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      He rammed his shoulder into the door again, determined to get inside. Nothing would keep him out.

      “Stop it! Please stop!”

      Nothing penetrated his mind other than getting inside the room. His senses were on high alert. The smell of blood. The pounding of her veins. Her erratic heartbeat.

      Predator instincts were activated the moment he stepped into the house. That first whiff of blood. The initial beat of her heart. He’d gone from the front door to the bedroom in a second. The sole thing that stopped him from draining every last ounce of blood from her beautiful neck was a locked door.

      Every time he hit the door with a hard thump, the loud echo of it filtered into the air. He didn’t feel any pain. He didn’t feel anything anymore. No warmth. No coldness. Nothing mattered but the need for blood.

      “Open.” Whack! “The.” Whack! “Door.” Whack!

      He would get in one way or another. Why didn’t she understand that? He would have her blood. The wonderful aroma filled his senses, urging him on in the intense blood lust he’d found himself in.

      One more hit to the door, and the frame finally cracked. He paused, staring through the small opening to see his wife crouching in the corner.

      He smiled, revealing his long fangs. Oh, sweet victory was near.

      “Why are you doing this, Donnie?!” she shrieked as the door toppled to the ground with one last strike.
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        * * *

      

      He bolted upright in bed, shivering from the nightmare. The room was plunged in darkness, though if he opened the curtains he knew the sun would be shining brightly. Not that he could see the bright glow. It would kill him.

      A glance at his clock on the wall told him he had another few hours before the sun would set. No time like the present to get up.

      The first thing he and his friends had done when they purchased the house and property had been to vampire-proof it. Tinted windows, so that if the curtains failed them during the day, sunlight still would not penetrate inside. The last thing they needed was to be burned alive in their own home. On some rare days, though, he thought about removing that barrier and letting the sun fry him alive. The memories were…too much.

      They had a top-of-the-line security system surrounding the property. Cameras all around the perimeter, along with a steel fence that was also charged with electricity to keep anyone out. Visitors had to stop at a gate and be buzzed in. Not that they had many visitors. Mason and Mona and the rest of the gang on occasion. But there were hunters out there they had to avoid. If one of them found them, they’d do everything in their power to get inside. To stake them through the heart. Or chop their head off. Being secure was a necessity for survival. Mona had also put a few protective spells on the property. They were as safe as they could be.

      Their home was their escape, their safe haven from the world and everyone in it. Donnie hadn’t felt truly safe in a very long time.

      They were considered the enemy. Predators. Evil beings that needed to be eradicated from the earth.

      He wouldn’t disagree.

      He’d done things in his life he was not proud of.

      Of course, he’d had a master that tried to wield him into something he despised. It had taken too many years to escape, and another too many years to find redemption.

      He was still seeking that.

      It didn’t take long to shower, dress, and ready himself for the evening. Joe was already in the kitchen when he strolled in.

      “You look like shit,” Joe said, eyeing him a little longer than he liked. “Another nightmare?”

      He knew Joe wasn’t wrong because he felt like it. He didn’t need the obvious thrown in his face. Not even the nice suit concealed how horrible he looked. Not that that had been the reason he put one on. He always wore a suit with a vest. Dressing with confidence portrayed confidence. Some days he lacked that trait, so he needed to fake it as much as he could.

      Ignoring Joe’s prying, he headed for the fridge and grabbed a bag of blood.

      “Donnie?”

      He trembled at the sound of his name. The lone reason he reacted that way was the nightmare still echoing in the far corners of his mind. His wife screaming his name, begging him to stop.

      Startled by the hand on his shoulder, he nearly dropped the bag in his hand. How had he not heard Joe approach? Well, to be fair, as vampires, they were light on their feet. No heartbeat to detect. Could move at the speed of light. Vampires could sneak up on another vampire with them unaware until it was too late.

      “Talk to me. It’s already bad enough Peter moved out—four months and counting. I don’t want something coming between us too.”

      Yeah, that had been unfortunate when Peter moved back in with Mona and Mason. But he didn’t argue. He didn’t fight one of his best friends. They had a disagreement, and it wouldn’t be solved until one of them caved. Currently, it was more in their favor than Peter’s. Three against one. While he didn’t like fighting with the three men he’d come to look upon as brothers, sometimes it was inevitable.

      He was the oldest of the three. Maybe that’s why they looked at him as their unofficial leader. But they’d been together for close to two hundred years and there was bound to be arguments every now and again.

      He shook off Joe’s hand, shut the fridge door—though he had wanted to slam it—and grabbed a glass from the cupboard. They might be vampires and survive solely off blood, but he’d be damned if he’d turn into an animal and drink it straight out of the bag. They used glasses or mugs as often as they could. To feel normal. To pretend they weren’t monsters.

      “Donnie—”

      “Yes, Joe,” he stated evenly, “I had another nightmare. I do not want to talk about it.”

      It was the same song and dance they played every time a nightmare hit him. He’d never give in, and Joe would never stop inquiring. Though the nightmares were not as frequent as they had been many years ago, they still popped up without warning.

      “I talked to Mason. He wants our help on a case later tonight. Something to do with a hoard of goblins.”

      He took a large swallow before replying. The dark, heavy liquid filled his veins and soothed the ache he had every second of every day. It would maintain the urge for a while, but then he’d need another drink, another bag to tide him over. It was a never-ending battle resisting the urge that filled him up.

      It had gotten easier as time went on. Compared to when he’d been turned, no one would be able to tell he even struggled. He was that good at hiding the pain he lived with daily. While Joe and the other guys didn’t talk about their thirst either, he knew they struggled as much as he did. It was the way of life for a vampire. He doubted any vampire didn’t grapple with the urge.

      “I didn’t realize there were goblins in the area.”

      “Well, it is a preliminary report from Bailey based on a sighting from Kade and Mason. They took a picture before they had to leave the area. She researched what she could. You know Bailey. She’s gotten it wrong before, but she tries so hard.”

      Bailey was wonderful. A hundred-year-old ghost recently turned human, she had an adjustment going back to the living world. Especially when she’d been tied to one house for the entire duration of her spectral life. So many things had changed in the world for her to catch up on. She deserved a grace period.

      But Joe wasn’t wrong. She embraced the line of work Kade, her husband, had decided to jump into and enjoyed helping. Except she didn’t always get things right. Last month they walked into a den full of lycans who weren’t happy to have their land trespassed upon. She had told them the property was vacant. While the lycans didn’t attack, it had been a tense-filled visit. Thankfully, Mason and Kade were the only ones who had stepped on the property. If a vampire had been with, he had no doubt an all-out war would’ve started. He didn’t enjoy fighting other creatures unless there was no other choice. And killing another creature—well, he avoided that all costs.

      His killing days were over.

      “Maybe while we’re at Mason’s we can have another chat with Peter.”

      He drained the rest of his glass and set it in the sink. “Peter is not going to change his mind and neither are we.”

      “Look, maybe he’s sort of right.”

      Wow. Donnie did not see that coming.

      The argument all started when they left Mona’s house one night. They all had felt the presence. The evil rising from the basement. Of course, evil lived down there. Mona had imprisoned her aunt, who had tried to kill her. Her aunt Marcella was a very powerful witch.

      Peter wanted to vanquish her aunt once and for all.

      Donnie, Joe, and George wanted to leave it alone. At least for now. When the time came, it would be Mona’s decision how she dealt with her aunt.

      Peter then suggested they should talk to her. Tell her about the evil they could feel. While Donnie wanted to do that, so much had been going on lately to even broach the subject. Not to mention—and his big reasoning for not doing so—Mona was already walking a tight line with her emotions. Struggling with being a witch and expecting too much of herself. One wrong word and she could go over the edge.

      Hell, she’d stopped wanting to practice witchcraft after the entire incident with Charly and a demon trying to kill her. Mona blamed herself that the demon had gotten so close to Charly. She had been the one to open the portal when they were searching for the person who had killed Kade’s second wife. She hadn’t closed it properly, which allowed Thomas—the man who had killed Bailey over a hundred years ago—to escape. To inhabit a druggie. Who then latched onto Charly, wanting to kill her. It had been a chaotic mess, and Donnie was grateful everyone came out of it unscathed.

      While Mona had gotten over her fright at being a witch and was back to doing spells and learning everything she could, one wrong move and she could go backwards into a dark pit of despair.

      Since they couldn’t come to an agreement, Peter moved out and in with Mona and Mason. Peter agreed not to say anything to Mona—yet—but he refused to leave her alone in a house where evil was on the precipice of escaping. Donnie couldn’t fault him for that. It had been a good idea. Someone—other than Mason—needed to be there to protect Mona. He’d informed Peter he agreed with that. Though Peter was still very upset with the three of them for not siding with him.

      He wanted to tell Mason what was going on, yet he knew Mason wouldn’t be able to keep it from Mona. Or if he did tell Mason and she found out he knew, she’d get angry at him for keeping secrets from her. It was an impossible situation, and Donnie hated being in the middle of it. He cared for Mona. Like an older brother looking out for his sister. He’d known her mother, and while he hadn’t sworn to protect Mona, he’d took it upon himself to do so anyway when she rammed into their lives. Sometimes making decisions that affected someone in his family was the toughest thing he had ever faced. But, as the unofficial leader, he was tasked with making those difficult decisions.

      “Donnie?”

      Why did they always expect him to be the voice of reason? As if he knew better than all of them. More often than not, he felt like he failed at such a role.

      Joe wanted his blessing to talk to Peter.

      Donnie couldn’t give it to him. Hell, it shouldn’t be his decision whether Joe spoke to him or not.

      “Maybe you should move in with them like Peter did. One more protector couldn’t hurt.”

      “Marcella could escape and kill Mona.”

      And the notion Mona had to kill her own aunt could send Mona into a spiral they might not be able to get her out of. It was a rock meeting a very hard place.

      Donnie knew Mona would never be able to harm her aunt. It’s why she imprisoned her instead of killing her when she attacked. That would leave it up to them to take care of her aunt.

      He despised killing another creature—or human. Not to mention, Marcella was a very powerful witch. She wouldn’t be easy to kill. Not that he doubted his abilities. But he also couldn’t guarantee everyone would come out of it unharmed.

      “I’m not your keeper, Joe. You do what you have to do.”

      Then he walked out of the kitchen, done with the conversation. He was halfway up the stairs, on the other side of the house, when he heard Joe clear as day, even though he hadn’t left the kitchen.

      “I’m worried about Peter, but I can’t leave you, Donnie. You can deny it all you want, but you’re struggling. You’ve had that nightmare way too much in the past few months. You know that’s not normal.”

      He wouldn’t deny it. Wrestling with his nightmares had become more regular than he liked.

      Of course, they started when the mess with Peter did.

      Damn.

      Fix one problem, and it would solve the other one.

      Joe was right, and he hated to admit it.
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        Max: How’s work?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Stella: Same as the last time you texted. <eye roll emoji>

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Max: Attitude not necessary.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Stella: Neither is the worry.

      

      

      

      

      

      Yet, it never mattered where they ventured to, the worry always stayed. As did the attitude. Stella couldn’t help herself. Of course, neither could Max.

      “What’s that?”

      Stella set her phone facedown and looked up to see Detective Holstrom by her desk, eyeing one of her files. She flipped the folder closed, shielding his view.

      No matter the precinct, no matter the city, all detectives were the same. All male detectives. Nosy damn busybodies who thought they could handle any situation better than a female. It irked her like nothing else.

      “What that is, is none of your business.”

      A muscle in his cheek twitched, though he didn’t say anything. Surprising, for a man. Usually they couldn’t hold back, especially when she put them in their place.

      She moved around a lot. Too much. But it was safer that way. Not to mention, she and her friends had work to do all over the world. People needed help everywhere, and staying in one place for too long was never wise.

      Everywhere they went, she had to deal with assholes like the one before her. Meddling where they didn’t belong. And she never held back.

      “I’m sorry, Detective Waters. I didn’t mean to pry. It’s…” He eyed the folder. She could see a vein pop out in his neck, as if he were struggling with the urge not to flip it back open. “The marks on the body are…strange.”

      Yes, two tiny holes on a neck were strange. It had baffled the medical examiner. Though cause of death had been easily determined. Massive blood loss.

      Because that’s what vampires did. They sucked the blood of their victims until every last drop was gone. Which also created two tiny holes on the neck. From their very long fangs.

      Of course, she didn’t divulge her knowledge to the medical examiner, and she wasn’t about to do so with Holstrom either. Most humans couldn’t handle learning they weren’t alone in the world. That creatures from movies and books were real and living amongst them.

      “What’s even stranger is the fact you’re still standing in front of my desk like I’m going to continue this conversation.”

      He flinched, taken off guard.

      Yeah, she had that effect on people. She never held back. And hesitating for even a moment could mean life or death. So being sharp with her tongue was a necessity. As were her skills in protecting herself.

      “I apologize again.” Then he walked away with his tail between his legs.

      Or at least she envisioned it happening. She was new to the precinct, so she didn’t know everyone very well—yet. She always made it a point to figure everyone out. Who was her enemy. Who could be considered an ally. Holstrom had been a hard one to pin down. He worked alone as far as she could see. Didn’t take shit from other people and expected people to do as he asked. He had also struck her as someone who didn’t poach on another detective’s work, so for him to stroll over to her desk and do so shocked her.

      She knew this town had acquired some new residents they wouldn’t like having in their midst. A coven of vampires. How many, she wasn’t sure yet. But she’d find out. The easiest way to do that most of the time was to be right in the middle of things. Being a cop always put a person in the middle. She’d gotten good at solving crimes, even the non-creature kind. Something that made her proud to admit.

      The case Holstrom had been spying on had just landed on her desk today. The crime scene hadn’t yielded much. Other than a dead body. Vampires never left a trace. Even if they did—like DNA or a fingerprint—it would never show up in the system. They were dead. They didn’t exist as people anymore. Some vampires were very skilled at hacking the system and creating new identities and wiping out old ones.

      Most broke into places without leaving a mark. Unless they were a newly turned vampire, then they could make a huge mess. But most of the time, whoever turned them—their master—kept a close eye until they could be trusted to be on their own.

      Her first victim, Laura Bertum, thirty-one years old, was found by her husband after coming home from a night shift. She’d been discovered on the kitchen floor as if she had gotten up in the middle of the night for a drink of water and had been surprised by a visitor. Or so it appeared.

      The husband, Daniel, though he didn’t say anything about it, his expression had been leery about her state of dress. A negligee. Which gave Stella the impression his wife didn’t wear those kind of things for him. Suggesting she had someone else over while he was at work. Stella couldn’t determine if Laura had been alone when she was attacked or if her mystery guest had witnessed it and fled the scene. Even if the vampire had been alone, it wasn’t an improbable situation. He would have focused on Laura and let the mystery guest get away. And the vampire could’ve gone after the person when they were done with Laura. All a vampire needed was a decent scent to hunt something down.

      All in all, she didn’t have much to go on. But it was a start. A sign a new coven of vampires had arrived in this town. All it took was a start for her to begin her quest.

      Her phone pinged.

      
        
          
            
              
        Max: Are you visiting the crime scene again? I want to come with.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Stella: Maybe.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Max: <annoyed emoji>

      

      

      

      

      

      Stella chuckled. Her non-committal response irritated him. Well, his constant texting all day long bothered her. He worried like an overprotective parent.

      While he had good reason—something she didn’t want to think about—she needed him to stop coddling her. She could handle herself.

      Of course, as Max was a lycan, it would be useful to bring him with to the crime scene. He’d be able to pick up a scent as well as a vampire could. Both had a strong sense of smell. She loved to tease Max that he had an overly large nose even when not in wolf form. He hated when she brought it up.

      Honestly, she didn’t know if she would visit the crime scene tonight. At least, not right now. Going at night was risky. Sometimes, vampires circled back. Some liked the thrill of watching humans search for a culprit. Some assumed they’d get another meal out of all the activity. They weren’t wrong. She’d seen too many cops get killed while working a murder scene. It was one reason she picked the occupation she did to hunt vampires. She could be in the mix of things and also protect the people trying to solve the crimes.

      Violent creatures—like vampires—would classify her as a hunter. She didn’t disagree with the terminology. Except she wasn’t like the average hunter. Her sole purpose in life wasn’t to vanquish every vampire on the earth—though it was a good one to have. Her purpose was to save as many humans as she could. It didn’t matter what kind of predator she was stalking. Nasty warlock. Evil witch. Rogue lycan. If they hurt a human, she stopped them, and sometimes she had to kill them. As a detective, it made it easier to do so a lot of times. While humans were ignorant of the world they lived in, they helped more than they realized in tracking the monsters down.

      First things first, she was hungry. Whatever she decided to do, eating would happen before anything else. Then she’d decide if a visit to the crime scene was next. If so, she’d tell Max to meet her there.

      Her stomach grumbled.

      Duly noted.

      Commence eating now.

      She packed up the files she’d work on at home. One unfortunate part of the job, in order to maintain appearances, was she had to work all cases, including non-creature kind. While it was good to get a normal criminal off the street, her time would be better spent focusing on the creatures themselves. But it was what she signed up for when she decided to hunt via the detective route.

      Making sure her desk was clutter-free and everything out of nosy hands, she walked out of the office. Cool, fresh air hit her face the moment she stepped outside. A bit chilly for the middle of May, but the weather was always finicky in her eyes, no matter the city, state, or country she happened to be in.

      She took a step forward and froze. Her senses tingled as the hair on her arms stood at attention.

      Turning her head to the left, her mind reeled at the picture before her.

      A vampire.

      Right here at the precinct. In plain sight.

      Standing very, very close to Holstrom. And the vampire didn’t look happy.

      Shit.
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      “Wow. I didn’t expect you to get here so fast.”

      Donnie forced the smile he wanted to produce to stay hidden. Detective Holstrom wouldn’t take it kindly if he thought he was mocking him.

      Nor would Donnie mention he’d been in the area so that’s why it hadn’t taken him long. He might be fast, move like a blur, but he wasn’t as speedy as Holstrom thought. Why ruin the illusion?

      “What’s the problem? I do have to make it quick. There’s a goblin issue we need to address.”

      Holstrom’s eyes bulged out. “Goblins? Seriously?”

      At his astonishment, it was impossible for Donnie to hold in a short laugh. “I know you’re new to this…world, but there are many, many creatures out there.”

      Holstrom let out a heavy sigh. “Do I need to worry about running into a goblin? Are they dangerous?”

      “They’re mischievous creatures. They like to attach themselves to a household. Create chaos and revel in it. Some even believe they are there to help parents discipline their children. Reward them when they behave well and provide punishment when they are disobedient.”

      Donnie swallowed another laugh that wanted to break through at the way Holstrom’s eyes continued to bug out.

      “And how do they pick the house they want to…create chaos in?”

      Donnie shrugged. “I’ve never asked one before.” Then he revealed a friendly expression. At least he hoped it bestowed the friendliness he meant to portray. While they didn’t always get along, he wasn’t the enemy. He didn’t want Holstrom to believe that. “There was a reason you called, detective.”

      Holstrom jerked his head as if clearing the disturbing thoughts that had entered. “I think there’s another issue we need to address. A…” He swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing. His heart rate even sped up.

      Though, it didn’t take a vampire to know the man was nervous. All the obvious signs were displayed clear as day for a normal person to see.

      “Yes? A, what? Please continue.”

      “A vampire problem.”

      Donnie cocked a brow, surprised, yet not. He wasn’t naive enough to think all vampires were good. In fact, he knew most were monsters that ripped apart humans without blinking an eye. It was just the way of the world.

      Vampires were predators.

      Humans were prey.

      Even he, at one time, had fed on humans. When he gained control of his impulses, he turned to animals. Then times changed and he was able to avoid hunting at all costs and buy bags of blood. Like a civilized…person.

      “Do go on, Holstrom.” He waved his hand for him to continue. Suspense wasn’t something he was fond of.

      “There’s a dead body.”

      Anger erupted like a volcano. His hands fisted, his lips curling in disgust, which also displayed his protracted fangs in full view.

      Holstrom backed up a step.

      He knew his eyes glowed a bright red as well. That’s what happened when his vampire senses went on full alert. He wasn’t angry at Holstrom, though the man thought otherwise. His heartbeat that had been thumping increased its pace so much that if he didn’t calm down he’d give himself a heart attack.

      No, it wasn’t Holstrom that upset him. It always set him on fire when another vampire stepped into his territory and thought they could hurt anyone. The humans he lived around might not be aware he existed, but he tried to keep them safe as best as he could. Somehow, he had failed.

      “Detective Holstrom, do you have a moment?”

      Donnie froze at the sound of the melodic voice coming from his left and let out an even breath to get his equilibrium back to normal.

      Then he turned to the woman next to them, hoping he’d calmed down enough that his eyes weren’t glowing. She didn’t flinch once when their eyes met.

      There weren’t many times in life when he was caught by surprise. A handful he could recollect. This moment could be added to the short list.

      She was a vision of beauty.

      Long blonde hair, though it was up in a ponytail, so he wasn’t sure of the true length. He could already imagine his hands running through the luscious locks as she was spread out on his bed. Not a picture he normally envisioned when he came across human women. They were off-limits. By a long shot. Nothing good ever came from lusting after a human. Which made his sex life not very active. Most times vampire women were too much trouble. So he rarely dabbled with them either.

      Green eyes, so big and beautiful they sparkled like a precious gem even in the still of the night.

      Wide, red lips that didn’t display an ounce of warmth, at least not in his direction. But they looked kissable nonetheless. He couldn’t stop imagining what it would be like to touch his lips to hers.

      A curvy body with breasts that he knew would fit perfectly in his hands. He only needed to reach out to see how well.

      And the scent of her blood. It filled his senses like an aphrodisiac. It was a fragrance he’d never inhaled before in his entire vampire life.

      While that one thing should’ve surprised him all by itself, it was her heartbeat that also gave him pause.

      Steady. Normal. A smooth rhythm.

      He could tell she was pissed—not sure what about—but her heartbeat didn’t betray her in the slightest that her fight mode had been activated. He would’ve thought she knew he was a vampire, except she was human. No detection of a creature of any kind lit up his senses. So why was she upset? And why was the anger directed toward him?

      Holstrom cleared his throat, which pulled Donnie out of the long stare he’d been ensnared in.

      “Of course, Detective Waters. Yes, of course.”

      Donnie chuckled at Holstrom’s obvious nerves. Was the man afraid of him, or the woman?

      “What’s so amusing?” she spat in his direction, never even looking at Holstrom.

      Not many people called him out, especially for something so trivial. It did nothing but make her even more attractive. Confidence was a huge turn on.

      He despised when people were afraid of him. It confirmed what kind of monster he was.

      “You have Detective Holstrom rattled. The man never repeats himself. I find that humorous. Or maybe I rattled him.” Donnie glanced at Holstrom, winking. “I do apologize, my friend.”

      Holstrom snorted. “Why don’t I believe that apology?”

      Donnie feigned indignation by placing a hand on his chest. “It was from the bottom of my heart. Might I point out, you don’t believe my apology, but you didn’t say a word about me calling you a friend. I feel like we’re making headway in this relationship.”

      Holstrom let out a huge breath, shaking his head. “I guess we are. I mean, I called you, didn’t I? You came without issue.”

      Donnie inclined his head. Nothing else needed to be said. And not in front of the strange woman that, if his heart still beat, he knew it would be flying off the rails with energy.

      “So all is well?”

      Donnie turned to the woman—Detective Waters, he believed he heard Holstrom call her.

      “Of course,” Holstrom replied without hesitation.

      Interesting. She’d come over to protect Holstrom.

      From him.

      She’d seen his anger and stepped into action. The one question he wanted to know was did she know what he was? That he could tear them both apart in under ten seconds.

      “Was there something you needed, Detective Waters?”

      If Donnie could hear the annoyance in Holstrom’s voice, then so could she. He’d better tread with care. She didn’t appear to be a woman one should mess with.

      She ignored the question and kept her full attention on him. Her beautiful emerald eyes mesmerized him. Damn near was putting him in a trance. One word and he’d do her bidding.

      Which was odd!

      Foreign!

      Nothing—and nobody—controlled him.

      “How do you know, Detective Holstrom?”

      He glanced at the man to get his control back. When he returned his gaze toward her, the power she wielded came back in full force.

      “I believe we established we’re friends. Before we made that distinction, I’d say acquaintances via mutual friends. Mason Stewart and Mona Cordero. They run a private investigation company, and I help them on occasion. As does Detective Holstrom.”

      “Oh, so he called you about a case.”

      She didn’t phrase it as a question, but he didn’t want to respond regardless. He sensed whatever he said would be the wrong answer.

      Holstrom cleared his throat. “Yes. Yes, I called him about a case. Mason needs help on one of his cases.”

      Smooth. Not lying, but also not telling the full truth. Neither were related.

      “Well, I’ll leave you two be.” Then she turned her penetrating stare at Holstrom. “Let me repeat myself, Detective Holstrom. Because I think I need to. Don’t step on any of my cases.”

      Before he could respond, she swiveled around and stalked off. Donnie couldn’t tear his eyes off her. Her scent lingered in the air even when she pulled out of the parking lot.

      A snap of fingers made him flinch.

      Him.

      Flinch.

      At a tiny sound.

      What had the woman done to him?

      “I have never seen you so…”

      Donnie’s entire body went rigid, and he knew his eyes glowed red once again. While Holstrom stiffened himself, he didn’t retreat.

      “Do go on? So, what?”

      “Befuddled by a woman.”

      Thundering laughter filled the cool, night air. “Such fancy words, detective, for such a stern man.”

      “Me thinks you protest too much.”

      His smile vanished.

      Holstrom retreated that time by one step.

      “Why do I sense the dead body you were talking about before we were interrupted is not your case?”

      “You’re very smart.”

      For a vampire were the words Holstrom left off that sentence. He’d let it slide. This time.

      “It’s Detective Waters’s case. I saw a picture of the deceased woman while passing her desk. Two tiny holes on the neck. She shooed me away right away without even letting me ask one question. She might not like me, but I won’t let one of my co-workers walk into a deathtrap. If it’s a vampire who’s the perp, then I need to help her. We need to take care of the problem.”

      Rage boiled inside, his gut clenching at the mere thought of her getting injured, especially by a vampire. If any vampire would suck her blood, it would be him!

      No!

      No, his days of doing that were done.

      That wasn’t what he meant to think. At all.

      “Very well. I agree. This is either a sign there is a rogue vampire in the area, or we have a coven on our hands.”

      “Why does coven sound horrible? Like, a big swarm of vampires?”

      Donnie chuckled. “A rogue vampire would be much easier to deal with.”

      “And how do we deal with this?”

      Donnie inhaled, shivering at the way the remaining scent of her still filled the air. He needed to see her again.

      But first, yes, they needed to deal with this issue.

      “How do we get the location of the crime scene? Detective Waters—what is her name? Her first name?”

      He wanted to wipe the stupid grin off Holstrom’s face. “Stella.”

      Stella.

      An exquisite name for such a dynamic woman. He’d never been flooded with so many emotions before when it came to a woman. He had no idea why he was now. And a human woman, no less.

      “I imagine Stella didn’t leave her case files in the building. She strikes me as the kind to keep things close to her.” Too close, if he had to guess.

      “This isn’t the dinosaur ages anymore, Donnie. Everything is also digital.”

      His eyes narrowed and Holstrom got the hint he didn’t appreciate his sarcasm. “I’ll call Mason and tell him he’s on his own with the goblins. You get an address. We have a vampire to track.”
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        * * *

      

      The door slammed as she entered the house. The noise, despite being the one to create it, made her jump.

      Max was in her face before she could even set her bag down on the small bench in the foyer.

      “What’s wrong?”

      A wry smile appeared. “Everything is peachy keen. Now why would anything be wrong?”

      “Umm, you slammed the door.” Max threw a hand toward said device.

      Yes, a tactical error on her part. Max could be like a dog searching for a bone when he wanted to be.

      Relentless.

      “The wind did it.”

      But she wasn’t going to admit she did it on purpose. No way!

      Max rolled his eyes as he followed her to the kitchen. She rummaged through the fridge, trying to ignore the intense stare on her back. He wouldn’t give in until she addressed the issue. All she wanted to do was eat, relax, and go to bed. The most she could hope for was the eating part.

      “Stella…”

      She huffed because she could and it garnered another eye roll out of Max, which she took extreme satisfaction out of.

      “Same old shit, Max. Other detectives trying to poach my work. Men!” This time she didn’t care she slammed the microwave door. That should give him a message he couldn’t misinterpret.

      Men needed to mind their own business.

      When she turned back toward the island that separated them, setting her plate of leftover roast beef meal down, Max had the grace to wince. His features softened, and she could see the apology in his eyes before he spoke it.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to jump in your face the minute you got home.”

      Her brow rose, pointing a meaningful glare in his direction.

      “Okay.” He offered a meek smile. “I didn’t mean to bother you all day either with text after text. I hate not having anything to do.”

      That wasn’t true and he knew it.

      They all had a part to play in their endeavors.

      She worked as a detective, getting as much information as she could on any crimes that screamed it was creature related.

      Giselle handled the technological side, creating new identities for them when necessary. Hacking into systems when the need arose. Keeping them safe in their home with a top-of-the-line security system. It also helped she was a witch, preparing potions and casting spells like a pro.

      And Max was the muscle. The bodyguard. The man who sniffed out trouble without breaking a sweat. Being a lycan helped him in so many ways to fulfill his role in their tight-knit group. For the past week, since they had arrived in town, he’d been doing patrols, searching for anything out of the ordinary.

      Case in point: the new murder that landed on her desk today.

      She knew it bothered him he hadn’t found the coven’s doorstep before an innocent human had been killed. But he wasn’t a god. He couldn’t prevent every death. None of them could.

      “We will go to the crime scene together. I promise,” she said between bites.

      “Tonight.”

      Stella never took orders well. Especially from men. While Max was more like a brother than anything else, it still irked her when he tried to exert any sort of control over her. He had a knack for doing it often.

      “Not tonight.”

      He crossed his arms. “Yes.”

      Her fork clanged to the plate, only half of it consumed. She’d lost her appetite. Just like that.

      “I need to take a shower. By the time I get out, hopefully you’re over,” she waved a hand in front of him, “whatever this is.”

      She stalked out of the room, not even sure why she was arguing about something so small. They did need to visit the crime scene together. The sooner, the better. Losing the scent of the vampire was not something that she wanted to happen.

      Yet, she couldn’t understand why she was balking at the idea.

      She sensed tonight wasn’t a good time to go. And when her senses pinged like they were, she always listened to them.

      The hot water felt like heaven as the first spray hit her. It hadn’t been a necessity to shower, but sometimes to avoid an argument, she ran straight to the shower. It was as good excuse as any.

      She didn’t need to wash her hair, though she did lather her body with soap. Then, when all done, she stood there, letting the water soothe her rattled emotions.

      The longer she stood there, the more it made her mind veer to the vampire she’d met tonight.

      A vampire whose name she didn’t know.

      It occurred to her in the brief exchange they had, he never offered his name, Detective Holstrom didn’t provide it, and she never asked. It bothered the hell out of her. She wanted to know his name.

      She hadn’t known what would happen when she interrupted them, but what had entailed surprised her. He had seemed…friendly. For a vampire.

      In truth, she had never stopped to chat with one before. It was either killing them or ignoring them because they weren’t deemed a threat. Though the latter rarely happened. Not many vampires were good. They killed people because they needed the blood to survive.

      But the vampire tonight…well, he seemed…good.
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