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            Chapter 1

         
         After a four-day stakeout in Arizona that resulted in the arrest of two traveling tooth peddlers and the confiscation of sixteen
            sets of gremlin teeth—apparently worth a small fortune with the right black magic buyer—there was nothing better than coming
            home to a hot, naked man in my bed. Specifically, hot, naked Vincent Ortiz, the man I’d been seeing for the last nine months.
         

         
         And I knew he was naked under the sheets, because when I’d called him two hours ago with my ETA, I told him to be naked. A
            girl has needs, after all.
         

         
         I put my gun in the dresser drawer and shut it with a loud enough thud to stir Vincent from his nap. It was after midnight,
            and he’d arranged to have the day off tomorrow, so we could spend it together. Post-stakeout, I got at least three days off
            and I planned to enjoy every second of those seventy-two hours.
         

         
         “Hey, Shiloh,” Vincent said in his lightly accented voice. “Didn’t mean to fall asleep.”

         
         “No worries.” I tugged my shirt off and tossed it carelessly to the floor. “Just don’t plan on going back to sleep for a while.”

         
         He pulled the sheet back, displaying the excellence of his naked body—chiseled abs and arms from long days working construction,
            black hair shorn short, lickable caramel skin. My heart pitter-pattered the same way it had the first time I saw him at the
            diner here in town. And what I’d meant to be a one-night stand had turned into . . . this. Him waiting for me to come home
            after a long assignment.
         

         
         Vincent scooted to the edge of the bed. Tugged me closer by my belt loops and kissed my stomach. “Wouldn’t dream of going
            back to sleep, sweetheart. I’ve missed you.”
         

         
         “Ditto.”

         
         “Oh yeah? Show me.”

         
         My djinn half responded immediately to that challenge and I tackled him to the mattress. Our first kiss became a bit of a
            wrestling match, because I was actually stronger than Vincent. He didn’t know it, because he thought I was completely human,
            so it became a game to let him win. For him to get me naked and on my back so he could slide inside.
         

         
         For me to roll us so I could control the fuck.

         
         Sex with Vincent was always like this. Fast, fun, and just a little bit of a fight. I liked having someone who challenged
            me, instead of treating me like I was fragile. Someone who touched all the right places, but only after I made him earn it.
            Someone who always gave me one hell of an orgasm before—
         

         
         My cell rang with the most annoying ring tone possible in that moment: Work.

         
         “No fucking way,” I said as I stopped moving. “I just got home.”

         
         Vincent squeezed my hips, his construction-calloused hands somehow the perfect balance of rough and comforting against my
            skin. I shivered as a thrill shot through me. “Don’t answer it, Shi.”
         

         
         I didn’t. Whoever it was could leave a blessed message. I was off the clock and way too busy at the moment. I ground against
            Vincent, and he groaned. The phone finally went silent . . . only to start ringing again five seconds later.
         

         
         Vincent groaned again, but this time in disappointment, and stilled, his hands falling away from my body. “Just answer the
            fucking thing.”
         

         
         “I will murder whoever is on the other end of the phone.” I very reluctantly climbed off Vincent and retrieved the stupid
            phone from my jeans. “This had better be good, whoever this is.”
         

         
         “A bunch of vampires are holding a trailer park hostage.”

         
         I nearly dropped my phone. While it wasn’t the strangest phone call I’ve ever gotten in the middle of the night, it certainly
            ranked in the top five. And if the voice on the other end of the line wasn’t from Novak, our team’s third-in-command, I’d
            have accused the caller of playing a sick 2:00 a.m. joke. But as a disgraced incubus, Novak’s rare displays of humor leaned
            toward the bawdy side. Hostage-taking vampires just wasn’t his style.
         

         
         “Which trailer park?” I asked as though the taking of small communities was an everyday occurrence. I padded across the room
            and yanked open a dresser drawer, knowing without saying that my time off—my time with Vincent—was officially revoked.
         

         
         “Little place called Myrtle’s Acres.”

         
         “Am I supposed to have heard of it?”

         
         Novak snorted in my ear. “I’m surprised the vamps heard of it. Forty-six trailers, rough population of a hundred and twenty
            people, in the middle of Nowhere, Delaware, surrounded by forest and two cornfields of all blessed things.”
         

         
         “And they’ve got the whole trailer park?”

         
         “Surrounded and locked down. It’s blessing unreal.”

         
         Years of practice made the act of putting on panties and jeans one-handed relatively easy. The bra was going to be harder.
            So far, Vincent hadn’t commented. He accepted my job as a US Marshal in the Paranormal Investigations Unit and the odd hours
            I kept, and I appreciated him for not asking questions I couldn’t answer. Questions about the creatures I encountered on a
            daily basis, the methods we used to trap the nasties, the lengths we’d go to save the nice ones, and most importantly, why
            I was part of it.
         

         
         In the nine months Vincent and I had been together, the whole “my father was an earth djinn and I inherited some of his powers”
            conversation hadn’t been broached. Even though we’d been intimate in both the hold-my-hair-while-I-barf way, and in the much
            more exciting lick-me-until-I-scream way, I wanted to keep my parentage under wraps as long as possible. It had a nasty habit
            of being used against me when people found out I could grant wishes.
         

         
         “Shiloh?”

         
         I snapped back to the phone. Had Novak been talking? “What?”

         
         “I said how long before you can be at the crux?”

         
         “I’m almost dressed, so fifteen minutes. I’ll call you when I’m there.”

         
         “‘Kay.”

         
         I hung up, tucked the phone into my jeans pocket, and finished dressing. Green lace camisole under a fitted black jacket.
            Over the jeans, it seemed a little dressy, but our unit boss Julius Almeida never stood on formality. He cared more about
            how we did our jobs than what we wore while we did it. Plus the jacket hid my shoulder holster and gun, its clip filled with
            standard issue silver-jacket bullets.
         

         
         “Real estate problems?” Vincent asked.

         
         “That’s an understatement,” I replied, wishing like hell I could jump back into bed and finished what we’d started, but I’d
            told Novak fifteen minutes.
         

         
         As though he’d read my mind, a frown turned down the corners of his mouth. “You just got back. Literally. We were supposed
            to have all day tomorrow, Shi. I took a vacation day and everything.”
         

         
         “I know, babe.” I sat on the corner of the bed to zip up my mid-calf boots, taking care to adjust the slim knives tucked into
            several hidden spots. Done with that, I circled to him and leaned down to plant a kiss on his mouth. “I’ll make it up to you
            when I get back.”
         

         
         “As usual.”

         
         I pulled back, surprised by the dismissive tone. “Vincent, I’m sorry.”

         
         “I know.” His expression and tone remained frustratingly neutral.

         
         Okay, I really didn’t have the time nor the inclination to fight. Had I inadvertently released my pheromone last night? It
            had been years since I’d lost control of the Quarrel—another gift from my djinn father besides wishing. Earth djinn are known
            for their ability to affect the combative nature of humans, often causing arguments when none should exist. I hadn’t realized
            I could do it until I was ten years old. My parents had taken me to a Phillies game and a small riot broke out over a home
            run ball I’d really wanted to catch and didn’t. Two years of practice with my dad taught me to control the Quarrel and only
            use it on command. It hadn’t stopped me from carrying the guilt of their divorce when I was eleven, though, always wondering
            if my powers had caused it.
         

         
         I only lost control when my emotions ran too high on the negative side. Tonight’s sexual escapades with Vincent had been a
            supreme leap from negative (definitely within the realm of lick-me-until-I-scream), so I couldn’t have affected him. So why
            the hell was he so argumentative?
         

         
         “They wouldn’t have called us in early if it wasn’t important,” I said. As a defense, it was pretty weak. Other government
            agencies had shadow groups who dealt with paranormal-based problems, but the Marshals’ Office had been the public face and
            official law enforcement of paranormal issues for the last forty years (and handling them quietly long before that).
         

         
         “I said I know.”

         
         “You sound angry.”

         
         Vincent scrubbed his hands over his face, accentuating the growth of black beard he needed to shave. “I’m just tired, Shi.
            Stress at work. Don’t mind me.”
         

         
         He hadn’t mentioned stress at work, but I hadn’t really given him time to chat before I pounced. Our relationship was pretty
            casual and, even though I found myself missing him while on assignment, I preferred it stayed that way. Except he looked pretty
            down about our aborted sex-capades. Maybe he’d needed something from me tonight besides a hot fuck.
         

         
         Or at least in addition to it.

         
         “What’s wrong?” I asked.

         
         Thank Iblis, he interpreted that as the rhetorical question it was. “Nothing, baby. Like I said, tired. Go save your town.”

         
         He tilted his head. I took it as permission and caught him in another kiss. He returned this one, opening for me and tracing
            the tip of his tongue along the seam of my lips. I adored the taste of him and the shape of his mouth, and allowed myself
            a few extra seconds to worship both. I broke the kiss with regret.
         

         
         “Gotta go, babe,” I said.

         
         “Be safe, okay?”

         
         “Always.”

         
         I turned and strode to the bedroom door. As I stepped into the hallway, a glance over my shoulder showed he’d curled back
            up on his side of the bed, back to me. An irrational urge to ignore my summons and curl up next to him lasted the space of
            three breaths.
         

         
         Maybe this trailer park hostage crisis would sort itself out quickly and let me get back to him by dawn.

         
         Yeah.

         
         Right.

         
          

         Ley lines are places where magical energies converge and run in invisible lines. Cruxes occur where these lines intersect.
            Usually it takes at least three crossing in one crux in order to provide enough magic output for anyone less powerful than
            a mage or full-blooded demon to sense and use. One of these special places existed half a mile from my apartment, in an alley
            behind a convenience store. I’d discovered it by accident four and a half years ago during an ill-advised chase of a robbery
            suspect I happened to catch trying to hold up said store. I had felt its magic the moment I stepped over the crux.
         

         
         And now it was the only reason I was able to keep my apartment in Denton, Maryland, which was fifty miles north of our unit’s
            headquarters. Even though Novak had been stripped of his incubus duties and banned from Hell, he had retained many of his
            powers, including teleportation. Not himself anymore—to his eternal consternation—but of others. As long as he had a crux
            to act as a battery, he could teleport me to his present location.
         

         
         It wasn’t entirely pleasant for me, but it allowed me to live where I wanted to live and still get to emergency situations
            that didn’t allow for the time expense of driving. And as crappy as it was, it was still better than dealing with DC-area
            traffic.
         

         
         In a big city, walking half a mile at two in the morning probably would have creeped me out, no matter my abilities. It’s
            why I loved Denton, as I loved most of the smaller towns on the Eastern Shore. The vast majority of the population went to
            sleep after the evening news, casting the streets in quiet and shadows. The heels of my boots clicked softly on the sidewalk
            as I quick-strolled toward the convenience store. The few people in town who knew me by name knew I was a federal agent, but
            I didn’t need to draw extra attention from any potential prying eyes by running.
         

         
         Orange streetlights made the night glow with an ethereal quality I always found calming. More so tonight, with the almost-argument
            I’d had with Vincent still ringing in my head. I needed to stay focused so I didn’t accidentally release the Quarrel and cause
            more problems. Vampires were immune to djinn powers, but any other local human law enforcement we met there wouldn’t be.
         

         
         The silent convenience store came into view. I turned off the sidewalk, crossed the parking lot and gas pumps, and slipped
            into the shadows behind the squat building. The rank odors of the garbage container soured my stomach. Couldn’t the crux have
            been created somewhere less stinky, like the middle of a bakery?
         

         
         Just the thought of warm, gooey chocolate chip cookies reminded me that I hadn’t eaten since dinner’s grilled steak and salad.
            Maybe Jaxon would save me with his seemingly ever-present supply of snacks. He was always eating something—a side effect,
            he said, of skin-walker shifting.
         

         
         I felt the buzz of the crux the moment I passed the first ley line. I pulled my cell and texted Novak that I was there before
            I got to the crux—the magic played games with cell reception, even with our hyper-stylized phones—then stepped onto the heart
            of power. Its strength flared to life inside of me like a current of electricity. The tiny hairs on my arms stood on end.
            Everything smelled crisper, keener. I closed my eyes and waited.
         

         
         Novak called to me a second later. I heard his voice in my head, a distant bass as seductive as any fully powered incubus.
            It caressed my mind, my heart, and my body, and it sent a flare of arousal straight between my thighs—the part of this I hated.
            Incubi are seducers and their power lies within their ability to arouse and claim you. In order to teleport me to him, I had
            to want him. It was god-awful embarrassing to arrive on-scene like that, even if no one except my teammates knew.
         

         
         And you can bet that none of my male teammates liked to be teleported by Novak for that very reason. The first time it happened
            to Jaxon, I gave him grief for a month. It’s the only thing that kept us all sane about it—the fact that we all had to go
            through it, and we all gave each other shit.
         

         
         Intense heat surrounded me, followed by the sensation of falling. The trip lasted only a few seconds, and then I was blinking
            against the bright lights of our headquarters’ conference room. I rubbed my eyes, giving myself a moment for the arousal to
            fade away. It didn’t help that I’d already been halfway to an orgasm less than twenty minutes ago.
         

         
         “Morning, Shi,” Jaxon Dearborn said, an unexpected voice somewhere behind me.

         
         I spun around. He was lounging in one of the wheeled, leather chairs that surrounded the long, oak dining table that took
            up half of the conference room’s space. A quarter of the remaining space was K.I.M.’s setup—the very expensive, very unique
            Knowledge Interface Matrix computer system connecting our headquarters to the West Coast unit’s HQ, as well as our phones.
            Invented for us by a penitent Mammon (demon of greed, for those following along at home) in lieu of banishing him back to
            Hell, K.I.M. was worth as much as Luxembourg, and she allowed our network to operate as efficiently as it did.
         

         
         The two Paranormal Investigation Units had officially formed six years ago—thanks to Julius and a few well-placed friends—on
            the argument that unique abilities were needed to handle other unique abilities. We had practically no oversight from the
            Department of Justice as long we as kept paranormal-related violence under control and under wraps.
         

         
         The notoriety of the Para-Marshals gave us an edge over those shadow teams—not in effectiveness, necessarily, but in recruiting
            and keeping powerful new members of the team. Someone would ask questions if one of us disappeared; same can’t be said for
            the shadow groups. No one in the federal government or human police forces could do what we did with the same efficiency.
            None of the shadow agencies would get involved in a case so public.
         

         
         Our units also thrived on secrecy, which was why our headquarters was a renovated, two-story house, set at the end of an otherwise
            empty cul-de-sac near the very small town of Hebron, Maryland. The Department of Justice had quietly bought out all of the
            other owners, demolished every house except this one, and added a bunch of security features that kept pretty much everyone
            from spying on us. It also kept K.I.M. undetectable to computer hackers, telekinetics, and electrically inclined demon infestations.
         

         
         Bad guys can’t attack what they can’t find.

         
         The conference room was the dining room and living room areas combined, with only a small jut of wall separating the two.
            Most of the other downstairs rooms were for storage of weapons and research items, with three bedrooms upstairs sleep-ready,
            but Jaxon was the only person on the team who lived here full-time. I’d never asked his reasons for moving in here, and he
            never offered them. They likely had to do with his life prior to being kidnapped and held captive for six months by a magic
            abuser. Whatever life he’d been taken from, he was in no hurry to return to it.
         

         
         His rescue from the magic abuser was the event that had sparked the creation of the Para-Marshals. It also brought me, Julius,
            and Jaxon into each other’s orbits. Sometimes I think that was why Jaxon and I could never make our attempt at a nonbusiness
            relationship work. I’d seen a very proud man at his lowest point, and he was always trying to prove himself to me. Chemistry
            and love aside, we became too toxic to each other to stay together.
         

         
         Working well on our Para-Marshals team was too important to jeopardize by forcing the relationship to work.

         
         Still—it didn’t stop the occasional flutter in my chest when I looked at him, and my fading arousal from Vincent and Novak
            wasn’t helping matters.
         

         
         Jaxon possessed the sort of exuberant personality that attracted people like moths to light and made it impossible to stay
            angry with him. He wasn’t handsome—his eyes were set too close, his nose was a little too long for his short face, and he
            constantly dyed his hair too blond for his coloring—but his wide, easygoing smile made you forget that right away. Hazel eyes
            always sparkled with mischief, and his laughter was infectious. His smile and laugh were what had attracted me to him in the
            first place.
         

         
         When I’d asked him once what had first attracted him to me, he had gotten very quiet, very serious. Then he said, “You have
            a fabulous ass.”
         

         
         I’d smacked him upside the head for that.

         
         Looking at Jaxon, no one would ever guess he could turn into a two-hundred-pound, seven-point stag.

         
         “You just roll out of bed?” Jaxon asked. He tossed back a palm full of dry-roasted peanuts from a can in his lap, relaxed
            like this was a friendly visit and not work related.
         

         
         “Why, do I have bed-head?” I raked one hand through my thick, brown-black hair, seeking tangles and finding none. It hung
            a few inches past my shoulders and lived in a strange place between straight and wavy that required little in the way of product
            management. A brush and a blow-dryer were my only styling tools.
         

         
         He swallowed his nuts and grinned. “Nope, but you’ve got a hickey on your neck that looks fresh and you didn’t bother covering
            it with makeup.”
         

         
         I clenched my fingers to keep from touching my throat. This day kept getting worse. I made myself feel better by flipping
            him off with no real ire in the gesture.
         

         
         I sensed Novak entering the room before he asked, “You and Vincent must have had quite an evening.”

         
         I turned to face him, crossing my arms over my chest, suddenly wishing I’d taken five minutes for a quick shower. The former
            incubus could smell sex on a person, and judging by the flare of his nostrils and wide eyes, he smelled more on me than just
            the slight arousal that had teleported me here.
         

         
         Novak lived close by, although I’d never been invited to his house—okay by me, because I had no desire to invite him into
            mine. He was an effective teammate, but that’s all he was to me. Sure, he was built like a professional linebacker—six-feet-two
            of thick muscles and smooth ebony skin he liked showing off beneath an ever-changing wardrobe of designer jeans and tight
            t-shirts. And unlike Jaxon, Novak was hot and he knew it—another incubus bonus feature. Also unlike Jaxon, Novak was scary
            when he smiled. Everything about Novak exuded sex and intent, even though he no longer hunted souls for Hell.
         

         
         He may have been changed, but he was still an asshole.

         
         Instead of letting Novak get to me, I tossed him a saucy grin and lied. “We did, actually, several times.”

         
         His jaw tightened.

         
         “Are we it?” I asked.

         
         “Kathleen will meet us there,” Novak said.

         
         “Julius here yet?” I asked Jaxon. Our leader lived a couple miles away in a bungalow he shared with half a dozen stray cats
            that he left food for a couple times a week.
         

         
         “He’s not answering his Raspberry,” Jaxon replied. He was staring into the open can of peanuts, as if debating the merits
            of eating more. “I drove by his house, too, but he’s not home.”
         

         
         A tiny knot of worry tightened my stomach. “That’s not like him.” The impromptu nature of our job necessitated keeping our
            specially-designed-from-stolen-technology cell phones with us at all times. Jaxon was the first one to start calling our phones
            by fruit names, mostly to annoy Novak, but eventually Raspberry stuck. We all kind of liked the pun.
         

         
         What I didn’t like was that in the six years I’d known Julius, he’d never been out of touch unless required by an assignment.

         
         “No, it isn’t,” Novak said. “But he knows where the assignment is, and vampires holding humans hostage is too urgent a matter
            to waste time here.” The statement held a small amount of challenge in it.
         

         
         As second-in-command, I was currently the ranking member of the team. If I said to move out and hope Julius caught up later,
            they’d do it. I’d run ops before, just not on something quite as grand as this. The idea of heading negotiations with hostage-holding
            vampires without Julius at my side was daunting.
         

         
         Daunting and a tiny bit terrifying.

         
         But what choice did I have? A familiar whirring sound crept over the hum of computers and crunch of Jaxon’s peanuts. The helicopter
            was warming up out back on what had once been a private tennis court. One of the nice things about working for the Marshals’
            Office was technology and transportation. Sometimes they needed us to get places fast. We even had a private jet on retainer
            at a small airport ten miles away.
         

         
         “Let’s go, then,” I said. “And bring the peanuts.”

         
         The guys were weaponed-up and ready, so we made our way out the back door without any stops. The rear of the house had a long,
            white porch that looked out over an expansive lawn that Jaxon mowed once a week, regardless of the weather. Julius and I liked
            to tease him about grazing.
         

         
         Fifty yards beyond it was a split-post fence and, just past it, the tennis court and our waiting custom helicopter. Its rotating
            blades created a gentle breeze that grew steadily louder as we walked across the lawn.
         

         
         “Do we have details on this standoff?” I asked.

         
         “Not a lot,” Novak replied. “Mostly info on the trailer park itself. Whoever’s in charge of the vamps hasn’t made any demands
            yet, but they’ve cut off phone lines, cable, internet, and supposedly confiscated every cell phone and radio in town.”
         

         
         “This was planned.” An obvious statement. No one commented. They knew I liked to think out loud. “Vamps don’t like drawing
            attention to themselves, especially negative, so what the hell’s got them pulling something like this?”
         

         
         “Remind me to ask them when we see them.”

         
         Vampires have been known—truly known, not just as boogeymen to scare children—to the world at-large for the last sixty or
            so years, the second species to announce their presence to human beings (werewolves being the first). To say it didn’t go
            over well is an understatement, but tempers and tensions had cooled considerably in the last couple of decades.
         

         
         When we first learned about werewolves, it was eighty years ago as a publicity stunt during America’s early involvement in
            World War II. They returned from the War among other revered heroes, and many, many myths were dispelled (the hunger for human
            flesh, for instance), and a few were proven true (such as the need to change under the full moon). In the golden post-War
            years, few seemed to mind them. Publicly.
         

         
         However, when vampires came out ten years later, things got ugly. The public could handle people who turned into wolves once
            a month and lived with their Pack, secluded from the bulk of society. They couldn’t seem to handle the idea of bloodsuckers
            living next door, buying blood from willing donors, and generally proving that yes, some things really do go bump in the night.
            Not even assurances of the control Masters had over their lines, or the care taken in choosing and turning new vampires, seemed
            to assuage the bulk of folks—especially the religious ones.
         

         
         Vampires were vilified. Then they were crucified—literally. Humans were killed in retaliation. It all came to a nasty head
            in Little Rock, Arkansas about forty years ago. Half the city burned down in the riot started by humans, fueled by hatred,
            and spread by malice. When it was finally over, the news networks took great delight in airing and re-airing footage of two
            vampires saving a family of six from a burning apartment building.
         

         
         Seconds after ushering the family to safety, they were dusted by two local cops.

         
         A lot’s changed in forty years. Vampires keep to themselves, many returning to a life underground and out of the public eye.
            Every state with a werewolf Pack was granted several thousand acres of protected land, and many werewolves went to live there.
            Some stayed in cities, but were still subject to Pack laws and the call of their Alpha. The Para-Marshals were there to deal
            with the occasional issue stemming from non-Pack werewolves, and to handle the things no one else could explain—the species
            humans didn’t know existed right beneath their noses.
         

         
         Like me.

         
         After all that, no other magical race I’ve met will come clean again. If human beings got so lathered up over vampires, discovering
            the existence of demons would signal the end of days.
         

         
         Right now, though, I needed to figure out how to end our current predicament with the vampires without bloodshed on either
            side.
         

         
         We stopped talking as we neared the fence and the roar of the helicopter took over. After we strapped into our seats, I pulled
            out my Raspberry and sent K.I.M. a request for the layout of Myrtle’s Acres.
         

         
         One hundred and twenty was our rough hostage count, give or take folks out of town for whatever reason. It was a stereotypical
            trailer park, with one road in that split left and right at the entrance. Four rows of trailers at least thirty years old
            lined the two streets, small parking lots every two trailers, and lots of tall trees and shrubs, which made getting aerial
            satellite shots difficult. It was a half mile deep, and about a quarter mile wide, with thick forest on all three sides. A
            cornfield marked the fourth side, opposite the country road leading to Myrtle’s Acres. The flat land gave us no tactical advantage.
            No single trailer in the park was large enough to hold everyone, so the hostages were divided, likely in the two central rows
            of trailers.
         

         
         Our only advantage lay in our adversaries. Contrary to popular myth, vampires don’t fall “dead” during the day. They are,
            however, nocturnal creatures and therefore weaker during daylight hours. Not to mention sunlight-adverse. No one had invented
            an SPF-400 yet, so vamps still had to avoid direct sunlight if they were out and about after sunrise. If the vampire hostage-takers
            were standing guard in the open, they’d be weaker in roughly three and a half hours.
         

         
         I snacked on Jaxon’s peanuts and tried Julius’s cell phone three more times during our thirty-minute flight. Straight to voice
            mail each time, with no response to my texts or pages. Each attempt raised my anxiety level a notch. We were running close
            to an hour without word from our leader, which wasn’t SOP. Novak and Jaxon reflected my tension in their stiff postures and
            stony silence.
         

         
         We had our pilot do a flyover of the trailer park. It was almost perfectly dark, every light source extinguished, individual
            trailers barely visible in the glow of the crescent moon and reflection of the state patrol’s base camp. They had set up roadblocks
            on the country road, and were set up at the west end. Two patrol cars were parked on the east side, the patrolmen sitting
            quietly. Nothing moved below. It was . . . peaceful.
         

         
         Early April in corn country meant the fields were still being turned and fertilized. Instead of landing on a bed of green
            stalks, the helicopter set down on dark brown earth that reeked of animal shit. The heavy, rotting odor turned my stomach.
         

         
         “That’s just disgusting,” Jaxon said. Novak climbed out last and concurred with the assessment by coughing loudly.

         
         We didn’t linger, running across the field at a diagonal from the trailer park, leaving the pilot behind to power down the
            helicopter. He’d stay there until we needed him, like a good little soldier. The state patrol had three cars and an ambulance
            huddled by the western roadblock, about thirty yards from the entrance. Battery-operated floodlights provided daylight-strength
            illumination. Six patrolmen and two EMTs were waiting for us, along with a familiar blonde.
         

         
         Kathleen Allard frowned as we got closer, her wide green eyes narrowing. She looked like an angry ghost beneath those glaring
            lights, harsh against her pale skin. Even though our resident dhampir looked twenty-one, she was closer to sixty years old.
            She wasn’t immortal like her vampire father had been, but she would live a very long time thanks to his genetic legacy.
         

         
         “Where’s Julius?” she asked. She still carried hints of the French accent she’d acquired during her childhood, but her clothes
            betrayed a newfound love of everything Seattle-grunge. She didn’t seem to mind she’d missed the fashion statement by at least
            two decades.
         

         
         “MIA,” Novak said. “Shi’s got point on this.”

         
         “Lovely.”

         
         I rolled my eyes. Not my fault I was thirty years younger and still outranked her. “Who’s in charge of the locals?” I asked.

         
         “Lieutenant Foster, the one with the handlebar mustache,” Kathleen said, pointing.

         
         The patrolman in question was nearly as bear-sized as Novak. His red mustache matched the thick, auburn hair on his head and
            the smattering of freckles on his nose and cheeks. He approached us with a question in his eyes and disdain on his face. It
            was a look we received often from law enforcement unhappy to turn control of a situation over to our agency—even if they knew
            they were out of their league. Lieutenant Foster seemed to be no exception.
         

         
         “Shiloh Harrison, Para-Marshal’s Office,” I said, extending my hand.

         
         Foster had a strong grip as he shook. “Lieutenant Abraham Foster. Thanks for coming out, Marshal Harrison.”

         
         “How could I resist? It’s not every day vampires take a trailer park hostage.” I smiled, trying to put him at ease. Being
            known and semi-common in most states doesn’t stop regular folks from fearing vampires.
         

         
         Foster’s expression didn’t change, though, so I hunkered down to business. “Any idea what the numbers on our vampires are?”
            I asked.
         

         
         “Only three have made themselves visible,” he replied, “but they’d need more to watch so many people.”

         
         “That depends on the age and abilities of the vampires involved,” Kathleen said. “Many Master vampires possess psychic abilities.”

         
         Foster’s eyes widened. Yeah, this guy was going to be a treat.

         
         “What about communication?” I asked, cutting off whatever the next thing he was going to say. “Our intel says they’d cut all
            landlines. Have they made contact?”
         

         
         “Not since the first phone call telling us about the takeover, no,” he said. “I’ve got people in the woods, keeping a perimeter
            of fifty feet from the property line. They’ve seen their eyes in the distance, so we know the vampires are watching us, too.”
         

         
         Vampires maintain the same eye color as in their previous life, but when a vamp is angry or hungry, they glow red. A scary,
            bloodred. I’ve heard they flash blue and green for other emotions, but my interaction was limited to pissed vamps or calm,
            colorless vamps. Even as a half vampire, Kathleen could control her color-change and used it to great effect when it suited
            her.
         

         
         “They have to know we’d be called in,” Novak said.

         
         I was counting on it.

         
         A man’s disembodied voice shot through my head like an iron spike, sharp and agonizing. I stumbled under the strength of it.
            Someone caught my elbow and steadied me.
         

         
         “Shi? You okay?” Jaxon was in my face, his hazel eyes reflecting silver in the glare of the floodlights. Eyeshine gone wild.

         
         “You didn’t hear that?” I asked. With my bearings back, I gently pulled my elbow out of his bruising grip.

         
         “Hear what?”

         
         They only hear me if I wish it. More thunder in my head. Colorful spots danced in front of my eyes. “Stop that!” I shouted. “Get out of my head!”
         

         
         It pissed me off, being violated like that. And that “if I wish it” line wasn’t funny, either.

         
         My teammates stared at me curiously, but Foster just looked terrified. I shouldered past them and stalked toward the barricade
            of patrol cars. A pale line of tiki torches and a nauseatingly retro Myrtle’s Acres sign loomed in front of me, flanked by
            a wall of monstrous shadows. From the darkness near the sign, a figure emerged.
         

         
         He stood in the middle of the road, long hair glinting in the meager moonlight, first white-blond, then black, then auburn.
            It never seemed to settle on one shade. Shadows cast sharp angles on his pale face, and even from a distance I could tell
            he was handsome.
         

         
         Behind me, the sound of leather creaking and snaps popping caught my attention. The patrolmen were reaching for their weapons.

         
         “No one draws on him,” I said sharply.

         
         Come halfway so we may speak more comfortably.

         
         If he didn’t stop doing that, my brain was going to liquefy and leak out of my ears. I licked dry lips. “Novak, I’m going
            out to talk to him.” I then called his Raspberry, turned it on to speaker, and put it in my pocket. At least they’d be able
            to listen in.
         

         
         “Do not turn your back on him,” Kathleen said, her voice holding a small amount of awe—not directed at me. “But do not meet
            his eyes until he gives you his name. To do so before is a challenge. I can sense him from here, Shiloh. He’s powerful.”
         

         
         “Yeah, the booming voice in my head sort of clued me in.” My sharp retort rolled right off her.

         
         “Be careful, Shi,” Jaxon said.

         
         “As careful as I can.”

         
         I inhaled deeply, held it, then started walking on the exhale. Tension at my boss’s absence was compounded by the sight in
            front of me. A Master vampire was walking toward me on a dark street, his long cloak swirling around him like a storm cloud.
            He could be hiding an arsenal beneath that thing. Vampire mind control doesn’t work on djinn, and our blood is distasteful
            to them, but I could still be shot or stabbed if he got twitchy.
         

         
         Step by step, we drew closer and I began to sense the power Kathleen had already warned me about. It sizzled and popped like
            water meeting hot grease and made me strangely giddy. I struggled to keep calm when the djinn half of me demanded I turn and
            flee. Our kinds do not get along. At all. It made me wonder: Was he in my head just to torment me?
         

         
         As requested, we met halfway, each stopping an arm’s reach from the other. He was even more handsome up close, as the sharp
            lines of his jaw and chin came into focus. His color-changing hair hung perfectly straight to mid-back, further paling his
            porcelain complexion. Upon closer inspection, I realized his hair wasn’t changing color, it actually was multicolored—every
            imaginable shade of brown, black, red, copper, gold, blond, silver, and white separating the individual strands. If it was
            a dye job, it had taken days to affect, but something told me it was natural. Or naturally occurring via magic.
         

         
         The effect was ethereal, mesmerizing.

         
         Kathleen’s warning came back, and I halted my appraisal at his straight slash of a nose, careful not to meet his eyes.

         
         “My apologies for causing you such pain,” he said. Now that it wasn’t blasting through my head, his voice betrayed a pedigree
            of age and European origin.
         

         
         “Apology accepted.”

         
         We stood in perfect silence for a full minute. I fought against fidgeting. It would be seen as a weakness, as would speaking
            first. He’d invited me out to this thing. He had to do the talking.
         

         
         “Thank you for speaking with me,” he finally said. “My name is Woodrow Tennyson.”

         
         “Shiloh Harrison.” I raised my gaze, half expecting to see blazing red eyes staring back at me. All I saw was a pale blue
            glow that hid his true eye color. At least he wasn’t angry . . . or hungry. “You made it difficult to stay away, Mr. Tennyson.”
         

         
         “Of course. The theatrics were regrettable, though necessary to gain your cooperation.”

         
         “Is that what this is about? You hold hostages and then what? What do you want?”

         
         “You’re direct, Ms. Harrison, I like that. Humans are still so afraid of us. Lieutenant Foster would be pissing his pants
            if he’d come in your stead.”
         

         
         I couldn’t argue with that assessment. “What do you want?” I repeated.

         
         His eyes changed, now glittering red, and with the solemnity of a eulogizing minister, he said, “One million dollars and safe
            passage to the tropical country of my choice.”
         

         
         I stared.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Tennyson tilted his head back and laughed—a deep, mirthful sound I felt in my bones. His eyes were once again clear blue when
            he said, “Forgive me, Ms. Harrison, but is that not the stock answer you were expecting?”
         

         
         “This isn’t a movie,” I snapped back. “You think this is funny? How many crimes are going unchecked because of this circus
            you’ve created here?” First he shouted telepathic messages into my head, then he made fun of me. I was seriously hating this
            guy, Master or not.
         

         
         “No, and I do apologize.” He sobered immediately, all traces of humor gone. “I require the assistance of you and the Para-Marshals,
            although I must admit, I was informed that a gentleman led your team.”
         

         
         “He’s busy.” No sense in telling a vampire that our leader was, in fact, missing. “You get to deal with me, instead.”

         
         “No hardship in that, I assure you.”

         
         I rolled my eyes. “If you needed our help, you could have called the office. Taking over a hundred people hostage isn’t the
            best way to endear you to us.”
         

         
         “Securing your assistance was not my only purpose in orchestrating such a dramatic show of strength. You may not be aware
            that in the last six months, forty-six vampires and twenty-eight werewolves have disappeared.”
         

         
         “Is that unusual?” I asked, knowing full well it was. Vampire and werewolf societies, by sheer force of necessity, have been
            self-controlling and rigid in their governing laws for centuries. Masters and Alphas rule their respective people with iron
            fists and swift punishments—and those punishments include crimes against humans. The only exceptions were non-Pack-related
            werewolf crime, rogue vampires, or large-scale problems like today’s little hostage crisis. Then we got called in.
         

         
         Vampires and werewolves, despite their shared interest in maintaining a positive public image, simply do not get along with
            each other—understatement, really—so Tennyson bringing this information to me meant something larger was going on within their
            two species.
         

         
         The little red sparkles returned to his eyes—interesting. As a Master he should have better control over his emotions. This
            situation had him truly upset. Unless he was doing it for effect, which was also possible. But the longer I stood there, the
            less I thought he was faking it.
         

         
         “What do you know of vampire hierarchy?” he asked.

         
         Less than I should know, if his tone of voice was any indication. Without showing him my obvious disadvantage, I squared my
            shoulders and said, “Why don’t you tell me what you think is relevant to these disappearances?”
         

         
         He smiled at my elusive response. “New vampires may only be made with permission from the maker’s own sire and then, depending
            on the sire’s strength, his sire before him. It prevents weakness in the line, as we are all . . .” He seemed uncertain of
            the word he needed. “Connected. By the sharing of blood required to turn a new vampire, we are connected to one another on
            a very basic level. As Master of the line, I am able to sense, however peripherally, the life force of all my vampires. Of
            the forty-six missing, eleventwelve are mine.”
         

         
         “And you can’t sense them anymore?” His admission cemented something I’d long suspected about vampires. I knew permission
            was needed to create a new member of the line, but I hadn’t known about the sensing thing. It had to be crowded in Tennyson’s
            head.
         

         
         “I cannot.” A small amount of grief coated his words. “I lost my sense of them over a three-day period of time last week.
            In my anger, I blamed a rival Master and we nearly warred over the dispute. Until I learned that he had also lost people,
            thirteen of his line.”
         

         
         “Same period of time?”

         
         He shook his head. “Earlier that same week, before mine went missing.”

         
         “Any similarities between the missing vamps?”

         
         “Similarities?”

         
         “Yeah, like are they all new vamps? All redheads? All taken from one city? What?”

         
         “Ah, I understand.” He gazed at my face as he considered the question, those blue eyes still flecked with furious red. “They
            were all different in age and experience. Several of mine were turned in the last decade, most within the century. Two had
            been with me for nearly three hundred years.”
         

         
         Three hundred years. Looking at his sculpted beauty, he could have been thirty-five or forty, max. It was hard to imagine
            him having lived so long. I’d be super-fucking-pissed if anyone on my team disappeared or was killed, and I’d only been with
            them six years. I couldn’t imagine three centuries of friendship.
         

         
         “How many Masters have lost vamps?” I asked.

         
         “The question is difficult to answer.”

         
         “Explain.”

         
         “I am Master of my line. However, once a vampire reaches a certain level of power, he is also a Master.”

         
         Oh good God, hierarchies made my head hurt. “Okay, so is there a Master above you? Your sire?”

         
         “No, my own sire died long ago. There are, however, three Masters older than I, of separate lines, two of whom have lost vampires.
            One other Master, several decades younger than I, has lost as well.”
         

         
         “So four lines have lost vamps.”

         
         “Correct.”

         
         “What about the wolves?”

         
         “Fourteen each from the Packs of Florida and California.”

         
         “Have you gone to the werewolves about this?”

         
         He snorted, an inelegant sound. “My suspicions of a larger conspiracy were met with disdain from their Alphas.”

         
         “Doesn’t surprise me.”

         
         “Does this mean you will assist me?”

         
         I gave him my best intimidation glare. He cared about his people, that much was obvious. But I couldn’t simply overlook this
            hostage stunt and run off to solve his mystery. “Like I said, you should have called the office with this. You still haven’t
            given me a good reason for these theatrics. I should put a silver bullet in your heart and drag you in for threatening so
            many humans and disturbing the godsdamned peace.”
         

         
         He straightened his back, drawing up taller, more elegant in posture. “It was the only way I could think to protect my people
            from whoever is hunting us.”
         

         
         Something in his words tickled my instincts and raised my hackles. I looked past him, at the shadows of the tree-filled trailer
            park and all of the secrets hiding within the darkness. The overwhelming sense of being watched sent gooseflesh creeping across
            my neck and chest.
         

         
         “Mr. Tennyson,” I said slowly, “how many vampires are in that trailer park?”

         
         “Five hundred and four.”

         
         A strangled wheeze caught in my throat. “Five . . . holy . . . Is that your whole blessed line?”

         
         “Yes, minus the twelve missing, my entire surviving line is now ensconced in your trailer park.” With one hundred-plus walking,
            talking meals. He must have seen something in my face, because he added, “The inhabitants will not be harmed, Ms. Harrison.
            I give you my word. All of my children were informed to feed well before arrival, and provisions have been provided in case
            this drags out.”
         

         
         “Where the hell did you put them all?”

         
         His mouth twitched. “Everywhere we could find room. Few are happy about the arrangements, but they agree with the measure.
            My people are now the hostages of your police officers, as much as the trailer park residents are hostages of mine. Whoever
            is taking vampires will have no opportunity to take from me again.”
         

         
         The faintest snarl was attached to his final statement, and I found myself sympathizing with Tennyson. The very idea would
            make my djinn father laugh his head off, right before he verbally smacked me around for it. Earth djinn were mostly harmless
            compared to other djinn, but he had the temper of his people. Djinn hate vampires. It’s that simple.
         

         
         “So let’s make sure I’m understanding your intent,” I said. “You want to leave your entire line here, with a hundred innocent
            human beings, surrounded by local police that will keep anyone from getting in or out of the park, until we figure out who’s
            kidnapping vamps and wolves, and why?”
         

         
         “Yes.”

         
         What would Julius do? It was my go-to question when faced with a situation I didn’t know how to solve. Julius was levelheaded.
            Former Army Ranger. He’d consider the pros and cons of accepting this vampire’s terms. He would make sure everyone’s cards
            were on the table. Tennyson had promised no harm would come to the trailer park residents—no harm had a lot of interpretations.
         

         
         “And if I say no?”

         
         His thin eyebrows rose into almost comical arches. “Are you saying no?”

         
         “I’m asking a question. Can you answer it, please?”

         
         The red sparkles in his eyes coalesced until both orbs gleamed crimson, leaving no trace of the previous blue shade. They
            glowed like headlights. He drew back pale lips, revealing the tips of his gleaming fangs. Showing off the predator he was
            and could become at a moment’s notice. He couldn’t turn me, but those fangs could certainly rip my throat out faster than
            I could pull my weapon.
         

         
         I didn’t shrink back, didn’t flinch, even though my stomach had twisted into painful knots.

         
         “If you say no, Ms. Harrison, we will leave this town tonight. However, we will be taking forty-six with us to hold until
            those we have lost are returned to their Masters. And we will continue to do so for every further vampire who goes missing
            afterward. We will start, of course, with your mother.”
         

         
         The world went perfectly still. Voices rose up behind us, and I knew my team was reacting to his words. Probably waiting for
            me to haul off and shoot Tennyson for making a threat against my family. But I couldn’t move. I had to force my lungs to suck
            in air, expel, suck in again.
         

         
         “Don’t make threats you can’t carry out,” I said, “or you’re going to piss me off.”

         
         “I make no threats, Ms. Harrison, only promises.” Tennyson’s voice was as cold as winter. “I find no joy in this, do you understand
            that? My people are being taken, not murdered. Taken, and for what purpose I can only guess. You love your mother, I see it
            in your anger. Imagine if twelve people you loved were taken. Would you not do anything to seek justice?”
         

         
         “You ask me that while threatening someone I love?”

         
         “Djinn are emotional creatures, and while you are only half-blooded, you do carry that trait. You are more honest in your
            anger than most humans in their calm.”
         

         
         If my surprise at his statement showed on my face, he didn’t react to it. How on earth did he know—

         
         “I can smell your blood, Ms. Harrison,” he said, as if reading my mind. Maybe he was. Bastard.

         
         “So you get me mad, get me honest, and then secure my help through blackmail. Good plan.”

         
         “I do what I must to protect my own.”

         
         “Me, too. And part of my own is all those innocent people in there. So keep that in mind.”

         
         “Oh, I do. As I said, nothing will happen to them . . . unless.”

         
         “And as I said, that ‘unless’ is not exactly the assurance I’m looking for.”

         
         “Then maybe you should do your job and make sure it never comes to that.”

         
         What.

         
         An.

         
         Arrogant.

         
         Jerk.

         
         Yet, even as he said it, I realized what a bind I was in. And the more I thought about his situation, I found myself struggling
            with the notion of him loving each of his vampires the way a daughter loves her mother. The way a father loves his children.
         

         
         Crap.

         
         “Look, I’ll talk to my team and see what we can arrange.”

         
         “Thank you.”

         
         “Thank me later.” I took a half step forward, hands bunched into fists. “And if you or any vampire you know comes after my
            family, I will make it my business to ensure the Master who ranks below you gets a promotion.”
         

         
         Tennyson threw back his head and bellowed laughter, the same musical sound from our introduction. His eyes lost the red glow
            and regained their icy blue sheen. “You do not fear me, Shiloh Harrison. This will prove a fascinating partnership.”
         

         
         Frustrating partnership sounded a lot more accurate. “Hang out, I’ll be back.”

         
         I started to turn around, then remembered what Kathleen said about giving him my back. So I shuffled sideways a good ten feet,
            until he bowed at the waist. I took it as a dismissal and quick-stepped it back to the barricade.
         

         
         “You heard everything, right?” I asked as the team, plus Lieutenant Foster, surrounded me.

         
         “This is one for the books,” Novak said. “Weirdest blessed situation I’ve seen in decades.”

         
         Kathleen’s eyes glittered red as she asked, “Are you seriously going to help him?”

         
         “We are helping him, yes,” I said.
         

         
         “But he’s taken an entire community hostage. He’s a terrorist.”

         
         “He’s scared. And I don’t blame him. I admit, his methods are pretty fucked-up, but he’s trying to protect his family, widespread and
            bloodthirsty though it is. That’s an awful lot of vampires and werewolves to go missing over a short period of time, which
            means they’re either being hunted or captured.” I didn’t think they were being hunted, though, and Jaxon agreed.
         

         
         “There are no bodies,” he said, shaking his head. “Capture sounds more likely.”

         
         “Capture for what and by whom?” Kathleen asked.

         
         “That’s what Tennyson wants us to find out,” I said. “Julius would make the deal.”

         
         “Should we run this past Weller first?” Jaxon asked.

         
         Adam Weller led the West Coast Para-Marshal unit, and he held the same seniority as Julius. I’d spoken to the man on the phone
            a handful of times, and met him in person once. Someone higher up than me trusted him enough to put him in charge, but Weller
            wasn’t my unit leader. I didn’t know or trust him like I trusted Julius.
         

         
         “I’m fine with copying him on the decision,” I replied, “but as team second, I don’t need his permission to act.”

         
         Jaxon nodded.

         
         Even after saying that, though, I glanced at Novak and Kathleen. This wasn’t a vote, but their support—or lack thereof—would
            either see this through or stop whatever we did next dead in its tracks. With a small sense of relief, I saw agreement in
            both their eyes. “Good. We get some marshals out here to back up the state troopers who are watching the town and make sure
            they understand no one goes in or out. Tennyson seems to know what’s going on with the missing vampires, so we’ll need to
            contact the Florida and California Pack Alphas. See what their wolves had in common.”
         

         
         “Speaking of Julius,” Novak said, “we checked with K.I.M. while you were chatting with the vampire. He’s not reported in since
            yesterday, noontime, and the office insists he’s not on assignment.”
         

         
         Noontime. Our boss had been off the grid for close to sixteen hours.

         
         “The timing of his disappearance is unsettling,” Kathleen said.

         
         “To say the least,” I said.

         
         “The vampire threatened your mother,” Jaxon said in a tone colder than I’d ever heard. He adored my mom, and she still occasionally
            fussed at me for our breakup. “Could he be the reason Julius is missing? An ace up his sleeve?”
         

         
         “It’s crossed my mind.”

         
         “But?”

         
         I held my hand up for silence and used the other to palm and dial my phone. It rang and rang, so long I felt a cold nugget
            of worry settle in the pit of my stomach. Then it connected, and a sleep-heavy voice asked, “Yes, hello?”
         

         
         “Mom?” Instant relief at the sound of her voice released a surge of adrenaline.

         
         “Shi, sweetheart? It’s almost four in the morning, what’s wrong?”

         
         “Nothing, I just . . . needed to hear your voice.” Close enough to the truth without being a lie. “Sorry I woke you.”

         
         “Are you working?”

         
         “Yeah, go back to sleep. I’ll call you when I can.”

         
         “All right. Be careful.” Her ability to accept my call and subsequent dismissal without arguing or showing a hint of annoyance
            was a testament to how normal such a thing had become. Born to gypsies and raised by djinn, my mother has
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