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      I stared at the front door of the hotel from the plush lobby chair, watching for anyone who might have followed us. This was the sixth—no, the seventh hotel Lucas and I had stayed in since leaving Santiga Bay a little over a week ago. I turned around to get a look at the vamp at the front desk, who was registering for two nights under an anonymous name.

      I smiled. We’d started a game at the third hotel where Lucas made me guess the name he used to sign us in. The game included an interesting form of strip charades and a bottle of tequila, ending with laughter and hot sex.

      It eased the tension of our days as we attempted the impossible task Devon Trelane, Lucas’s boss and leader of the House Trelane, had given him. The House Trelane didn’t have the largest Family in the vamp world, but the House was sizeable enough with over seventy extremely well-trained vamps. Even the children learned martial arts at young ages. Well, for the number of children there were.

      Vamp fertility rates had dropped drastically over the last couple of centuries, and no one knew why. But I digress. Cressa, my best friend in the whole world, would say I have too much to say, so it just comes tripping out of my mouth. I’m still deciding if that was a compliment or not.

      I’ve always had a hard time focusing. I don’t know if I was born that way or whether I simply got bored easily. But that was also a story for another day.

      “Ginger. Hey, are you daydreaming again?”

      I glanced up, not realizing I’d been doing exactly that. Lucas’s eyes were the color of a summer sky, and his hair was a sandy blond that looked streaked from the sun. He had the face and physique of a beach boy, who spent his days on his board waiting for the next big wave. A shiver shimmied through me at his knowing smile.

      “I’m not sure I want to admit to that.”

      He laughed. “Come on. Dinner first, then some fun. But there’s not a chance you’ll figure out the name I used this time.”

      I stood on tiptoes to whisper in his ear. “I guess that means I won’t end up wearing much clothing.”

      He lowered his head, and his warm breath tickled my ear. “If I play it right, you won’t be wearing any at all.”

      I pushed him toward the elevators, both of us laughing. “Do we have to do dinner first?”

      We kissed on the ride up to the thirteenth floor. Our arms were locked around each other’s waists as we stepped out, an overnight bag hanging over each of our shoulders. I stared into his eyes, wondering what it would be like for him to mesmerize me. Was it possible for me to be more attracted to him than I already was?

      The whir of a blade sliced past the back of Lucas’s head. I jumped back, slamming into the elevator wall. Lucas pulled me to him as we turned to see two vamps racing toward us. The one on the right held a blade in his hand, so it must have been the other one who’d thrown his.

      The vamp on the right drew back his arm, ready to throw his dagger when a throwing star hit him in the base of his throat. I didn’t have to look to know Lucas had thrown it. He was masterful with shurikens—or, what most call ninja stars—and he constantly practiced new routines.

      Unfortunately for us, he’d demonstrated that skill several times over during the last ten days. Somehow, vamps found us again as if someone had given them our exact route as soon as we planned it. We assumed we were being tracked since leaving California, but after several thorough searches, then dumping and buying new supplies, they were still one step ahead of us.

      Satisfied the second vamp was incapacitated enough for me to keep him occupied, Lucas turned his attention to the first one, who’d already drawn another knife. But now, we were close enough for Lucas to launch himself as he kicked out, landing a solid blow to the vamp’s chest as he fell back. Lucas landed, ready to swing a leg out, but the vamp was prepared and was able to block Lucas’s kick, forcing him off balance.

      From there it was vamp on vamp. Lucas had drawn a dagger, and the two fell into fighting stances as they prepared to dance.

      I glanced down at the other vamp, who’d removed the blade from his throat. He was still on all fours but was beginning to rise. My first kick hit its mark in the vamp’s midsection, which knocked the air out of him. The next one hit his lower chin with enough force that I might have heard his teeth rattle. I grinned with a manic glee when blood dripped from his mouth.

      I took a moment to check on Lucas, who was wearing his opponent down. The vamp had been cut in multiple places. Talk about death by a thousand cuts. I didn’t think Lucas had planned on taking that much time.

      My vamp got a second wind. His neck had healed, and he was rising to his feet. I couldn’t waste any more time. If I let him stand with his speed and agility, the fight would end up in his favor. I flung a throwing star that sliced into the side of his face. He howled.

      The vamp had to know I was human, which might have been why he leaned back and howled again, this time in apparent frustration. A bad move on his part to leave his neck exposed.

      The slice across his jugular startled me, though it shouldn’t have. It wasn’t the first time Lucas made the injury as grievous as possible, if he didn’t outright kill them. Whatever it took to make a quick escape without pursuit.

      The other vamp had the same problem. The slice to his neck was so deep it would take some time for it to heal.

      Lucas retrieved my silver star, which he wiped clean. “Your aim is becoming quite consistent.”

      “Well, you know what they say—practice, practice, practice. Though, I have to admit, as much as I hate Sergi’s training sessions, they do seem to be paying for themselves.” I checked the hallway, but no one else was around.

      I used the bottom of Lucas’s shirt, which had pulled out of his pants, to wipe the blood off his face. “You got us a room on the thirteenth floor? I mean, I didn’t think hotels had a thirteenth floor.”

      “When did you become so superstitious?”

      “After the surprise attack at the third hotel.”

      He picked up the overnight bags and handed me mine. “From now on, no more hotels with a thirteenth floor.” With a last look at the two vamps, who would be strong enough to crawl away in the next thirty minutes, assuming hotel security didn’t come calling, Lucas kissed my temple.

      “We’ll have our evening. Just not here.” He swung an arm over my shoulder as we hurried toward the exit sign that would open to the stairs.

      Next stop—hotel number eight.
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      Santiga Bay—Two weeks earlier

      

      I rolled over and stretched like a well-fed cat. Sun peeked through the blinds. A simple sign that I was going to love this day. There was nothing more beautiful than a morning after an evening rain. The city washed clean, leaving behind a particular sharpness to the landscape as if a thin veil had been lifted.

      I reached for Lucas, but his spot was empty. The sheets were still warm, and his heady scent made me gooey inside.

      Then I remembered. This was day four.

      After the insane but successful mission the team had pulled off in rescuing Hamilton and, most assuredly, pissing off Devon’s greatest enemy, Lorenzo Venizi, Devon had given the Family a three-day rest period. No work. No training. A true mini vacation. We just couldn’t leave the estate. We were, in effect, on a lockdown that would last until Devon’s war with Lorenzo was over.

      I groaned as I sat up and rubbed my face. Back to training for me. For as much as I griped about it, the exhaustive sessions seemed to be working. I hadn’t needed my new martial arts skills or my growing array of fighting techniques for what I called the Hamilton heist, but it came in handy when Lucas and I ran into vamps at the Renaud Library in San Francisco. And with whatever was coming, maybe I should consider doubling down on the training as my normal routine.

      A delicate white jasmine blossom rested on the bathroom counter next to a hand-scribbled note. I picked up the flower and gave the spicy scent a deep sniff as I read the message.

      Devon called a staff meeting that will fill the entire morning. Cressa told me to let you sleep. Get a decent breakfast. She’ll meet you in the training room at eleven. How about a late picnic by the lake?

      I sighed and took another whiff of the jasmine before sticking it in a glass of water and setting it on the writing desk near the window. That vamp knew how to push all the right buttons. I shook my head. Who would have thought I’d fall for a vamp? The thought sobered me. An ill-fated relationship to be sure, but I tucked the thought away. I wasn’t the type to dwell on those things, preferring to live in the moment.

      Once I freshened up and dressed, I wandered down to the kitchen, jonesing for a cup of Lucia’s fabulous coffee. One thing about Devon, he didn’t skimp on his chefs. I dearly loved Cook, who owned his kitchen at the coastal manor, but Lucia gave him a run for his money where coffee was concerned. She was a dazzling chef in her own right, and like Cook, proudly displayed her certificate from an internationally famous culinary school.

      The kitchen was less frantic than during the three-day hiatus when a continuous buffet had been set up in the dining room. Since no one was on a time schedule except for the security patrols, Devon made sure food was available throughout the day. Just like on a cruise—or so I’d heard, never having been on one. Now, we were back to our regularly scheduled programming.

      Lucia greeted me with a cup of coffee that she shoved in my hands. “Good morning, Ginger. Do you mind taking your breakfast in the dining room this morning?” She lowered her voice. “Anna is in there by herself. She’s been out of sorts since she arrived with Lyra before the island raid and doesn’t seem to know what to do with herself.”

      Inside, I cringed. It wasn’t that I didn’t like Anna. She was a nice enough person, and a human, but she was so rigid and serious, she reminded me of an old English butler. Not that I knew what an old English butler was like other than in movies. On the outside, I smiled and patted Lucia’s arm. “Of course, we girls have to stick together.”

      The relief on her face was enough to encourage me to make the best of my morning with Anna. When I considered my role in the Family, I didn’t have many duties. In fact, I only had one—training in the gym. Anna drove Cressa crazy with all the etiquette and history lessons. After the last mission and the previous threat of Council sanctions against House Trelane, maybe it was time I took living in the household more seriously. I wasn’t a fan of etiquette. My spirit was too rebellious for that, but it was important to know how to fit in among vamps. And though I wouldn’t admit it to most, I was fascinated by history. Maybe an hour or two with Anna wouldn’t be such a hardship.

      Anna was halfway through a meal of eggs and fruit when I strolled into the dining room and plopped into a chair across from her.

      “Good morning, Anna.”

      She’d been so focused on her plate that she jumped at my greeting and choked on her food. Fortunately for her, I knew the Heimlich maneuver, but it wasn’t needed as she cleared her throat and sipped water.

      “I didn’t hear you come in.” She appeared more dazed than pleased to see me, but she was like that with everyone. Devon saw something in her, so I would find that spark that was buried deep inside. My own personal mission.

      I smiled. “I didn’t mean to startle you, but you were definitely interested in those eggs. Lucia does something different with them than Cook.”

      She calmed and nodded. “It’s the cream.”

      “Cream?”

      She nodded. “Lucia adds a touch of cream, which makes the eggs, well, creamier. Cook prefers water to make them fluffier. Then, of course, they both use different herbs.”

      “Wow, I hadn’t thought of it before. I’ve always just whipped the eggs together and was grateful not to burn them.” It was a bit of a lie. I enjoyed cooking and did a pretty good job of it, but I never had the money to try new things. Not until Devon put me up in a condo. It was actually Cressa’s condo, but she rarely stayed there. She preferred being with Devon, which made sense since their relationship had grown intimate. Either way, having the condo and a constant supply of fresh ingredients gave me the opportunity to cook and try new recipes. Those days were gone for a while, at least until the lockdown was over.

      My breakfast of oatmeal and a scrambled egg was served by one of the kitchen staff along with a small carafe of coffee. Anna preferred tea, and she received a fresh teapot.

      Then silence descended.

      Anna seemed a bit skittish and would probably finish her breakfast and leave without another word. The poor thing. The question was, did she not like me? Did she find me too… I don’t know, me? Or was she just shy unless the topic of history and vamp etiquette came up?

      I decided on the casual approach. “Did you enjoy your three days of holiday?”

      “A bit. The library here is in such disarray, I’ll need weeks to straighten it out. I’m surprised Simone allowed it to get so out of order.”

      Of course, she worked through her holiday. There were a few humans on staff at Oasis, but how well did Anna know them?

      “Well, from what I’ve heard, no one has your experience with the books, so can you really blame her?”

      Anna’s head tilted, and a bit of a smile appeared along with a slight blush. “All it requires is a bit of training.”

      Another thought hit me. “How are you doing with this lockdown? You’ve lived in Devon’s household for some time, right? You must be used to this sort of thing.”

      She shook her head and leaned in, her voice low. “To be honest, I’m a bit terrified. I mean, war is a dangerous game. There hasn’t been an officially declared war in a century. I’m not even sure what that would be like in today’s times.”

      “I didn’t think it had been officially declared yet.”

      She shook her head. “No. Not yet. Devon will want his allies aligned. And while he doesn’t need Council approval to declare war, he’ll want to have a clear declaration of his intent and grievances. Then he’ll officially put it on paper.”

      That did sound pretty serious. Lucas and I hadn’t discussed it, preferring to keep Family business out of our three days together.

      I scraped the last bite of oatmeal from the bowl. “Do you have any defensive training? I mean, Devon’s security is pretty tight, but do you know how to defend yourself?” I wasn’t sure why the thought hadn’t crossed my mind before, but what did the other humans do in the middle of a vampire attack?

      “There’s a panic room here and at the coast manor. All the humans go there at the time of an attack.”

      “What happens if someone gets cut off from getting to the panic room.”

      Anna shivered. “Then it’s up to the attacking vampires and their leniency with humans.”

      I gulped. “No wonder you’re terrified. Do you have any defensive training?”

      “It was some time ago, and it was up to us whether we wanted to continue. I’ve always been more of a book nerd.”

      I laughed. “And from what I remember, that saved the House from sanctions when Devon was framed for Boretsky’s murder.”

      Her blush appeared again. “That was Cressa’s idea to have Lyra take leadership.”

      “And how did Cressa know to suggest it?”

      Anna’s gaze lifted to mine, and she sat a little straighter. “It was her classwork.”

      I pointed my fork at her. “Exactly.”

      She perked up and poured another cup of tea while I jammed scrambled eggs in my mouth in between swallows of coffee.

      When I pushed my plate away, I said, “I have to admit. I’ve learned a lot from Lucas and Cressa about vampires, but, I don’t know, it seems like I could learn more. You’ve probably noticed I’m not big on etiquette.”

      She snorted but didn’t say anything.

      I laughed. “Right? But I’m learning a lot about defensive training.”

      She shrugged. “That’s a specialty of the cadre as well as all the vampires in the Family.”

      “But it sounds like Devon doesn’t mind if the humans learn it as well.”

      She moved her plate an inch to the right and set her fork and knife across the top of it. Even with empty plates, there seemed to be a proper way to place the utensils.

      I leaned toward her. “I have an idea. Just listen to the whole thing and then tell me what you think.”

      Her expression became guarded, and her brows knit together with suspicion. “Alright.”

      She was a tough nut, but I was far from intimidated.

      “I’m not an expert by a long shot, but I’ve got some pretty impressive defensive skills I didn’t have a month ago. And it appears my training in that area is going to be continuing. What I don’t have is education on vamp society, the history of the House, the squabbles with House Venizi, and what all this war stuff is about. I can’t even imagine what form it would take. And all this business with the shifters and their place in vampire history. This is stuff you know in your sleep.”

      Her brows relaxed, but she still appeared dubious. “Go on.”

      She was hooked. She might not know it yet, but I was pretty good at baiting a line. All those years living on the edge of the Hollows taught a woman something.

      “I was thinking of a trade of sorts. You spend an hour with me in the training room every day. It gives me extra practice. And you get me up to speed on the subjects you know the best.” I held up my hand when her eyes began to twinkle. “This has to be like a speed-reading education. I’m not saying it doesn’t have to be deep, but it has to be spot on for what the House will be facing over the next who knows how long.”

      “What about your training with Cressa and the cadre?”

      “That will continue. I don’t have a choice in that, but that doesn’t mean I can’t do my own training. We might have to rearrange our schedule to accommodate the cadre, but I think we can make it work. What do you say?”

      Anna leaned back and sipped her tea as she studied me. Judging my ability? Sizing me up? Wondering if there was some hidden agenda? She set her teacup down. “We start this afternoon.”

      Wow. I should have known once she committed, she’d be all in.

      “I have a late lunch planned with Lucas. How about meeting at three for the education session, then we’ll finish up in the gym? I can check with Cressa for a more specific schedule.”

      She brightened. “Agreed. I’ll find us a suitable classroom.”

      I cringed at the term, but this had been my idea. Suddenly, I was excited. I stuck my arm out for a fist bump, and Anna just stared at it.

      “Okay, this isn’t a defensive move, but it will be important when we end a session. Fist bumps are critical.”

      Her brows wrinkled again with a dubious look.

      “You have to trust me on this. Once your endorphins kick in from the exercise, it’s a way to release them. Here, just try it.” I repeated the gesture, and she stretched across the table to bump her fist against mine. It was weak, but it was a start.

      “Don’t worry. You won’t be able to help yourself after the first session.”

      “I’ll take your word for it.” She stood and brushed off her linen pants. Before she reached the door, she turned back. “Oh, and one more thing. In exchange for the fist bump, you’ll have fifteen minutes of etiquette training with each session.” Then she all but raced from the room.

      She was a sly one. But I couldn’t help grinning as I poured another cup of coffee.
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      Lucas stared at the display screens on the wall of the conference room. They’d been through the security updates, shift changes, and convoy procedures several times over. He should stay focused on it, but the minor tweaks Sergi and Simone continued to review weren’t of interest. They could spend hours on the finer details, as was their job, and while he retained the pertinent information, he let his mind wander.

      Only two things held his attention that morning—Ginger and the book. He smiled. He supposed the book should be his priority, but as important as the De første dage was to their success over Lorenzo, and he believed that with his entire being, Ginger had somehow become an integral part of his life.

      At first, it had been an instant attraction to the fiery human, who daringly lived life by her own rules and had an insatiable curiosity. From the first day he’d seen her, huddled in her closet, holding a stuffed teddy bear as tears streamed down her face, leaving black smears from her mascara, he’d thought her brave. The apartment that she and Cressa shared had been ransacked, and she’d been interrogated by men who turned out to be thugs working for Underwood, Cressa’s estranged stepfather. When Cressa pulled her out of the closet, he expected Ginger to have a cup of tea and curl up in bed for a day or two.

      She did have a cup of tea. Then she wanted to go out and hit the bars. And once her gaze caught his, her demeanor changed, getting that look he’d come to recognize as curiosity. More than that. She wanted to push boundaries, and discovering he was vampire hadn’t fazed her.

      In those early days, she might have run from danger, but not before ensuring Cressa or anyone around her got to safety as well. It was one of her stubborn streaks. Once she began defensive training, she blossomed into a fighter. He should have expected it, considering where she and Cressa had lived. The Hollows was one of the poorest and roughest sections of Santiga Bay. Druglords and other hoodlums ran their neighborhood, and for as rough and tough as those men were, they all had a soft spot for Ginger and Cressa. As it turned out, so did most of Devon’s Family.

      Lucas worried about Ginger with the coming war. They hadn’t discussed what it meant to the House or vampire society at large. He wasn’t sure himself. Most of it depended on how many allies Devon could bring to his side. The shifters were a huge boon to their efforts. A relationship that had begun with Devon’s father, Guildford, and was cemented with Devon’s friendship with The Wolf, the current alpha of all wolves. But Devon required alliances from strong Houses. Seen from a battlefield perspective, House Trelane had to build an army so large, Lorenzo’s best option was surrender. And that would be a challenging task.

      The strategizing required to accomplish something that massive piqued Lucas’s interest. More than that, he wanted to understand what motivated a person to make one choice over another. He chuckled to himself. It would take many decades in Devon’s cadre to learn from a master. And perhaps one day it would make his own decisions easier to make.

      His thoughts shifted to the picnic lunch he’d promised Ginger. He’d asked Lucia to pack several of Ginger’s favorite items along with Lucia’s famous raspberry iced tea. He’d gotten up early to prepare their spot by the lake, complete with blankets, a fresh bouquet of jasmine—her favorite, and a cup of duck food. She loved to feed the wildlife.

      “Lucas.”

      He snapped his head around to find Simone frowning at him. “Sorry. My mind drifted.”

      Devon smiled as he slid a pen into his pocket and closed his laptop. “I think we’ve focused on security enough for one morning since it isn’t just Bella drifting off.”

      Lucas glanced at Bella, whose head rested on her fist as she stared unblinking at the display.

      “These are critical details,” Simone insisted.

      “Agreed.” Devon smoothed her ruffled feathers. “But perhaps a better discussion for the three of us. It’s enough for the rest of the cadre to understand the final outcome. We’ve been at it awhile, and I’m satisfied with your plans. I would suggest the ideas you’ve scrapped be considered as backups. We’ll require a constant shifting and rotation of security protocols. I want to keep Lorenzo guessing.”

      Simone nodded. “Shall we move on to the personnel assignments?”

      Devon stood and stretched his back as he moved to the windows that overlooked the north side of the property. Stately oak trees dotted the landscape along with native brush, grasses, and comfortable modern cabins that housed Family members. “Let’s take a break. I have messages to return. We can meet back here in an hour.”

      Lucas stood as the others filed out.

      “Lucas, can I have a few minutes?” Devon turned from the window and poured a cup of coffee. He held up the carafe, and Lucas nodded. Devon poured a second mug and took both to a small seating area at the far end of the conference room.

      Lucas followed, wondering what type of dressing down he might get for not paying attention. He took the offered mug and sat. “I’m sorry for being distracted during the meeting.”

      Devon chuckled. “I was having a hard time paying attention myself. Simone and Sergi can become rather narrowly focused when discussing security. Especially now while we wait for Lorenzo to make a move.”

      Lucas relaxed. Not a dressing down then. “I fear it might become difficult to keep Oasis a secret.”

      “I do as well, which is why we’re establishing more defense perimeters. Simone has also taken to heart Decker’s suggestion of using rogue shifters. She’s been working with him and Remus on the list of rogues and has interviews set up.”

      That surprised him. “Really? I thought she would consider it and then decide against it.”

      “After the last mission, I think she’s finally come to trust Remus and his motives. Shifters bring a whole new dimension to security. And, if Lorenzo comes, he won’t be prepared for wolves. With his inability to accept their cunning intelligence, it will take time for him to modify his attacks. Our job will be to stay one step ahead of him and keep him guessing.”

      “The rogues should love having the space to run and track. And they won’t be afraid to attack. It’s a perfect solution.”

      “I agree. Now, the reason I asked you to stay behind. It’s time to get back to our search for Philipe Renaud and the De første dage.”

      Lucas straightened. He’d been planning on asking Devon but had decided to wait until the afternoon battle training. “It’s been on my mind.”

      Devon smiled and sipped his coffee as he studied Lucas, almost making him squirm. “No doubt. I should probably include the rest of the cadre in this discussion, but I’d prefer to review the plans one-on-one. We know time is of the essence. While Cressa and I were in San Francisco the last three days, we were able to obtain a passport for her.”

      “Passport? You’re leaving the country?”

      “I haven’t told the rest of the cadre yet. Cressa will tell Ginger later today. During Lorenzo’s ball, just before the sirens went off, she met with the Oslo twins.”

      “They were there?”

      Devon nodded. “Apparently, they’ve been getting close to Lorenzo with an interest in current Council matters and word of the Poppy. But who they really work for is House Aramburu.”

      “Aramburu? They haven’t been heard from in ages.”

      “Yet, it appears they’ve been keeping up on Council politics from their homeland. They’ve extended an invitation, and I’ve accepted.”

      Lucas sat back—stunned. House Aramburu was, at one time, an extremely powerful House. From what he’d read, their homeland had been one of the largest among the Houses. But centuries ago, they had shuttered their gates and remained removed from vampire society. There were only rumors as to why.

      “When do you leave?”

      “In a few days. Security will become tighter during my absence, and we want to keep the fact I’ve left the country a secret. We’ll be traveling on one of Remus’s planes.”

      “That’s a good idea.”

      “But until then, I’d like to hear your thoughts on the search for Philipe and the book. And this must be done quickly. I want a tentative plan by tomorrow. I understand whatever you come up with needs to remain fluid based on your discoveries, but let’s have a framework to start with. You’ll leave in two days.”

      Lucas scratched his chin and stared at his mug of coffee. No time like the present. “About that. I have a special request.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I strolled the path to the lake, stopping occasionally to smell a flower or watch a bee collect pollen before flying to another bloom. I ran my hands along the tops of the tall grass that was allowed to grow wild.

      We’d only been at Oasis for three days, but somehow, the lake had become our special place. It was a peaceful spot several yards from the path. It bordered a tiny cove where the ducks hung out. Sometimes I’d catch a few with their tailfeathers poking straight into the air as they searched for food in the weedy bottom of the shallow water.

      I caught the hint of red through the grass. Lucas always brought two blankets. One to lay on and a second one we’d roll into a shared pillow. I hurried my steps when the scent of something grilled tickled my nose. The picnic basket sat in the middle of the blankets, a bouquet of jasmine lying next to it.

      Before I reached the blanket, someone grabbed my waist and hauled me behind a tree. I giggled as the manly scent of the woods hit me.

      Lucas.

      His lips were on mine before I could take another breath. I hugged him tight, reveling in the warmth of his body and the tingling sensation that swarmed over me as his hands roamed freely until they landed on my ass. Then he pressed me against him as his kiss deepened.

      When we came up for air, he didn’t release me but held me against the tree.

      “If it was evening, I’d have you stripped before you whispered my name.”

      “Why would we wait for evening?” I teased.

      His brows wiggled. “You are daring, Miss Morrison.” He stole another kiss.

      “Everyone’s in meetings or training. Who’s to see?”

      He chuckled and stepped back, pulling me with him. “Security is doing sweeps through the entire property. Not that I mind, but word will get back to Simone.”

      I sighed. “She really needs a date.”

      This time his laughter filled the air. “Come on, before the brie gets cold. The insulated container won’t keep it warm and gooey for long.”

      The fact he said “gooey” made me gooey inside. I don’t think he’d ever used the word before he met me.

      We ate the brie with rosemary crackers, sipped raspberry iced tea, and shared a grilled roast beef sandwich stuffed with sauteed veggies. Then we lay on the blanket, our heads on our makeshift pillow, holding hands, and staring at the cloudless blue sky as birds twittered around us.

      After ten minutes, he sprang up. “I almost forgot.” He scrounged in the picnic basket and tossed me a small plastic container.

      I popped the lid, already knowing what was inside. Sure enough—duck food.

      I laughed and jumped up. “Let’s go.”

      He sighed, but he was grinning when he chased after me. We sat on a patch of grass while I tossed pellets to the ducks, who devoured them within seconds.

      “Devon and I spoke this afternoon.”

      I threw a few pellets to a duck who wasn’t getting his fair share. “Oh.” I tried to keep my voice light. I knew what was coming, though I’d hoped for more time before he left, but he was obsessed with tracking down the book. “How long will you be gone?”

      He glanced at me, then took a handful of pellets and tossed them one by one into the water. The ducks paddled furiously as they tried to gobble each one up before another duck got to it.

      “You always seem to know everything happening in the Family. Did Cressa say something?”

      “She didn’t have to. I know how important the book is.”

      He slid an arm around my waist, and I leaned my head against his shoulder. “Devon and I spoke about the book this morning. We reviewed the locations of all the Renaud libraries and annexes in the States and came up with a short list of which ones should be visited. A handful are close to some of Philipe’s known contacts.”

      “That makes sense he’d have friends near the libraries. Will you try to reach out to them?”

      “I’d be foolish not to, assuming they’re willing to talk to me.”

      I laughed, but it came out strangled. “Who wouldn’t want to talk to you? You’re kind of irresistible.”

      He released the container from my tight grip and put the lid on. Then he turned me to him. Our eyes met, and I did my best not to tear up. It wasn’t just that he was leaving. He’d left on other assignments since we’d been seeing each other. But Lorenzo was out there. He had to know Devon would be sending someone to the libraries.

      “You’re not going alone, are you? The partner requirement is in play when one of the Family is traveling, right?”

      “It is.” He glanced over my shoulder, and I couldn’t begin to imagine what he was thinking—or not telling me. “I thought maybe you’d be my partner.”

      I stared at him and tugged at my right ear. I couldn’t have possibly heard that correctly. “I don’t understand.”

      He grinned, and a lock of blond hair fell over his forehead. “Now, I always thought you were smarter than that.”

      I gave him a soft punch. “I’m smarter than you know.”

      “Yes, you are. So, are you up to being my bodyguard?”

      I shook my head, wishing it was that easy. “Devon wouldn’t allow it.”

      “He’s fine with it. But he wants you in extended training sessions until we leave in two
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