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      Léopold’s lips curled in restrained amusement. If it weren’t for the acrid smell of burnt flesh emanating from his silver-cuffed wrists, he might actually enjoy schooling the wolves in what it meant to fight with a thousand-year-old vampire. When he’d made the decision to confront Hunter Livingston, Alpha of the Caldera Wolves, he’d fought the desire to kill the leader without hesitation. It was true that the death of adults came as naturally to him as piercing the skin of a delectable human on a warm summer night, but even Léopold had hard limits. It was only yesterday that he had pried the small infant wolf out of the arms of the lifeless woman. The sight of the helpless child had shaken him to his core. He’d many times witnessed children die during his lifetime, but the loss of an innocent life never got easier to stomach.

      An eye for an eye; he’d considered penetrating the cold walls of their den and ripping out the Alpha’s throat without mercy. Yet he’d known his friend Logan, Alpha of the Acadian Wolves wouldn’t approve. Nor would Logan’s beta, Dimitri. After he’d saved the Alpha’s mate, Wynter, it appeared a bond had been forged between him and his newfound friends. Ever since Dimitri had made the long trip with Léopold to Yellowstone to retrieve Wynter’s frozen blood, the two had grown closer. Out of respect for Dimitri, he’d grant the Alpha the opportunity to explain before he killed him.

      Earlier in the evening, he’d approached the den peacefully, allowing the distrustful wolves to cuff his hands. The sting of the silver was worth enduring for the pleasure he would get from draining the Alpha. Unlike younger vampires, Léopold stood calmly, easily enduring the bite of the poison. His eyes scanned the room, taking in the sight of the growling wolves who’d gathered to watch their Alpha. Had he been any other supernatural being, he should have been concerned. Yet anger flowed through his psyche, not fear.

      His patience wore thin as he observed the Alpha transforming into man. Hunter Livingston rose from a crouched position. Reaching above the fireplace, he snatched a silver claymore off the wall. The air in the room crackled with tension as he deliberately stalked toward his prisoner. He growled and his eyes locked on Léopold’s. Sweat dripped from Hunter’s forehead as he sliced the sword through the air.

      Léopold’s face remained impassive as the blade seared a trail of blood in its wake across his abdomen. He gave a devious smile a second before he launched himself at the Alpha. The snap of metal was the only sound alerting the wolves that the vampire was freed. Léopold rushed the tall wolf, smashing him against the stone wall. Clutching his right hand around Hunter’s neck, he applied pressure with his other until the weapon clanked onto the floor. His fangs descended, scraping against the rough skin of the Alpha’s shoulder.

      “Where is the child?” the Alpha sputtered, surprised by the vampire’s strength.

      “Let me be clear, Alpha. It is I who will ask questions. And it is I who shall grant mercy. Nod, if you understand.” Léopold fought to keep his rage at bay. Answers would be forthcoming before he sated his desire for revenge.

      Dimitri heard the commotion and immediately sensed danger. He exited the shower and tore off his wet towel. Transforming to wolf, he ran toward the source of the melee. As he rounded the corner, he couldn’t believe his eyes. Léopold had Hunter jacked up against a painting. Hunter’s eyes glowed red; his claws were embedded into the vampire’s arms. The pack wolves growled but didn’t attack. Even though Léopold wasn’t wolf, his attack on their Alpha was seen as a challenge, one that had to be fought alone. But Dimitri knew that whatever was going on had nothing to do with a challenge to Hunter’s role as Alpha. He charged the pair to break up the fight, shifting back to human in the process.

      “Jesus Christ, Leo. What the fuck are you doing?” Dimitri placed his palms against their chests in an attempt to separate the dominant males. “Alpha. Hunter. Please stop.”

      “The child,” Hunter spat out, never taking his eyes off Léopold.

      “Yes, the child,” Léopold hissed in return. His fangs descended, readying to strike.

      “Fucking stop it. Both of you. Whatever’s going on, it’s not what it seems. Leo, release him,” Dimitri commanded.

      Dimitri knew that both the Alpha and vampire could kick his ass, but he wasn’t about to let them kill each other. The vampire’s gift of life to his Alpha’s mate had secured his friendship with Léopold. But he’d known Hunter his whole life, and he’d stake the ancient one before letting him kill the Alpha.

      Upon hearing Dimitri’s words, Léopold reined in his anger. In doing so, he was taken aback by his own acquiescence. Since when the hell do I listen to anyone, let alone a wolf? It’s official. I’ve gone soft. He’d known that the past few days with Dimitri had changed him. It was as if someone had pounded a crowbar into his cold dark heart and poured in warm honey. Goddammit, this is exactly why I don’t have friends. He’d freely chosen his solitary life, made a deliberate choice to keep both humans and supernaturals alike as mere acquaintances. It was true that he was close to a few vampires that he’d sired, but they weren’t friends. Rather, they were relationships borne out of necessity and respect. A growl brought him back to the situation. Resigned to the fact that he needed the Alpha alive if he were to get answers, Léopold tossed Hunter to the ground.

      “Fucking wolves,” Léopold grumbled. He glanced up to Dimitri and gave him a look of disgust, realizing his friend was once again naked.

      “Get over it, asshole,” Dimitri growled in return, raking his hand through his hair. “Goddammit, Léopold. Whatever the fuck your problem is, you could have come to me. I realize this concept may be foreign to you, but use your fucking words instead of killing first.”

      Léopold rolled his eyes at the admonition and shook his head. He didn’t want to admit that the wolf was right. But trust wasn’t something that came easily to him nor was he used to having someone who would willingly help him.

      “And you,” Dimitri gestured toward Hunter, who’d pushed up off the floor. “I told you I came out west with the vampire.”

      The Alpha limped over to the bar and began pouring himself a scotch. He threw back a shot of the amber liquid and slammed the glass onto the bar. “Yes you did. But you didn’t tell me everything.”

      “Blake, take the pack for a run. I’ll be fine. Now go,” Hunter told his beta. He wasn’t about to have this discussion in front of the entire pack. Hunter waited only a few seconds after they’d gone before crossing the room to slam the door.

      “Would someone like to tell me what the hell is going on?” Dimitri grabbed a throw blanket off the couch and wrapped it around his waist. He could have cared less if his nudity bothered the vampire, but it was winter in Wyoming. Even indoors, his human form couldn’t take the bone-chilling temperatures.

      “Last night is what happened. Ask the Alpha.” Léopold sighed, staring into the flames that blazed brightly inside the stone hearth. Ironic that even though a mere lick of a flame could easily bring about his demise, he was still attracted to its warmth.

      “Last night you were supposed to get the blood that Fiona had buried. Did you take care of it?” Dimitri’s eyes darted back and forth between Léopold and the Alpha, who’d already started pouring himself and his guests another drink. “Come on, what the hell am I missing?”

      “Un bébé. A girl.” Léopold turned to stare into the eyes of the Alpha, who was handing him a glass. He took it, downed the caustic drink and sighed once again.

      “What have you done with her?” Hunter seethed.

      “A baby? You took a freakin’ baby?” Dimitri jumped to his feet and grabbed Léopold by his shoulder.

      Léopold’s lips tightened in rage, and he seized the wolf’s wrist. “Yes, I took the damn baby. She would have died.”

      “So she’s alive?”

      “But of course she is.” Léopold shrugged him off, turning to Hunter. “Why, Alpha? Why would you allow a human to take the child into the woods? Had you ordered her death?”

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” Hunter yelled.

      “What? Did you not deem her to be perfect?”

      “We’d never do anything to harm a child,” the Alpha retorted.

      “Really? ’Cause I just found one of your pups in the woods. Nearly dead, in fact. Don’t tell me that wolves haven’t ever tried to kill a child, one they didn’t want in a pack. You know it’s been done. Exposure. That’s what they called it in ancient Rome. An illegitimate child. A sick child. Tossed aside to the elements, they were. A barbaric practice seen in other cultures as well.” Rage coursed through Léopold, and he fought to remain calm. “Did you send the human out to do your dirty work? Where are the child’s parents? How could you let this happen?”

      “I didn’t fucking know!” Hunter screamed as he began to pace wildly, rubbing the back of his neck.

      “So you deny involvement?”

      “I swear to the Goddess that I did not order this…I did not know. I would never do something like that. She’s just a baby,” Hunter fought back.

      “Is she yours?” Dimitri asked.

      “No, I’m not even mated.”

      “Just askin’. But how the hell does one manage to get a pup away from its mama, anyhow?” There was no wolf more protective than a mother.

      “Ava’s mother is dead. Ava. That’s her name. Her mama, Mariah, died during childbirth.” Hunter blew out a breath, rubbing his eyes. “She was a gentle hybrid, but Perry knew how frail she was when they’d mated. She could shift, but she couldn’t take the cold, couldn’t keep up with the pack either. Once she got pregnant, she deteriorated. The pregnancy was rough. And when she gave birth to Ava…” Hunter’s voice trailed off, unable to continue.

      “What of the human doctors? If she was hybrid, surely they could have helped her?” Léopold inquired.

      “She wouldn’t hear of it. Besides, her labor came fast. With the blizzard, it could have taken hours to get her there anyway. She hemorrhaged. And Perry, well, he was despondent. With the loss of his mate, he couldn’t take care of himself, let alone a baby. Two days after she was born, he went missing. Of course, we searched for miles, but he’d gone. As for Ava…ya know I’m a bachelor. But I took care of her anyway. Hired nannies… I don’t know how it happened…why it happened…one of them just took her.” Hunter’s cheek quivered in the lie.

      Dimitri, sensing the untruth, got up off the sofa, approaching the Alpha. “Hunter, what the fuck happened? You and I know that wolves wouldn’t just let someone take one of their own, a baby, and walk out of the pack. You can tell me…him too. That vampire over there,” he gestured to and locked eyes with Léopold, “he saved the pup. You can trust us.”

      Hunter sighed and licked his lips in indecision. They’d all known the child wouldn’t be all wolf, yet no one had suspected the origins of her human side.

      “The baby, she’s special. Yes, she’s at least half wolf. But Mariah, we didn’t know what she was. We all assumed she was human and wolf.”

      “What are you trying to say?” Dimitri put his hand on the Alpha’s shoulder to comfort him.

      Hunter raised his gaze to meet Dimitri’s. “I can’t explain it. Ava has this strange energy about her. I could almost handle that, but then I felt something…something worse.”

      “What the hell did you feel?” Léopold asked, growing concerned for Ava’s safety.

      “Something dark was out there. No, it was more than that. Something evil. Hell, I don’t know what it was.”

      “A witch?” Dimitri offered.

      “I don’t know. I mean, come on, guys; we’re in the middle of the wilderness out here. It’s not like we’re in New Orleans. What the hell would someone be doing practicing dark magick in the middle of Yellowstone? It doesn’t make sense. Besides, this was more like something watching…waiting. I don’t know, it could’ve been nothin’. I can’t explain it. If I didn’t know any better…” He shook his head, unwilling to share his thoughts. Even to him, his suspicions were ridiculous.

      “Say it, wolf. I need to know,” Léopold insisted.

      “There were times when her energy felt so strong. I actually thought I saw her skin glow…like a firefly. And things in her room…would be moved.”

      “Moved? What do you mean?”

      “Like objects. Like a stuffed toy. Her pacifier. I never saw her do it but I think she may be able to move things. Like call them somehow.” Hunter pressed his hands on the bar and bowed his head, embarrassed to look at their faces. What he was saying made no sense, he knew. “Goddammit, I know it sounds crazy but I’m tellin’ you that she’s not just a hybrid.”

      “The baby glowed?” Dimitri laughed.

      “I told you it was crazy. Even if that pup’s part wolf, she’s something else…something besides human.”

      “Then what is she?” Léopold considered that he’d best call her caretaker as soon as possible. He’d seen all kinds of supernatural beings during his long life. He may not have liked Hunter, but that didn’t mean what the Alpha was saying wasn’t true.

      “I don’t know,” Hunter admitted. “So Devereoux, I’ve laid out my cards. Where’d you take the baby?”

      “I shall tell you where she is, but let me be clear, I’m not returning the baby to your pack until her safety is assured. The fact that a human nanny was able to steal her from your home and drag her into a blizzard is outrageous. Given that you have so many security measures, one can only assume that the human didn’t do this on her own.” Léopold eyed the Alpha, walked to the overstuffed chair and sat down, shifting his feet onto an ottoman. He raised an eyebrow at Hunter, who stood silently contemplating his words. “That being said, you don’t need to worry about her being with pack. She’s with Logan.”

      “Logan? How the hell did you get a baby to Logan so fast?” Dimitri asked.

      “Why would Logan take Ava?” Hunter questioned, doubting the vampire’s words.

      “He owes me a debt.”

      “Must be some hell of a debt if you got Logan to watch her,” Hunter said with a shake of his head.

      “That it was,” Dimitri confirmed. “Léopold saved Logan’s mate, Wynter. I was there when she died…almost died. His blood runs through her veins.”

      “Since when does a vampire give his gift to a wolf?”

      “Doesn’t matter, Alpha. Just know that it does, and she’s alive. I went to Logan last night. It’s no business of yours as to how.” Léopold shot Dimitri a knowing look. He’d show the wolf soon enough. “It wasn’t as if Logan had much choice, but he agreed. And Wynter was more than happy to take the baby. She may not have known it before, but she’s very nurturing. They know it’s not permanent. But they will care for the pup, and she’ll be around a pack.”

      Hunter quietly considered what had happened. He had no explanation for how the nanny had taken Ava from his well-secured home in the middle of the night. And he couldn’t be sure if he’d only imagined the dark force he’d felt or if the pressure of losing two wolves and caring for a baby had skewed his senses. While he cared for Ava, he was not her father. He’d merely been foster parent and he’d known that he’d eventually have to find her adoptive parents.

      “I agree that Logan is well suited to watch the child, but we still don’t know about the baby…what she is. Her mother, Mariah; I didn’t know her very well but I know she’d lived in both New York City and New Orleans. Maybe if we could find Perry or track down a relative, they could help us figure out if Ava has any special abilities.”

      “We’re leaving for New Orleans tonight,” Léopold informed them. “Tomorrow, we’ll meet with Logan to make sure the child is safe.”

      “I’m going to search Perry’s house tomorrow and see if we can find any clues to Mariah’s background. I don’t understand why someone would want to kill her baby. It makes no sense,” Hunter said.

      “People kill for all kinds of reasons, Alpha. Spite, love, anger, jealousy…sometimes people kill just for fun. It is a wonder at times there’s anyone left on the Earth,” Léopold pondered. “I, myself, prefer to kill for revenge. And the next person who attempts to harm Ava will die. I can assure you of that.”

      Hunter went to his desk, pulled out a piece of paper and wrote down Mariah’s and Perry’s full names. He extended the note to Léopold. “Perry’s local. He met Mariah in New York last year. But I remember him telling me that she hadn’t lived there very long. I don’t think she even ran with a pack. You know how the hybrids can be…they like to lay low sometimes. Even though he’d mentioned New Orleans, she may not have been there very long either. I don’t have an address or anything else to go by.”

      “She’s never been part of the Acadian wolf pack. Maybe she was just passing through or stayed with a friend?” Dimitri suggested.

      “We’ll find her family and her friends. And we’ll find Perry, too. I don’t give a damn if the wolf had his heart torn out all over the floor, a man doesn’t just walk away from his child,” Léopold replied with disdain.

      Dimitri didn’t answer the vampire, hesitating to agree with him. While the loss of a wolf’s mate was devastating, there was no excuse for leaving one’s offspring. Dimitri caught Hunter’s gaze, expecting the Alpha to argue with Léopold. Instead, deafening silence hung in the air for several minutes until Hunter responded.

      “Listen, I don’t condone what Perry did and he’s not welcome to return, but I agree with the vamp. We’ve got to find him. Ava deserves better.” The buzz of Hunter’s cell phone drew his attention away. He clicked it off and took a deep breath. “I’m sorry gentlemen, but I’ve gotta take this in my office. I’ll just be a few minutes.”

      As Hunter retreated out of the living area, Léopold addressed Dimitri. “Time to go, wolf.”

      Dimitri rolled his eyes, recognizing the patronizing tone of Léopold’s statement. “Yeah, I need to get dressed, first. How the hell did you get here anyway? I told you I’d find my way back to the cabin. Even if you drove the main highway, you’d be hard pressed to make it up Hunter’s driveway tonight. Did you walk?”

      Léopold smiled coyly at Dimitri. It had been so long since he’d had a friend and now he was about to clue him in on a little secret. Léopold approached him with a small chuckle, closing the distance between them.

      “What’s so funny?” Dimitri stood with the blanket wrapped loosely around his hips, confused as to what Léopold found so amusing. The hairs on the back of his neck pricked as Léopold raised his hands as if to embrace him. “Come on, man. Let me go get dressed and we can get the hell out of here. We can call the airline on the way back to the cabin and…”

      “Ah, mon ami, have I told you how much I’ve enjoyed the past few days?” Léopold set his palms on Dimitri’s shoulders.

      “What? Yeah, okay. Good times and all, but we’ve got to get going.” Dimitri cocked a worried eyebrow at the vampire. His gut told him something bad was about to happen; something very, very bad. He looked from side to side at Léopold’s hands. Their heavy weight warmed his bare skin. A whisper fell through his lips. “What are you doing, man?”

      “First, know that it’s going to be okay.”

      Dimitri nodded, attempting to remain calm.

      “Second, we aren’t taking a plane.”
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      Dimitri hit the floor with a thud, his head barely missing what he recognized as a heavy wooden spindle from a four poster bed frame. His eyes flew open and he realized he was in a strange room, but he wasn’t alone. Léopold lay next to him, grunting in pain.

      “What the fuck did you just do, Devereoux?” Dimitri yelled, unable to gather the energy to get up off the carpet. Confusion fogged his mind as he tried to figure out where he was and how he’d gotten there. A deep rumble of laughter interrupted his growing state of panic. Damn vampire. “Jesus Christ. Are you trying to kill me?”

      “Yeah, I thought it’d be better not to tell you. You might not agree otherwise. Much faster than a plane, no?” Léopold continued to laugh as he attempted to push up onto his elbows.

      He glanced over to Dimitri who was laid flat out on his back, naked as a jaybird. Very few knew of his ability to materialize and very rarely had he pulled someone through with him. But he needed to get back to New Orleans as fast as possible and flying in a plane would have taken hours. Unfortunately, he’d had to bring the baby last night and hadn’t fed in a few days. Exhausted, he clasped his hands onto the side of the mattress and used it as leverage to hoist himself off the floor and onto the bed.

      As he rolled onto the soft comforter, he groaned in agony. Reaching across his chest, he fingered the torn fabric and ripped open his shirt. The crusty line across his abdomen provided evidence that he hadn’t fully healed from the Alpha’s blade. The rush of adrenaline must have kept him from feeling the pain, but now the sting tore across his chest.

      “Merde,” he coughed.

      “What the hell is your problem, vampire? Travel arrangements not up to your standards?” Dimitri spat out, trying to get his bearings.

      “Don’t tell me you’re not impressed, wolf. It’s a cool trick. Don’t try to deny it.” Léopold took a deep breath and blew it out.

      “Now you see it, now you don’t. You’d better fucking tell me what you just did. I feel like you scrambled my brain. Not cool.”

      “Ah, stop complaining. You’ll feel better in a few minutes. Just look at it like shifting. It’s a kind of magic, sort of. Or one could say it is the temporary reorganization of mass and energy. Perfectly safe, I assure you.”

      “Yeah, well, it may be safe, but you could have told me. A little warning might’ve been nice.”

      “And you would have agreed?” Léopold choked up blood and his eyes fluttered.

      “Probably not, but shit, Leo,” Dimitri huffed. He was loath to admit it but Léopold was right; he was beginning to feel well again. He sat up and noticed Léopold sprawled out on the bed, looking unusually pale…even for a vampire. A nasty scab lined his chest. “Hey man, what’s wrong with you? What happened to mister, oh so powerful ancient one? You do remember that vampires heal themselves, don’t you?”

      “Mon ami, even I have my limits. I need to feed. I flashed back here last night with Ava and now again with you. If I can get my phone out…” Léopold kicked off his boots with his feet and began to take off his jacket, searching the pockets. “Where is my damn phone?”

      “What’re you doing?” Dimitri stood and stretched, looking at his hands, feet and groin, checking to make sure everything was in working order.

      “Arnaud.”

      “Who’s Arnaud?”

      “He’s my, uh, you know, assistant.”

      “Like your Renfield, huh? Maaassster,” Dimitri joked in his best Transylvanian accent.

      “He’s not sired or bonded, smart ass. But he is well paid. He was supposed to bring me a donor, and you, some clothes. I just need to lay here a minute…find my fucking phone.”

      Dimitri laughed. “Looks like the great one is definitely loosening up. First the hot tub. Your liberal use of the f bomb hasn’t gone unnoticed either. There’s hope for you yet.”

      “What can I say? You’re a bad influence.” Unable to find his phone, he threw his jacket to Dimitri, who effortlessly caught it mid-air. “Find my cell.”

      Dimitri quickly rummaged through all the pockets of the parka. “Nothing. You said, Arnaud is supposed to be here? And by donor, I assume you’re talking about a human?”

      “Oui. Some are paid, some are volunteers.”

      “Volunteers, huh? You got em’ lined up waiting for you to suck their blood? You must be good,” he joked as he made his way toward the door.

      “The very best,” Léopold replied with a smile. But as soon as Dimitri left the room, he moaned, gritting his teeth together. Damn, he needed his sustenance. He should have known better than to try to transport again without feeding but he’d be damned if he spent another minute in the Alpha’s home when there was work to be done. He stared at the ceiling, weighing his options. Sure, he could drag his sorry ass downstairs and catch a cab to a local blood club. But the donor should have arrived already. Within minutes, he heard Dimitri returning down the hallway. The distinctive sound of a singular set of footsteps told him that he was alone.

      “No one’s here yet. But hey, look at this.” Dimitri gestured to the dresser which was covered in an assortment of new clothing with the tags still attached. “Jeeves must’ve gotten one thing right. You mind?”

      “Please do. If I have to look at your naked ass one more second, I think I’ll bite my own arm.”

      Dimitri laughed, ripping open a new package of boxers. He quickly put them on and went to look through the large pile of jeans. He was about to ask how Léopold’s manservant would know his size, more than a little creeped out that some personal assistant was trying to dress him, when he heard a hiss from the bed. He sighed, knowing that his next idea was probably not the smartest thing he’d ever proposed, but damn, he felt a little guilty that the big guy had brought him all this way, sharing his ‘special travel skill’ and now the vampire was having trouble even sitting up in bed.

      “Hey, Léopold. How about we take a cab to one of those clubs? What’s the name of that place? Mordez?”

      “Soon enough. I just need to rest a bit before I go anywhere.”

      Dimitri crossed the room and sat on the bed, taking in the listless state of the vampire. He observed that Léopold’s eyes were now closed, and the wound had started bubbling apart. Before he could stop himself, he’d made the suggestion.

      “I’ll feed you.”

      Léopold’s eyes flew open, meeting Dimitri’s. “What?”

      “You heard me. Come on, let’s do this thing. You can bite my arm, right?”

      “I don’t know…I can’t ask this of you. The donors, they come to me freely.”

      “Yeah, well, so do I. Come on. You did this for Wynter. You had her back, I have yours. It’s no big deal, right? I mean, it’s not like you’re going to have some weird bond to me.”

      “No.” Léopold gave him a small smile. “No bonds. No sires or anything. But still…”

      “The faster you’re on your feet, the faster we can go try to find connections to Mariah’s past.”

      Léopold’s lips tightened and he looked away.

      “Ya know I’m right. We can’t waste any more time. You didn’t fly me all the way out here to lie around, did ya?”

      “No, but I don’t think this is a good idea.”

      “Well let me put it this way…At some point, possibly very soon, whoever wanted that kid dead is going to realize that she’s still very much alive. Then they’re gonna go after her again. And since she’s staying with Logan, I don’t want them going after my Alpha and his mate. So let’s go. Come on, just take a little, enough to get you by until we find your donor.”

      “I won’t need much. Your blood; it’s strong. You’re wolf,” Léopold admitted.

      “There ya go, then. Let’s get to…what do you need here?” Dimitri sat on the bed and considered how best to feed a vampire. What the fuck am I thinking? Too late now. He sat cross-legged, and then changed his mind, lying onto his back.

      Léopold grew amused at his friend’s insistence. Not that he didn’t appreciate the offer, but he wasn’t accustomed to needing anyone. Dimitri’s blood, given in friendship, felt all too intimate, making him uncomfortable. Yet the lancing pain to his gut reminded him of his dire situation. He shifted onto his side, cradling Dimitri’s arm in his hands. Slowly he lowered his head to the wolf’s wrist. The aromatic scent of blood called to him as he found the strong beating pulse.

      “You’re sure?” he asked, locking eyes on Dimitri’s.

      “Yeah, I can take it. Do it now, before I change my mind.” Dimitri glanced away as if someone was about to give him a needle.

      Without hesitation, Léopold’s fangs extended, striking the wolf’s arm. He closed his eyes, allowing the pungent flavor to coat his tongue. Deliberately, he suctioned the life-sustaining fluid, releasing his own power into Dimitri’s body. Léopold, grateful for the gift, would cause the wolf no pain, only pleasure. He knew Dimitri would resist, confused by his reaction to the bite. Léopold clutched the wrist to his lips, watching as his friend’s body bowed off the bed.

      As soon as Dimitri felt the pinpricks, his body flooded with unexpected warmth. The tug of Léopold’s lips sent a rush of blood to his cock. What the fuck is happening? He wanted to rip his arm away from the vampire, but he felt paralyzed to fight. Desire washed over him from head to toe and before he knew what he was doing, his own hand had reached to grip his shaft through the fine cotton shorts. Stiff as a board, he stroked himself, attempting to relieve the pressure. Goddess, this feels wrong on so many levels. His mind screamed at him to move, to struggle, yet his lips parted, releasing only a moan.

      Léopold licked the wounds he’d caused, and released Dimitri’s arm. Thoroughly energized, he sat up, and stared down at Dimitri, whose face had grown tight in both arousal and anger. Léopold laughed, and rolled off the bed. He watched in amusement as the wolf attempted to launch himself off the mattress but fell backwards, clutching himself.

      “Fuck me.” Dimitri shook his head at the realization of what he’d just said. He quickly took his hand off his groin and glared at Léopold. “No. I didn’t mean that. Don’t touch me.”

      “You’re fine,” Léopold assured him. He glanced in the mirror and finger-combed his hair back into place.

      “This,” Dimitri gestured to his erection, “is not funny. Goddammit, I need to get laid. Not that you aren’t pretty, Leo, but you’re not my type. Shit, look what you did.”

      “You may recall that I told you that feeding from you was not a good idea. But I must admit, your blood is fine. Very tasty.” A broad smile broke across his face.

      “Really, Leo? What the hell, man?”

      “Sorry, but there aren’t many choices when it comes to a bite, you know. Would you have rather had pain? I’m not a sadist by nature, but if you’d preferred it…”

      “No.” Dimitri pushed himself up so that he was sitting on the edge of the bed. His painful erection was finally starting to subside.

      “Well, then, you have to admit that it didn’t hurt. Go get a shower, see to your need. I’d love to help you but I’m afraid you’re not my preference either, wolf.”

      “Really, so you give hard-ons but no blow jobs? Lucky me. For the record, if I ever am dumb enough to suggest this again, would you please just say no?” Dimitri hobbled over to the bathroom door.

      “Hey wolf,” Léopold called from the doorway.

      Dimitri lifted his gaze to him. “Yeah?”

      “Seriously, Dimitri. I appreciate you helping me. I should’ve paid more attention. I let myself get run down. It won’t happen again.”

      “No problem.”

      “You need to know that it has been a very long time for me…this friendship thing. This isn’t something someone like me does.” Or deserves. Léopold’s eyes darkened and his tone grew serious. “These few days have been quite the adventure, and I suspect there is more to come. I must ask, however, that you keep what you experienced tonight to yourself. Not the bite but the travel. Logan knows as I couldn’t hide it from him when I showed up in his house last night. But no one else. It’s a special ability…one I’d prefer others not know about. Understood?”

      “My lips are zipped.” Dimitri sensed sadness in Léopold. As wolf, with his pack, he was never truly alone. Perhaps he underestimated the loneliness that plagued the vampire.

      “Well, then…see you downstairs in a few. I’ve got someone I want you to meet,” Léopold commented as he left the room.
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        * * *

      

      Laryssa Theriot carefully controlled her heartbeat and breathing in an attempt to convey indifference. For the past week, she’d felt the energy. She couldn’t be sure but suspected a child of her lineage had been born. So rare, she’d never experienced the warmth, the calling of another whose power was so strong. Yet as soon as she’d indulged in her excitement, acknowledging the fact that someone else like her existed, a cold chill had rolled over her skin, emphasizing the reality of her situation.

      Sitting at the bar, she crossed her legs, the tight black leather pants caressing her thighs. There was no way she’d ever wear a skirt in this place. Like the humans, she’d be vulnerable to suggestion and the sexual excitement the vampires could induce with a mere look. She kept her eyes low, glancing around, taking in the auras of the supernaturals. If necessary, she’d invoke her powers to protect herself from danger. She’d gone to great lengths to hide herself, to blend into the magical background of the French Quarter. After nearly thirty lonely years, she’d grown weary of concealing her true nature. The cloak of evil that she’d recently felt brush across her face had reminded her she’d never be safe, freedom to be herself would remain elusive. It hadn’t been the first time she’d felt it nor would it be the last.

      Laryssa pushed down her sunglasses, shielding her emotions further from the prying eyes of vampires and humans alike. The bartender regarded her for a moment, noticing that her glass was still half full with wine. She’d needed the alcohol to take the edge off her nervousness. Show no fear. The supernaturals would detect the smallest infraction of a loss of control. Increased heartbeat. Sweat. Rapid breathing. So many years in hiding had taught her well to mask her abilities. Like an actor in the grand theater, she played her part, meticulously attending to every last detail of her role, a dominant biker chick, looking for nothing more than a drink. Tomorrow, she’d return to her unassuming job in the Quarter, selling antiques, coming and going as she pleased on assignment. But tonight, she looked as if she was the predator; cold, calculating and ready to catch her prey.

      She scanned the room, noting the usual spectrum of auras. Excitement. Hunger. Desire. Jealousy. She nervously tapped her fingernail against the glass, waiting for her friend, Avery, to arrive. Avery was the only soul in New Orleans who knew her secret. She’d been her savior, helping her to hide. After sensing the dark ones, she speculated she’d need a stronger witch to find a spell to ward off the evil. The mere fact she could sense it meant it knew she existed as well. She needed someone to better shield her powers, to keep her safe from the hell that sought her soul. Yet the thought of a new child weighed heavily on her shoulders. If what she suspected was true, she wasn’t the only one in danger.

      A shuffling of patrons alerted her to a new arrival. She turned to face the bar and glanced in the mirror to observe the commotion. Struggling to keep her composure, she lifted her eyes to the reflection. Both men and women appeared captivated by the dark haired, well-dressed man who’d entered the room. The air thickened with palpable arousal, auras flickered to red, with fangs descending in response. The stranger stopped to take in his surroundings, looking over to the bar. Laryssa lowered her lips to the rim of her glass, attempting to look uninterested.

      As soon as he glanced away, her eyes were once again drawn to him. He was tall, at least six-four, his lean muscular build carefully concealed underneath his form-fitting black suit. Strikingly handsome, he smiled with a cool arrogance that told her he was a vampire. And he wasn’t a neophyte; quite the opposite, he exuded the confidence of a master. He laughed at something his friend said and winked at a passing waitress. The rugged good-looking fellow who accompanied him looked out of place next to the debonair vamp. Casually dressed in jeans and t-shirt, his forearms were painted in tattoos, the stubble of his day-old beard darkened his jaw. She’d be surprised if he was anything other than wolf, as his aura shone in relaxed blues. Like the magnetic attraction of polar opposites, the odd pair seemed inseparable, and she wondered about their connection.

      Her curiosity seemed to get the better of her as she swiveled her stool to catch a glimpse of them leaving. Unconsciously, she tugged at her short black wig, pressing a stray hair back underneath it. Her breath caught as the vampire stopped in his tracks and turned to stare over at her. Her traitorous heart sped up slightly in response to the way his gaze caressed her body. Laryssa crossed her thighs together as warmth spread throughout her chest. Like a blushing schoolgirl, she felt the heat rise in her cheeks. Hastily, she spun away from the sight of him, but not before his eyes locked on hers and she caught his broad smile in the mirror.

      She wasn’t sure if it was his stare or her own confusion, but as she tried to tear her eyes off him, the slippery leather seat gave way. Her cheeks flushed in embarrassment, her hands flailing to reach the bar top. Expecting a hard fall onto the stone floor, she cringed, anticipating the pain. Air rushed from her lungs as strong hands wrapped around her shoulders, jerking her upright. She grasped her sunglasses that had fallen down her nose, revealing her emerald-green eyes to her rescuer.

      Léopold felt somewhat guilty for throwing the human off her game. As soon as he’d entered the bar, he’d spotted a woman dressed in black leather. Leather in Mordez was hardly unusual, but this woman looked tightly wrapped, like a Christmas present waiting to be opened. He observed the way she tugged at the ends of her short black hair, as if she was pulling a baseball cap down over her face. Interesting, he thought. Try as she may to blend into the supernatural crowd, her vitality licked at his senses the second he sniffed the air.

      Although he hadn’t come to play, the way her pulse increased, if only for a second, told him she was aware of his presence in the room. He didn’t have time to get distracted, but when he noticed her tottering on the barstool, he rushed to her side. Catching her right before she landed on the ground, a rush of desire slammed him as the swell of her restrained breasts grazed his chest. Léopold felt her quiver underneath his touch, but she quickly recovered. He caught a glance of her captivating green eyes right before she shoved the black glasses onto her face, shielding her from his gaze.

      “Careful, pet,” he told her.

      “I’m fine…really,” Laryssa stammered.

      “But of course you are,” he chuckled at her defensive posturing.

      Léopold was about to engage her further when he heard Dimitri call his name. Merde, cock-blocked by the damn wolf. He was starting to regret the day he’d become involved with the whole lot of mongrels. He nodded to Dimitri, who was staring at him as if he’d grown a second head.

      “Take care, mon petit lapin,” Léopold commented as he grazed the back of his forefinger down the side of her cheek.

      “I’m fine,” she repeated. Laryssa had hoped the vampire would leave her alone. Quite the opposite, he’d positioned himself within inches of her body, invading her personal space. His leg brushed hers, and she took a deep breath, her mind warring between sliding her hand down his thigh or running out the door. Lost in her own confusion, she heard someone call out toward their direction. Out of the corner of her eye, she observed his sexy pirate-looking friend give a wave. Refusing to acknowledge the lash of sexual awareness that he’d left on her skin, her fingers tightened around the stem of her glass.

      “I’m afraid I must go. Be safe, mademoiselle. This is no place for a single human,” he warned.

      Léopold hesitated but a second before returning to Dimitri. While nonchalantly guiding them through a sea of bodies, he stole a glance back to the girl, wondering who she was…what she was. Her scent was like lilies on a spring morning, sweet and fresh. But it was her energy that alerted him that perhaps he was wrong about her. When he’d touched her cheek, her smooth skin sizzled underneath his, and he’d detected something otherworldly. Yet he could tell she was neither vampire nor wolf. A witch, perhaps? Maybe, but the look of innocence and fear in her eyes worried him. She didn’t belong in Mordez, and his curiosity about her stood to distract him from the entire reason he’d come to the club. He shook the feeling off as he spotted the person he’d come to meet, making a beeline toward him. Lady Charlotte Stratton.
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        * * *

      

      Laryssa breathed deeply, forcing her physical response into submission, all the while despising the way she’d lost control of her equilibrium. Not only had she broken character, she’d fallen like a dumbass, totally distracted by the sexy but dangerous stranger. His touch had scorched her skin through her jacket, leaving her tingling in his wake. As her eyes caught his, she struggled to slow her pulse, to control the power that could easily spill into the room, revealing her true identity.

      Although Laryssa had never met the vampire before, a sense of familiarity and desire had washed over her. There was something about him, something driving the rapid fluttering in her stomach that made her want to jump into his arms. The rush of lust threatened to push her into a panic. She forced herself upright, stiffening her spine, and ratcheted down her foolish and dangerous response to him. Goddammit, I almost revealed my identity. The warmth inside her was shaken cold when she felt a tap on her shoulder.

      “What?” She spun around to see her friend, Avery, smiling broadly, a hand to her hip. Glancing over to where she’d last seen the handsome stranger, she saw nothing but customers quietly engaging in private conversations, but the smirk on Avery’s face told her she’d witnessed the embarrassing spectacle.

      “Smooth move, girl,” Avery laughed and took the seat next to Laryssa. She held up her hand to the approaching bartender, in an effort to get his attention.

      “Please tell me you didn’t just see what I did?”

      Avery laughed harder, nodding.

      “Yeah, just call me Princess. Nothing but grace. God, I’m an idiot for coming here.” Her face reddened.

      “It was kinda funny. But what was really interesting was watching the most powerful vampire on the east coast catch you like a football. He’s hot, I’ll give ya that. Smokin’.” The bartender approached and she cleared her throat. “I’ll have two Sazeracs, please.”

      “What did you just say? Oh sweet Jesus, please. Who was he? No, don’t tell me. I don’t want to know.” It was best she didn’t know who he was. If she knew, she’d be tempted to Google him, look him up or otherwise stalk him. She shook her head. This was so unlike her. The man had her rattled and he’d barely even spoken to her.

      “Hey, it’s not that bad. You did make a nice recovery. His name’s Léopold Devereoux.”

      “How do you know him?”

      “I don’t really know him, but he’s visited the coven house a few times to see Ilsbeth. I heard that he’s some kind of a billionaire philanthropist. Rich but deadly. It’s rumored that he likes to kill with a smile.”

      “Nice.”

      “Well, I suppose you could still date him. Samantha, one of the new witches; she married one…a vampire. Luca. Kade’s his maker and Léopold is the grand mac-daddy of them all.”

      “Shit, shit, shit,” Laryssa muttered under her breath.

      “Look on the up side.” Avery took the drink from the bartender and sipped it up through a pink cocktail straw.

      “What could that possibly be?”

      “Samantha doesn’t seem to be afraid of Léopold. I’ve seen her with him.”

      “Yeah, why’s that?”

      “Apparently he saved her…once upon a time. Long story.”

      “Does he have a girlfriend?” Why do I care?

      Avery laughed. “No way. That one there is the epitome of a playboy. He’s here often enough…a different woman every time. And he’s kinky as hell.”

      “Kinky, huh?” Laryssa took a deep breath and tried to tone down her interest in the subject. If she let her mind wander, imagining what sorts of things he did in Mordez…no, she wouldn’t let herself go there. “Well, he may be hot, but it’s not like I’m lookin’ to get involved with anyone.”

      “Go ahead and tell yourself whatever you want, honey, but I know you. That man had you all seven ways to Sunday flustered. Not that I blame ya. I mean, he is seriously a fine piece of man candy.”

      “Stop it, Avery. Not happening. Anyway, we didn’t come here to talk about my sex life.”

      “Or lack of one?” Avery teased.

      “Yeah, that’s about it. Seriously, we need to talk.” Laryssa looked over her shoulders to make sure no one was listening and lowered her voice. She knew that despite her whispers, the supernatural could hear her and she’d need to remain cryptic.

      “No problem. I mean, I’m sorry we couldn’t meet at your place but I’d already promised Mick I’d meet him tonight.” She shrugged, and swiveled her head toward the dance floor, searching for her boyfriend. “It’s date night.”

      “Does he know? You know you can’t tell him.”

      “Come on, Lyss. I’m not stupid, okay. He doesn’t know anything about you. What’s going on?”

      Laryssa put her arms around her friend in an embrace, and whispered into her ear. “I need help. I need you to up your wards. If you know what I speak of, nod your head.”

      Avery’s face dropped in concern. It’d been years since Laryssa had asked for her help. Her eyes darted from side to side, taking in the vibe of the room before she quietly nodded.

      “It isn’t safe to talk…not here…not anywhere. I just need you to do what you can, okay?” Laryssa took a sip of her wine and sighed.

      “We should’ve waited until tomorrow to talk. You can come to the coven,” Avery suggested. She wasn’t comfortable discussing this issue out in the open with so many wolves and vampires within hearing distance.

      “No, this couldn’t wait. I needed to see you. I need to know that you’ll help me.” Laryssa couldn’t stand the waiting. “I can feel them.”

      “Do you feel it here?”

      “No.” Laryssa scanned the room. She’d instantly recognize the dark presence that haunted her outside her home, the heavy feel of the air. Dead, stale pressure pounding into her lungs. Here, the air was tinged with sex and excitement, lust and hunger, but no darkness.

      “Listen, Lyss, I’m not discounting what you’ve sensed, but maybe things aren’t as bad as you think. Someone could’ve been cooking up some black magick just to try it out…you know, things are always a little funky in the Quarter. It’s just the way down here,” Avery assured with false bravado. She didn’t want to worry her friend, but there wasn’t a whole lot more she could do to protect her on her own. She’d need the help of her sister witches to provide anything else than she’d already done. Inwardly she shrugged, knowing that her spells had only been temporary.

      “I just…I’m not sure how to describe what I feel. Something’s off.” Laryssa spied Mick approaching and changed the subject. “Hey, I don’t want to keep you any longer. Just, uh, stop by my store, tomorrow, okay?”

      “I’ll do my best.” Avery nodded. “I’d better go find Mick, now. If I don’t stay with him, the leeches will come crawling out of the woodwork.”

      “Looks like he found you.”

      Laryssa pressed her lips together in a tight smile as Mick surprised Avery, wrapping his arms around her waist. Her friend jumped in surprise, giggling in recognition. Maybe someday, Laryssa thought. But as things stood now, she knew that she’d be lucky to survive, let alone find love.

      It wasn’t as if Laryssa hadn’t dated. She’d always purposefully chosen humans, since they were considerably safer than supernaturals, and thankfully, clueless to the existence of her kind. She thought about her last boyfriend, David, who in their final argument, had described her as frosty the snowgirl. Despite their uninspired and utterly vanilla encounters, she’d tried to make their relationship work. Granted, he’d been good on paper, someone her parents would have approved of; responsible, held in good standing in the community, well off and practical. So she’d continued dating him, afraid to admit her clandestine, carnal fantasies even to herself. The sex they’d had was like eating bologna sandwiches for lunch. It was okay to eat every now and then, but hardly nutritious or satisfying.

      They’d both known the deal, but still, she’d been surprised when he’d finally broken up with her. The past two months since, she’d become entirely too familiar with her purple plastic friend. Regrettably, while he brought relief, the little fellow was no substitute for the intimacy she craved.
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        * * *

      

      Lady Charlotte, the proprietor and owner of Mordez, glided across the dance floor with the grace of a ballerina. Dressed in a dark satin purple corset and matching mini-skirt, she stretched out her hands toward Léopold, beckoning him to come to her. Her long straight black hair was pulled high onto her head in a ponytail. While she looked as if she were in her mid-twenties, she was several hundred years old. The influential vampire, neither sired to Léopold nor Kade, had been rumored to have been a pirate who’d come to enjoy her fortune shortly after the war of 1812.

      “Léopold, darling,” she crooned over the blaring music.

      “Lovely as always,” Léopold said with a brief bow.

      “Still the sweet talker, I see. This way.”

      Lady Charlotte gestured to an exit behind one of the bars, and they followed her. As the door slammed, a dull vibration was all that remained of the music. After a dizzying climb up a spiral wooden staircase, they entered a large living room. In the corner sat an oversized mahogany desk and red velvet chair. A sectional u-shaped red leather sofa faced a set of clear French doors that led to a balcony, overlooking the entire nightclub. Charlotte flipped a switch and a small gas lit fire pit blazed to life, instantly warming the room.

      Léopold, familiar with his surroundings, strode into the room. “Char, this is Dimitri LeBlanc. He’s beta of…”

      “Acadian Wolves,” she finished Léopold’s sentence, slinking up to Dimitri. She flipped her hair, and smiled seductively at the wolf. Her voice grew husky as she let her palm fall onto his shoulder. “Yes, I know who you are.”

      Dimitri smiled in return, carefully removing her hand and placing a kiss to the back of it. “A pleasure to meet you, Lady Charlotte.”

      “A gentleman,” she commented with a wink to Léopold.

      “He’s smooth with the ladies,” Léopold responded, his voice dripping with sarcasm.

      “Clubbing with the wolves these days? My, my, Léopold. Things are changing.” She went to the bar and pulled a bottle of aged rum off the shelf.

      “Let’s just say Dimitri is a special wolf, one worthy of my loyalty and friendship.”

      “You are a suave one, Leo. You’d better stop with the compliments… they’ll say we’re fallin’ in love,” Dimitri jibed. After the blood donation and the set of blue balls he’d nursed, all he wanted to do was go down to the dance floor and find a she-wolf to fuck. But no, here they were in the lair of the very knowledgeable but dangerous Lady Charlotte, and the damn vampire still hadn’t explained why they were there. Considering it’d been a long shitty day, he gladly accepted the drink she offered.

      “Where’s your Alpha, Dimitri?” Lady Charlotte filled another glass and then handed it off to Léopold.

      “Logan? He’s home with his mate. I’m taggin’ along with the big vamp here.” He shot Léopold a look as if to say, ‘What the fuck are we doing here?’.

      Léopold simply smiled and fell back into a chair, making himself comfortable.

      Charlotte raised an eyebrow at Léopold and promptly took a seat on the sofa across from him.

      “Léopold, you know I love seeing you, but I assume you need something.” She crossed her legs and cocked her head knowingly.

      “Oui. We both know you have the pulse on this town. I’m looking for someone. Someone special.”

      “Aren’t we all?” she laughed.

      “This is a serious matter. I’m not sure who I’m seeking, but I’m looking for someone with certain powers.”

      “This town is crawling with supernaturals. Frankly, I’m surprised you’re coming to me. Kade practically runs this town. Between him and Logan, they could find whoever you are looking for.”

      “I’ve already talked to them both. Logan doesn’t know and neither does Kade. Neither has heard of the one I’m looking for.”

      “And who’s that?”

      “I’m looking for a being who can move objects.” Léopold raked his fingers through his hair, reluctant to share too much information about the child.

      “A witch?”

      “I don’t know…maybe. We all know the most powerful witches can make things move but in all my years, it’s always taken a spell of some sort. This gift…from what I can tell, involves pure telekinesis. No magic.” Hunter had told him that he’d suspected the child had the ability to move objects. Witch or not, a baby wasn’t capable of spells.

      Charlotte gave a small smile, waiting to see if he was serious.

      “It’s possible no one knows what kind of supernatural we are looking for. We only know a few of their powers,” Dimitri added. Taking a cue from Léopold, he held back information about why they were asking. He knew damn well that if Hunter didn’t know what the child was, then it was likely no one knew. Hell, Léopold of all vampires should know. He’d been
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