, but can we make it fast? I’m about to fall asleep on my feet here.”

      This would certainly wake her up. “Yesterday, you told me that your friend drank vampire blood as he died. That’s a rather significant detail.”

      “Not really,” she said with a catch in her voice. “It sure didn’t save him or make him a vampire. Dave only got in a few swallows before he died. We buried him three days later, and believe me, he was dead dead.”

      “Quite so, as far as being a vampire or human.” Bones held her gaze. “But there is another species, isn’t there?”

      “He wasn’t a ghoul, either,” she said sharply.

      She still had so much to learn.

      “Ghouls and vampires are sister races, Kitten. You already know that a vampire is made when a human is bled to the point of death, and then drinks deeply of vampire blood. Making a ghoul isn’t that dissimilar. You first mortally wound a human, and then have the human drink vampire blood, but not enough to live. Then, a ghoul switches his heart with the human’s heart. Ghouls can survive having their heart’s ripped out,” he added at Don’s raised brows. “That’s why the only way to kill a ghoul is decapitation. After the hearts are switched, you pour vampire blood over the transplanted ghoul heart to activate it in the human. Thus, you have the birth of a new ghoul.”

      All of them stared at him. He was only interested in Cat’s reaction, though, and her eyes widened at the implication.

      “But Dave’s been dead for months,” she said, sounding dazed. “Planted in the ground after being pumped full of formaldehyde. You’re telling me it’s still possible to bring him back? Of course you are,” she answered before Bones could speak. “You wouldn’t bring this up otherwise. Oh, God. Oh, God.”

      “It is possible, but are you prepared for that?” Bones said in a quiet voice. “He’d still be your friend, with all his memories and personality traits except one. Ghouls mostly eat regular raw meat, but every so often, they have to vary their diet, and you know what I’m speaking of.”

      “Jesus,” Tate said under his breath.

      Bones ignored that. “Normally, I wouldn’t consider changing someone without their consent, but as Dave’s unavailable for comment, I’m asking all of you. What do you think he would choose? To remain dead in the ground, or to come out of it?”

      Complete silence as the five of them stared at each other.

      Finally, Don spoke. “Do we have to decide right now?”

      “Yes,” Bones said bluntly. “For starters, rejuvenation normally takes place at once, for obvious reasons. Each day Dave lingers in the ground decreases the chance of raising him. As it stands, it will take a great deal of power to accomplish it.”

      And Bones wasn’t entirely sure that he could do it. He’d raised a ghoul after two months in the ground, and he’d heard of someone doing it up to three months later, but three and a half? As Rodney had said, tricky.

      “Also, Rodney has offered to sire him, but he’s leaving town tomorrow,” Bones went on. “Rodney’s the head of his own line, so he’s not under my protection any longer, and he reckons Ian might take retribution on those he can get away with harming. If this is to be done, it has to be tonight.”

      Don began tugging at the end of his eyebrow. “If your friend is leaving, and we do this, will he take Dave with him?”

      “No, I can handle him,” Bones said. “Vampires have been foster parents to ghouls for millennia, and vice versa. As I said, sister races. After a few weeks of adjustment, you’d have Dave back better than new, as it were.”

      Tate started to pace. “What if we do this, and then Dave decides he’d rather be dead than undead? What then?”

      Cat’s face reflected the same question.

      Bones met her gaze squarely. “Then Dave would get his wish. I’ll have a sword at the grave just in case. It would be quick, and then Dave would return to the way he was.”

      Cat swallowed back a gag.

      Bones took her hand. “If all of you accepted him as a ghoul, he’d have a much better chance of accepting himself. But he would need your unprejudiced support,” he added with pointed glance at Don and Tate. Cooper and Juan were less biased, so he wasn’t worried about them.

      “Otherwise, this conversation ends now,” Bones said in a harder tone. “Being a ghoul wouldn’t change Dave as a person. It would only change his abilities. Does your friend mean more to you than your squeamishness over what he’d occasionally eat?”

      “Yes,” Juan said at once. “I say we wake Dave up and let him choose. I miss my friend. I don’t care what he eats.”

      Cooper shrugged. “I knew Dave the least so my opinion should count the least, but if Cat can handle being half a freak, couldn’t Dave handle being a whole one? Seems easier to me.”

      Two for two on his assessments. Bones looked at Tate next.

      Tate glared back at him. “You don’t give a shit what any of us think. You’re only offering this for her.”

      Bones snorted. “Absolutely. If it’s better for the rest of you as well? That’s just your luck.”

      “Yeah?” Tate flared. “Well, I say go for it, but I also think you can’t pull Dave out from under his headstone. If you can, then I’ll be sure to apologize.”

      Bones turned to Don because he already knew Cat’s answer. He’d known it before he offered this, but she had to know that her team would support Dave, too.

      “Well?” Bones said to Don.

      Her uncle gave Bones a flinty look. “I was never in the military, but I respect its saying: leave no soldier behind. We haven’t done that on any of our missions yet, and I’m not about to start now. So, bring him up.”

      Cat looked at Bones, her eyes shining from unshed tears. “Do it,” she said softly.

      Bones raised her hand and kissed it. Then, he looked back at Don. “I’m going to need several things, and I’ll need them all before nightfall.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            48

          

        

      

    

    
      Twelve hours later, Rodney looked around in disbelief. “Look at all this shit!”

      Yes, Don had gone overboard. Bones had only asked for a high-quality sword, several willing blood donors, a tray, and a meal suitable for a brand-new ghoul. In addition to that, Don had set up a large tent around Dave’s grave, with Cat’s entire team forming a perimeter around that. Don also had a hundred more soldiers cordoning off the entire cemetery, a full medical team nearby, and military choppers circling over the now-closed-off airspace above the cemetery.

      “We’re raising one ghoul, not starting a zombie apocalypse,” Rodney went on.

      Bones grunted. “Nearly the same thing to her boss.”

      Rodney shook his head, but then an impish grin curled his lips. “Now he’s your in-law, and he’s not even the scary one.”

      Bones chuckled at the zing to Justina. “You’re not wrong there, mate.”

      A new, cranking sound brought his attention to Dave’s grave. The crane finished lifting Dave’s coffin from the ground and deposited it next to the open hole in front of his headstone. Cat, Don, Tate, Juan, and Cooper drew closer as the seals were broken on the coffin.

      “Showtime,” Bones murmured, and held up three fingers.

      Three blood donor volunteers from Cat’s team came over. Bones drank two pints from each of them while the last of the coffin seals were broken, and the lid was finally opened.

      Cat made a strangled sound as she saw Dave’s face.

      The spotlights in the tent made Dave’s funerary makeup gleam like graffiti against his waxen skin. He might have been a handsome man when he was alive, but his features were now slack from decomposition, though the formaldehyde had helped slow that. Without it, Dave might have been too rotted to reanimate.

      Bones threw back the lower coffin lid himself. Then, he lifted Dave’s body out of it. When Bones stripped Dave’s suit off, baring his upper body to those unforgiving fluorescent lights, Cat gripped Tate’s hand, and Juan crossed himself while muttering the start of the rosary.

      Bones laid Dave’s body on the ground.

      Rodney knelt next to it, and then plunged his knife into Dave’s chest, cutting away Dave’s ribcage with brisk skill.

      “Jesus,” Tate muttered.

      Yes, making a ghoul was messy. That’s why Bones was already shirtless. Rodney took his shirt off, too, after Dave’s heart was exposed to the bright overhead lights.

      Then, Rodney gave Bones the knife and braced.

      Bones shoved the blade deep into Rodney’s chest, right beneath the ghoul’s ribcage. His other hand went into the bloody wound next, finding and squeezing Rodney’s heart. Several ruthless swipes later, and Bones was drawing that organ free.

      Several of Cat’s team vomited. From a hard thud, one of them might have fainted, too.

      “Sissies,” Rodney said with a pained laugh.

      Bones didn’t reply. The faster this was completed, the faster Rodney could heal. Bones placed Rodney’s extracted heart on the nearby tray. Then, he cut Dave’s heart out of his exposed chest cavity, and handed the organ to Rodney.

      The ghoul shoved it into his chest, his arm disappearing up to the elbow. More retching noises sounded from Cat’s team.

      Bones ignored that as he placed Rodney’s heart inside Dave’s exposed chest. Rodney’s body would automatically pull his new heart into place, but Bones had to line up all of Dave’s veins and arteries himself. When that was done, Bones held the bloody knife against his own neck and bent over Dave’s new heart.

      Time to activate it.

      Bones sliced into his neck until the knife grazed his spine.

      His blood poured over Dave’s transplanted heart. When it ebbed, Bones willed more of that red flow as well as his power into Dave.

      Rise, Bones silently urged Dave.

      Nothing. No flare of answering energy, and no signs of healing. Bugger. Both should have been instantaneous.

      Bones cut his neck again, willing out more power and blood. Still nothing. He sliced his neck a third time, forcing out more blood while simultaneously filling Dave with enough power to reanimate a dozen ghouls.

      Rise. Rise now!

      Dave remained as dead as the day Lazarus had killed him, and Bones had used up all his blood. Worse, his power now felt drained, too, all without a flicker of response from Dave.

      Rodney gave him a grim if sympathetic look. He’d also known that raising Dave might not be possible. Eleven weeks was the longest anyone had lingered in the ground before being raised. Dave had surpassed that marker by three weeks.

      “You tried,” Rodney said very softly.

      Bones glanced at Cat. Her face was very pale, but her eyes were fixed on Dave’s chest as if she could make his heart come alive from willpower alone. Then, Cat looked at him, and her gaze was so full of hope that fresh determination filled him.

      Cat trusted him to do this. Moreover, she hadn’t given up with Grendel even when she could barely breathe from pulverized organs, a fractured collarbone, and a shattered ribcage.

      Bones wouldn’t give up, either. Dave would walk out of this cemetery.

      Bones held up seven fingers since his throat was still healing from his latest deep gouge.

      “Move it,” Cat snapped when the blood volunteers hesitated.

      They came and took turns kneeling in front of Bones. He drank deeply from each of them, not worrying about how some staggered as they walked away. Don had bagged blood on hand to replenish these donors. That’s what the medical unit was for, but Bones needed fresh blood for its greater potency.

      When Bones felt nauseas from overfeeding, he bent over Dave’s body again. This time, when he cut his neck, he left the knife jammed into his jugular. Blood gushed out, but it was nothing compared to the power Bones hurled into Dave. Bones tore it from himself as if he were expelling deadly poisons instead of the very strength that marked him as a Master vampire.

      Rise, damn you! Rise!

      A faint pulse of energy came from Dave, no more than a spark, but it was something. Bones aimed more power at it, trying to fan that flicker while pushing more blood into Dave until it spilled out the sides of his chest.

      That’s it! Come on, rise!

      That spark became a flame, boomeranging power back into Bones. He channeled it right back into Dave, using the last of his strength to turn it into a circle that flowed between them. Soon, Dave’s essence was feeding on Bones’s power the same way that a new vampire fed from their sire’s neck, and Dave’s fingers and toes twitched.

      “Holy Christ,” Tate whispered.

      “Bones needs more blood,” Rodney snapped as Bones began to sag. He’d expelled too much power, but he couldn’t stop now. The flame of Dave’s life force needed more or it would flicker out.

      “Get six new donors,” Rodney shouted. “Now!”

      Bones barely heard Cat echo Rodney’s order. His hearing was fading from feeding every ounce of his power back into Dave. His vision had started to darken, too, until all he saw was shadows that melded into an approaching void of unconsciousness.

      Then, blood lit that void as Rodney shoved the first donor’s neck hard enough against Bones’s fangs that they pierced it without him biting down. Bones swallowed, strength whispering through him at the fresh blood. More swallows increased that strength, and Bones fed from the next donor without Rodney assisting him. By the time the sixth donor lurched away, Bones could see and hear again. Then, he coiled that newly replenished power within him before shoving it back into Dave.

      That flickering flame blazed into a fire.

      Cat dropped to her knees as Dave opened his eyes and turned toward her.

      Bones sagged back on his haunches, exhaustion claiming him.

      Rodney replaced the cut-away section of Dave’s ribcage back over his heart. Once he did, Bones forced himself to move again. Rodney couldn’t do this next part. Only he could.

      Bones rubbed more of his blood over Dave’s patchwork chest, willing it to heal. After a moment, it did. Then, Dave’s body began generating its own power as death lost its final grip on him. Soon, cracked skin became unblemished flesh and Dave’s body filled out as new muscle replaced its former decomposition.

      “Dave?” Cat’s voice broke as her friend slowly blinked at her and tried to speak. “Can you hear me?”

      A faint nod, and then a single word. “Cat…”

      She burst into tears. Juan did, too, as did Tate when he grabbed Dave’s hand and the formerly dead man squeezed back.

      “I don’t fucking believe it,” Tate whispered.

      Cat swiped at her tears, but she couldn’t stop smiling as she caressed Dave’s cheek. “Yeah, buddy, it’s me. I’m here.”

      “Did…the vampire…get away?” Dave rasped.

      Tate and Juan exchanged a shocked look, but understanding dawned on Cat’s face.

      “He thinks he’s back at the cave.”

      Of course he did. That was the last place Dave remembered. Bones would have warned her about that, if he wasn’t so exhausted that even sitting felt like too much activity.

      “What happened?” Dave’s voice was no longer a rasp. His color was better, too. He was nearly finished healing. “Am I in the hospital?” he asked with a glance at the bright lights and white tented walls around him.

      Then, he reared back when he saw Bones. “There’s another vampire here!”

      Tate’s laugh was harsh from tears. “We know. It’s okay.”

      “Okay?” Dave tried to get up.

      Cat held him down. “Don’t! Your chest is barely finished knitting back together!”

      “What…” Dave’s voice trailed off as he finally looked down and saw blood coating him as if he’d bathed in it. Then, Dave’s eyes really widened when he saw the coffin beside him, and just past that, the rectangular hole in the ground and the marker above it that bore his name and the date of his death.

      “What?” he said again, with anguish this time.

      Cat moved so close that he could see nothing except her.

      “Dave, listen to me. Don’t worry about the vampire. He won’t hurt you. Neither will the ghoul next to him. You…you weren’t hurt in that cave.” She paused, her voice breaking. “You were killed. Yes, that’s your grave, and that’s your coffin. It’s been three months since you died, but we…brought you back.”

      Dave stared at her for a long moment. Then, he smiled. “You’re trying to scare me because I broke formation. I knew you’d be mad, but I didn’t think you’d go this far-”

      “She’s not trying to scare you,” Tate interrupted. Fresh tears slid down his cheeks. “You died, Dave. We all saw it.”

      Dave’s gaze flew to Juan.

      Juan swallowed hard before pushing by Cat to hug Dave from behind. “Mi amigo, lo siento. It’s true. You were dead.”

      Dave looked around again, seeking anyone who would deny it. When no one did, he sagged against Juan.

      “But what…how…?”

      Cat got up and came over to Bones, touching him while she also laid a hand on Rodney’s shoulder.

      “We had a choice, Dave.” Her voice was thick from suppressed tears. “Now, you have to make one, too. These two brought you back, but your humanity is gone, and nothing can change that. You’re only with us now because…you’re a ghoul.”

      Horror and denial filled Dave’s features.

      “I’m so sorry!” Cat burst out. “So sorry for not warning you in time when that vampire ran out of the cave. He killed you, Dave, but you can continue on this way…undead.”

      Dave looked around more wildly this time. “This can’t be true!”

      Denial was a powerful emotion, but seeing was believing.

      “Look, mate, feel your neck,” Bones said. “You don’t have a pulse anymore. Or, take that knife and slice it across your hand. See what happens.”

      Dave felt his neck, waiting. When he felt nothing, he gasped, and then grabbed the knife and cut his arm. The red seam healed moments later, and Dave wailed a single word. “No!”

      Old memories knifed Bones. He’d screamed that, too, waking up over two centuries ago as an unwilling new vampire. No words could describe the shock, especially since Bones had awoken with a murdered man in his arms. He hadn’t even remembered killing him. The bloodlust had been so strong it erased everything else.

      Perhaps he’d made the wrong decision. Perhaps Cat and her mates hadn’t known what Dave truly wanted. He looked at the sword just past the open grave. It might be needed.

      Cat saw where he looked and ran over to grab Dave’s hands.

      “Let me tell you from experience that you can overcome an unexpected heritage, Dave. We are who we make ourselves to be, and you’re still you! Nothing can change that. You’ll still laugh, cry, do your job, lose at poker…” Tears choked her before she forced them back and went on in a stronger voice. “We all love you, Dave, and there is so much more to you than your former heartbeat. So much more.”

      Dave wept, too, looking shocked when the tears came out pink instead of clear. Juan hugged him tighter, and Cat and Tate embraced him, too, until he was surrounded on all sides.

      This couldn’t be more different from how he’d spent his first undead moments. Once more, Ian’s annoyed expression flashed across Bones’s mind. “Quit weeping, Crispin! You’re a vampire now, and all new vampires kill. You’ll control yourself enough to stop in a few days. Besides, this bloke was an arsehole, so you did the world a favor…”

      Rodney nudged Bones’s shoulder, the simple gesture chasing away those dark memories.

      “Give him a minute,” Rodney said softly. “He’ll be okay.”

      “I don’t feel dead,” Dave was whispering. “I remember hearing you scream, Cat, and seeing your face…but I don’t remember dying! How can I not remember that? And how am I supposed to go on if I’m dead?”

      “You’re not dead,” Tate said with a vehemence Bones hadn’t expected of him. “Dead is stuffed inside that box. That’s not you anymore, but you are my friend. Always will be, no matter what the fuck you eat.”

      “Well, well,” Rodney said softly.

      Bones was surprised, too. He hadn’t expected Tate to accept Dave this unconditionally. Perhaps he’d judged him too harshly.

      “I didn’t believe that pale prick when he said he could wake you up,” Tate went on.

      Bones’s lips curled. There was the bloke he detested.

      “But you’re here,” Tate continued. “So, don’t you dare even think of covering yourself back up with that dirt. I need you, buddy. It’s been hell without you.”

      “It’s true,” Juan said, sniffing. “You can’t leave me. Tate’s too boring, and Cooper only wants to train.”

      Dave let out a dry laugh that caught when he realized that he’d done it. Then, he touched his mouth with surprise.

      Yes, you can laugh, Bones thought. You can do everything you could do before, save for breathing and dying so easily.

      Dave’s hand slowly lowered. “What’s been going on that you have a vampire and a ghoul raising the dead for you?”

      Cat took his hand. “Come with us, and we’ll tell you all of it. You’ll be all right, Dave. I promise you. You used to trust me before, will you please, please trust me now?”

      Her gaze begged him more than her words. Bones couldn’t have refused her anything if she looked at him that way. From his expression, Dave was swayed by it, too.

      “Come on, amigo,” Juan urged him.

      “We’re all here for you, man,” Tate said.

      Dave looked at all of them before he stared at his headstone. Then, a brittle smile edged his mouth.

      “The weirdest thing of all is that my mind’s cotton candy from everything you’ve said, but for a dead man, I feel pretty great. We’re in a cemetery, aren’t we?”

      At Cat’s nod, Dave stood up, moving slowly as if not trusting his body. Then, he gave an experimental shake of his limbs. When he realized that everything worked, he smiled more naturally.

      “I hate cemeteries. Let’s get the fuck outta here.”

      Cat, Juan, and Tate mobbed Dave again. When they finally let him go, all four had tears, but they were also all smiling.

      “I’ll be right behind you,” Cat promised, and watched as Tate, Juan, and Dave walked toward the exit. Don met them at the flap that served as the tent’s door, and he put an arm around Dave and led him out himself.

      Well. The cold bastard might have a heart after all.

      Bones forgot about that as Cat tackled him with her hug. It knocked both of them back into the blood that had pooled on the ground, but she didn’t seem to care as she kissed him fervently enough to make him wish they were alone.

      “You’re welcome,” Bones said with a laugh.

      “Hey, I helped, too,” Rodney teased.

      Cat got up and gave Rodney a hearty buss on the lips. Bones laughed as he rose and pulled her back against him.

      “That’s thanks enough for him, Kitten. You won’t get rid of him if you keep that up.”

      Her blazing smile faded as she ran her hands over him. “You look awful, Bones. God, is raising a ghoul always so brutal?”

      Bones exchanged a look with Rodney. Cat meant all the blood, but the real battle had been what she couldn’t see.

      “Not normally,” Rodney said. “Just a pint usually does the trick, but your boy was cold for a long time, Cat. Frankly, I didn’t think this would work. You’re lucky Bones is so strong.”

      “I am lucky,” Cat said at once, smiling at Bones again.

      “Hey, Crypt Keeper,” an annoying voice called out.

      Bones turned. Tate had come back into the tent, an unwavering if defiant look on his face.

      “I keep my word, so I’m here to say that I’m sorry for saying you were full of shit about raising Dave. In this case, I’m thrilled to be wrong. Since vampires are more about actions than words, however, you can have a swig at my expense.”

      At that, Tate tugged down his collar and bared his neck.

      Bones’s brows went up. Had a speck of honor, did he?

      “You look like shit,” Tate went on, killing that flash of admiration. “Anybody ever tell you that you’re too pale?”

      Bones chuckled as he approached Tate. “Once or twice, and since I’m knackered, I’ll take you up on your offer.”

      Tate tilted his head. “Just don’t kiss me first.”

      A speck of honor and a sense of humor. There might be hope for Tate yet…if Bones didn’t kill him first.

      Bones bit Tate, fast and businesslike. It didn’t take much for him to feel better, now that he wasn’t channeling all his energy into Dave.

      “Apology accepted,” he said when he was finished. Then, he turned to Cat. “We don’t want to keep your friend waiting, Kitten. He has a lot to learn. Rodney,” he clapped his mate on the back. “Your help was greatly appreciated, but I know you want to go. Thanks again, and I’ll ring you in a few days.”

      Cat hugged Rodney one more time before he left.

      Once Rodney was gone, Cat gave Bones a wry smile. “We still have to deal with my mother. She’s been secluded at the compound this whole time, so she doesn’t know anything that’s happened since you were taken away in the capsule over a week ago.”

      Bones smiled at the thought of Justina finding out that not only was he alive, he was also her new son-in-law. Would she faint or scream herself voiceless? Either would be amusing.

      “Indeed, yes,” he said. “Can’t have your mum trying to kill me all the time, can we? But don’t fret,” he added as Cat’s smile fell. “She won’t be any harder than raising the dead.”

      “Don’t be so sure about that,” Cat muttered, but her smile was back, and that was all Bones cared about.

      The future would never be free from hardship, but with Cat at his side, he’d meet whatever challenges came-and beat them, too. Now that he had the woman he loved, there was nothing he couldn’t do.

      Just ask the empty grave behind him.
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