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      Three things cannot be long hidden: the sun, the moon, and the truth.
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      To all of us who don’t conform to the norm.

      No one has power over us.
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      The gym mat raced toward me, or rather, I hurdled toward it. I curled into a ball just in time to miss planting my face into the floor, then sprang to my feet as I came out of the roll. When I turned to face my adversary, I brought my arms up in a defensive posture, waiting for her next move.

      Simone prowled the edges of the mat, and if she’d been a shifter, she would have been a panther. Her full-length leotard accentuated her long, lean legs and toned upper arms. Regal and deadly. She never took her eyes from me, and I refused to lower mine. I caught her grim smile. A predator sizing up its prey. Prey who didn’t know it was done for. I never was overly bright.

      When her fangs lowered to caress her bottom lip, I sprang. But not in her direction. I wasn’t crazy.

      I hit the climbing wall a quarter of the way up and clambered to the top like a spider evading a shoe, crossing as I ascended, heading for the rope. As soon as I grabbed it, I pushed off, allowing my body to undulate and pick up momentum. As I swung toward the multi-colored rings painted on the floor, I took a second to glance back to Simone, who waited to see where I’d land.

      Grinning, I prepared to release the rope to drop onto my mark and swallowed a scream when I let go. Sergi, who hadn’t been there a second ago, was six inches from where I landed. When I hit the floor, he swept my feet out from under me and made a stabbing motion toward my neck, signifying he could have ripped my throat out.

      “That’s cheating.” I rubbed my knee, which had hit at an odd angle and would probably require an ice pack.

      “You never take your eyes off your mark. This isn’t an amusement park.” Sergi shook his head and marched to the only bench in the ballroom-sized gym. He picked up a towel that he threw over his shoulder. “I taught you better than that. Devon taught you better than that.”

      “Our little Cressa spent too much time grinning like a young bride after her first plucking.” Simone’s stoic expression was always hard to read. I could usually tell when she was joking, but I wasn’t so sure this time.

      “My first plucking? I think you’re showing your age.” I crawled on my hands and knees before getting my legs under me, not confident they’d hold my weight before giving in. Sergi’s knockdown had been harder than necessary.

      “My age isn’t the issue. Your focus is. A typical failing of youth.” She picked up a bright red caftan and threw it on. “We’ll review the meditation techniques for the next couple of days, then try this exercise again.”

      I groaned but offered no further complaints. I’d just end up with more days of meditation. Something I was already well-versed with after years of working with a previous mentor. As usual, my education wasn’t up to snuff for Simone’s standards.

      “You have time for a light lunch before your session with Anna?”

      I added an eye roll to the groan as I followed her out. “Why did her sessions get moved to right after lunch? You know that’s a human’s worst time for learning.”

      “Exactly. Which is why you must practice remaining alert through all your training sessions. Many assignments will require hours of waiting. You can’t become distracted.”

      “I’m a thief. I’m somewhat familiar with that part of the job role.”

      “Yet, Anna reports you retain little of what she teaches you.”

      “Maybe she should teach me mission-critical information instead of how many forks go with a particular place setting or whether a dress would look better with a belt.”

      “Blood Wards are expected to know these things.”

      “But I’m only pretending to be a Blood Ward. I need to know enough for light conversations, not some exam.”

      “You never know when someone will be watching. Questioning.”

      This argument wouldn’t get me out of Anna’s lectures, but I couldn’t stop whining. There had to be a balance somewhere. “I didn’t realize Blood Wards were trained so extensively. How long is the internship before a Blood Ward is ready to be turned?”

      “Three years.”

      I stopped. “You meant months, right?”

      Simone turned and gave me one of her intimidating glares. It would have terrified me a week ago, but between training sessions and periods of friendly chats, I usually only worried when she dropped her fangs.

      “I always say what I mean.” Her tone held an edge that, even without fangs, I took seriously.

      “Of course. I didn’t mean to doubt you. But if it takes years to train a Blood Ward, why is Anna cramming like I’m taking SATs next week.”

      Her glare didn’t waver. “I don’t know what that means, but I see your point. Perhaps you should ask her yourself.”

      Then she increased her pace, and I took that as my signal that our conversation was over.  After the last mission where I’d fallen out the two-story window, everyone had been given a couple of days off. And they had all returned with improved attitudes—which lasted one day. The tension had increased exponentially since then. That was four days ago.

      I hadn’t seen Devon since we’d made a new deal. My debt would be cleared by assisting with his mission to remove his censure from the vampire Council. If we succeeded, I’d earn back half of my debt as a bonus. A sweet deal—assuming I survived.

      Lucas, the more easygoing of Devon’s inner circle, was away on assignment. Simone spent half her time at the mansion. The rest of her time was spent at Oasis, Devon’s hidden residence, where she managed the estate and several of his businesses. Besides not being fond of humans, her fluctuating mood stemmed from being away from her domain.

      Sergi managed security and intelligence and was, by nature of his job, serious, deadly, and not much of a talker. Out of everybody, he was probably the least affected by the growing tension. Then there was Anna. The sole human of the group. We’d gotten along well initially, but she took her role as an instructor too seriously, and the many times I invited her to shopping trips or quiet time in the pool, she always had an excuse.

      If I bothered to analyze my own emotions, I’d have to admit to being more cranky than usual. Ginger’s week-long vacation with her mother in Seattle was nearly over, and I worried about my best friend going back to our apartment alone. My stepfather, Christopher, still searched for whatever he thought I’d stolen. He’d been so positive I’d taken something of value from him that he’d harassed Ginger and ransacked our apartment.

      The bottom line—I was lonely. Devon hadn’t shared what came next in the mission, and the result was days of the same boring routine. The erotic dreams we’d shared had stopped. The last one had been the day of the ball. It had started like the others, intimate moments with Devon until it turned into a nightmare—the premonition of my fall through the second-story window. A fall that should have killed me if Devon hadn’t shared some of his blood with me.

      I shook my head and closed the bedroom door, stripping as I headed for the shower, dropping clothes on the floor along the way. When I traipsed down to the dining room, I was surprised to find Simone waiting for me.

      “I thought you were on your way to Oasis.” I sat across from her, our salads already served.

      Simone, dressed in a purple bodysuit and caftan that matched her lavender-dyed hair, looked amazing. I fingered the edges of my locks, giving consideration to becoming a redhead.

      “I’ll head back this afternoon. Sergi wants to review upgraded security measures.”

      I glanced at the place settings, but only two had been prepared. “He’s not joining us?” No one had time for shared meals anymore.

      “He had a meeting. Besides, the two of us haven’t had time to talk.” She dribbled balsamic dressing over her greens and gave me a quick glance. “I imagine this week has been a struggle for you.”

      “I’m not used to just sitting around waiting for the next job.”

      “Is Pandora the type of thief to plan them ahead of time?”

      I played with the salad, pushed it aside, and tasted the soup. Butternut squash with something spicy added. Her use of my street name made me wonder if she saw me as two individual people—the thief and Devon’s instrument of revenge. “Not really. It’s too stressful. And it’s not easy to get other crews to plan that far ahead, not unless it’s a particularly complex job. But I don’t wait for someone to ask me to join. Not that it doesn’t happen. Harlow called me often with a job, but they weren’t always a good fit for my talents. I prefer to search for my own and then determine which crew would be the best fit.”

      “A woman who takes charge. I should have known.” She sat back and grinned. “It’s not the spare time on your hands that annoys you. You don’t like being left out.”

      I buttered a roll then dunked it in the soup before taking a bite, refusing to look at her. She knew how much the inactivity was bothering me, but I wasn’t going to show any weakness in front of her. It shouldn’t have been a surprise that I itched to do something more productive. Anything to avoid routine. I hated routine.

      “Finish up. We have time for the target range before your afternoon class with Anna.” Her grin seemed at odds with her raised eyebrows, her caftan pushed back, fists planted firmly on her narrow hips. She should be on a catwalk somewhere, dozens of flashes going off as she strode in front of the fashion elitists. It didn’t seem right she could wipe the floor with me.

      I scowled in response, pushed my bowl away, and faced her, incapable of doing anything other than mimic her pose with hands on hips and chin lifted in acceptance of her challenge. “Are you suggesting I might have some aggression to resolve?”

      She released the tips of her fangs. “Sergi procured a supply of silver bullets, but I’m not convinced you’re worthy of them. I hear your aim is as appalling as your martial arts moves.”

      “Those are fighting words.”

      “As if you’ll fare any better with that tactic.”

      Not able to disagree, I turned and headed for the shooting range located in the basement. Simone, as in everything she did, was far beyond my skill level with a handgun, and after taking a beating in accuracy and distance, I skulked back upstairs.

      I made my way to a small room on the first floor that Anna had turned into a quasi-classroom.

      Until now, her training had been in the dining room, teaching me how to use the multiple place settings for various vamp events, or in my room, reviewing fashion etiquette with the clothes and accessories Devon had purchased for me. After I survived those mind-numbing lessons, she was finally going to share the secrets of vamps. But when I opened the door and found a table filled with textbooks the size of boulders, I began to back up—right into Anna, who struggled with two more books that had to weigh twenty pounds each.

      “There you are.” Anna pushed me into the room and kicked the door shut with her foot. “Letty will be here soon with the coffee service. I know how difficult it is to delve through books in the afternoon. I’m sorry I wasn’t able to join you for lunch, but I had a devil of a time locating these.” She dropped the books on the desk with a resounding thud. “It’s really annoying when people don’t return books to the spot where they found them.”

      She ran a loving hand over them before turning to a gigantic whiteboard mounted on the wall. “If you take a seat, we can get started on the origins of the vampire Houses. We’ll have two hours every day, but even with that, it will take some time to get through the material.” She continued writing on the board, making columns and writing names in her tiny scrawl.

      I stared at the table and the stack of pens, notepads, and folders. Enough supplies for a class of ten people. I cringed. Should I have brought an apple for the teacher? It was one thing to go through etiquette and fashion to blend in with the aristocrats, but I’d left classroom studies in high school and had no desire to return to it. If she was expecting me to write copious notes to fill all those empty pages, I needed to say something now, but the diminutive wannabe vamp was more intimidating than she should be.

      I glanced at the title of the book she’d placed on the table next to the notepads. It was written in Latin. I wasn’t without some education and had graduated school with a perfect GPA, but college hadn’t been for me. I opened the book to the first of what had to be over a thousand pages, thankful they weren’t numbered, which somehow would have made it worse. The title from the cover was repeated on the first page, but underneath the fluid script were the barely readable words—Houses of the Vampire. As I flipped through the pages, sweat broke out on my forehead. The type was tinier than Anna’s writing.

      “We’re not going through this entire book, right?” I crossed my fingers in case it helped.

      “Of course. The Houses can be confusing, so it helps to start from the beginning.”

      “This could take months.”

      Her tinkling laughter sparked involuntary shivers down my spine. I should probably consider myself grateful there wasn’t a chalkboard in the room, though her laugh was growing similar to her nails running across one.

      Think, Cressa. This had to be stopped now before I was lulled into a coma.

      “You know I’m not actually a Blood Ward, right?”

      She stopped writing what appeared to be last names across the top of the board. She didn’t turn around and only paused for a few seconds. “Of course. We can always speed this up by working three hours a day, but Devon will need to approve that. I know he has additional sessions planned for the afternoon.”

      I flipped through the pages. The first few chapters discussed vampires from three thousand years ago. Good grief. “I’m here to train for a specific mission. I’m not sure how understanding the Houses before the birth of Jesus will help prepare me for that.”

      “Are you questioning my ability to know what to teach you?” She’d turned toward me, and I recognized the stubborn set of her jaw.

      This required careful treading, and I continued to flip through the tome as I considered a response. I didn’t want to ruffle her feathers. We’d already had a rough start, and this could spiral out of control quickly. She was a sensitive person who, for a human, hadn’t spent much time among her own species.

      I flipped back to the front of the book and ran a finger down a listing of chapters, hoping for inspiration that would get me out of this slow torture. After scrolling through the first page, it was apparent the book was laid out by the names of Houses, but not alphabetically. Perhaps when they were first created? That made sense. My heart rate increased as I searched for the obvious. I found it on the third page. A chapter that covered four Houses: Aramburu, Renaud, Trelane, and Venizi.

      I dropped into a chair. Devon and Lorenzo Venizi’s Houses had been created at the same time. Had they been enemies from the beginning or amiable, and the rift began later? If I understood what had made them enemies, maybe I could predict their encounters, weave around them, and best case, find more evidence that Devon needed to restore his Council seat. With that knowledge, I might stumble upon other valuable information when he sent me on an assignment. He couldn’t be mad at that.

      “I wouldn’t think to question your knowledge on vampires.” Although I’d mentally done that the previous week. Maybe I could redirect her enthusiasm to match my own. “It’s just that I don’t think Devon expects this mission to last months.”

      Her mouth opened, then closed, and her shoulders straightened. “What are you suggesting?”

      I turned the pages until I found the chapter where the names of the four Houses were emblazoned across the top. This crazy idea could bring us one step closer to ending Devon’s censure or create my own mortal enemy. Lorenzo wouldn’t be happy with me digging into his past. I brushed at the hairs rising on the back of my neck and tapped a finger on the page. “I thought we could start here.”

      She gave me a suspicious look but stepped to the table to see what held my interest. I could see the wheels turning in her faraway stare as the beginning of a smile formed. She leaned over and whispered, “This is one of the more exciting chapters in the book.” She glanced at the door as if worried someone might be eavesdropping. “This was a turning point for the Council and the vampire Houses and set the stage for several wars.” Her fingers tapped a staccato rhythm on the desk as she nodded, seeming to rethink her training plan. “I’ll still need to give you a quick rundown on how the Council was originally created so you understand the importance of this particular time period.”

      She erased what she’d initially written on the whiteboard and drew a seven-sided figure, rapidly adding names along each side. “Oh, yes, I think this will work. It will take about an hour or two to review, then we’ll jump into the actions that changed the entire direction of the Council.” She clapped her hands together before giving me a look I couldn’t interpret. “This will give you a clear picture of what started the House Wars.”

      My excitement seemed to be gasoline on her enthusiasm. The start of the House Wars was precisely what I needed to know. Something told me that whatever happened during the wars was at the crux of the hatred between Lorenzo and Devon. And that was definitely something I needed to know.

      I grabbed a couple notepads and pens, hardly believing this might end up being my favorite part of the day. But something niggled, like tiny pinpricks on skin. Would Devon get upset if my studies focused on the turmoil between his house and Lorenzo’s? I pushed the thought aside. “Let’s get started.”
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      Devon sipped his scotch and shuddered at the cheap burn. He should have ordered an ale rather than expect the club to offer anything more palatable. If only another drink could mask the smell of body odor or the vomit emanating from the floor, but alcohol didn’t have that effect on vampires. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been in such a rundown bar, but he had no one but himself to blame. Sergi could have dealt with this, but it had become personal. He shook his head. This was the worst time to get involved. It had been a long time since he’d felt the beast stir with such fervor.

      Oh, he’d felt the beast rise in the last couple of weeks, but that had been pure lust, and directed solely at Cressa. He braved another gulp of his drink and convinced himself this evening had nothing to do with revenge for her treatment at the hands of his prey.

      “Are you sure this is where he’ll be?” Devon rarely questioned his inner circle, especially Sergi, who was the most focused of his guards.

      “I could have done this myself.” Sergi’s tone wasn’t accusatory or peevish. Just the facts—as always.

      Devon curled his lip. “I need this.”

      “He’ll be here soon. I understand he never misses Taco Tuesday.” Sergi’s flippant response earned him a grunt.

      Devon glanced around the room, which was nothing more than a large square with a bar on one side, pool tables on the other, and a makeshift dance floor in the back. No one danced to the eighties music blaring over the scratchy speakers even though there wasn’t a single empty barstool and most of the tables were occupied.

      He sensed a handful of shifters, but everyone else was human. The bar was in a district that bordered the Hollows, where most vampires and shifters spent their off-hours. So it wasn’t surprising to find magical creatures rubbing elbows with a lesser species. He snorted. At least, that’s what many magical creatures considered humans. A prejudice that could one day lead to another great war if balance wasn’t restored. One that magical creatures might not win.

      Sergi raised a hand to their server before nodding toward the front door.

      A beefy man had entered wearing a vest with no shirt, displaying his bulging muscles and thick chest. A tattoo of a cobra covered half his face, which Devon understood hid a twisted scar. This was the man who’d put Cressa in a catch box, something created to hold shifters.

      “I can’t believe The Wolf didn’t rip the man’s throat out when he brought Cressa in a box.” Sergi voiced his own thoughts.

      “I imagine Remus was preoccupied with learning Pandora was the prize.”

      “I doubt he’ll give Sorrento a second pass.”

      Devon smiled, and the tip of his fangs showed. “No. There will be no more second chances.”

      Sergi also grinned but kept his fangs in check as his gaze moved back to Sorrento.

      “Who’s the tall brunette?” Devon finished the scotch and pushed the glass away.

      “Patrice. His second, and the only magical creature on his payroll.”

      “Why would a vampire work for such a man?”

      Sergi shrugged. “There isn’t much information on her, but the rumor is that she was falsely created by a young blood from House Gresham.”

      “Ah. So, she was turned out along with her maker.”

      “The two of them joined together, mostly for survival I would think. But it’s been a couple of years since anyone has seen her maker.”

      Devon nodded with understanding. The most likely scenario was that the child had killed her master. That was why young bloods weren’t allowed to turn anyone; they were too immature to understand what being vampire meant and never made wise decisions. They couldn’t even begin to fathom their immortality. Knowing Gresham as he did, Devon was surprised the two vampires were turned out rather than eliminated. There had to be more to the story, but it wouldn’t matter after tonight.

      “Are the other two his bodyguards?”

      “Sorrento shifts his personnel around, except for Patrice. I think he likes having the muscle to add to his reputation. Patrice is the only one to worry about. She prefers drugs or poisons to fighting.”

      Devon snarled. “That probably explains how her maker disappeared.” And would also explain how Cressa ended up in a box. The thought of her waking up in one made his beast struggle at its own confinement.

      “Most likely.”

      After the server dropped new drinks at their table, Devon leaned back as Sorrento chatted with two men at the bar before turning to a table with four men. They’d been there when Devon had first strolled in. The men glared at Sorrento’s men, who stood over them, clearly wanting the men to vacate the table. The men at the table glared back until Sorrento approached, and the four men almost knocked over their chairs, drinks in hand, as they pushed past people to move to the back of the bar.

      Devon waited twenty minutes as various customers wandered by Sorrento, offering homage or whatever it was Sorrento demanded of what he must consider his flock of low-life criminals. He nodded to Sergi and stood, leaving his second drink untouched.

      He strolled up to Sorrento’s table and kicked the chair of one of the bodyguards. The man scowled and began to rise until he looked up. Devon let the tips of his fangs show, and the man backed down. He glanced at Sorrento, who nodded toward the bar. The two men stood, rolled their shoulders in some demonstrative posture as if they weren’t scared shitless, then scurried to the bar, the last of their courage spent.

      Sorrento stared at him before he quickly relented and waved his arm toward the vacated chairs. A man of few words.

      Devon took a seat, and Sergi settled beside him, neither of them giving Patrice a single glance. He sensed the vampire’s rage at being ignored. Did she know who he was or even how old? He doubted it.

      “Now, what can I do to help a couple of vamps?” Sorrento thought he had the high ground here. Interesting. How many vampires did the man work with, and was Lorenzo one of them? If so, Sorrento should have more respect for vampires he didn’t know. If he’d expected Patrice to understand the nuances of what it meant to be vampire in her adolescence, that would explain the man’s reckless behavior. Not that it mattered.

      “I’ve heard a rumor about a certain thief.” He’d considered his options on the drive over and decided to test the waters. It would be foolish to make a scene in the bar, and he was curious how much information the man was leaking.

      “I have lots of thieves on my payroll.” Sorrento scratched his chest with a lazy motion and gave Devon a wide smile. “You’ll have to narrow it down for me.”

      “This one’s specialty is personal residences with high-value targets.”

      Sorrento kept his smile when he leaned closer and softened his tone as if sharing a confidence. “You’re looking for Pandora.” When Devon didn’t respond, he shook his head and sat back. “She’s off the market for now. But if you can wait another week or two, I can arrange something.”

      So, the man planned on picking her up again after she finished her mission with him. But if Sorrento was thinking a week or two, did he even care if she’d paid off her debt to him? The man either had balls the size of coconuts or he was an idiot.

      “I hear she’s working with a vampire House now. I believe those rumors came from you.”

      Sorrento shrugged, still undaunted. “It raises her value if her prospective clients know what jobs she’s working—” He gave him a slow perusal “And the type of creatures she’s willing to work for—albeit temporary.”

      “So, you determine who she’s sold to?” Devon kept his tone even, but the beast rattled its cage, unhappy with how Cressa was being set up. He doubted she had a clue to this man’s plans.

      “I have the ability to ensure she’ll do as she’s told.” He gave Patrice a side glance, and she actually preened at the attention. She couldn’t be more than a decade made.

      Devon waited, wanting to hear the man say the words that would guarantee his fate.

      Sorrento scooted his chair closer and leaned in for a second time. He was close enough for Devon to make out the fine lines of the inked cobra. “She’s working for the Trelane House. Now, I know that doesn’t seem like much with the vamp ostracized from his kind, but he’s a tough cookie from what I hear.” He held up his hands. “I have no doubt Pandora will hold her own against the vamp.” He winked. “Although, I imagine this Trelane fellow will probably get a good taste before he sends her packing. If you know what I mean.”

      Patrice laid a hand on his arm, her gaze showing emotion for the first time. Fear.

      At her touch, Sorrento shrugged. “No disrespect to your species.”

      “Of course.” Devon eyed him until the other man lowered his gaze.

      “Look, she’s excellent at her job, and if she’s returned a bit battered, she’ll snap out of it. I might need a day or two once I pick her up, but I can deliver her all boxed up wherever you need her.”

      He held his inner rage from building, not wanting his eyes to flash and give Patrice an early warning. Sergi rose at the same time he did.

      “I’ll give it some thought.” He strode for the door, not hearing nor caring what Sorrento blathered on about. He shoved past people with barely an apology. This man thought he owned Cressa. The thought of someone grabbing her off the street and keeping her locked in a box made his beast howl like a common shifter.

      He’d marched a block before Sergi grabbed his elbow. Without a word, he let Sergi direct him back half a block to an alley where a shiny muscle car waited.

      “I can put extra protection on her.”

      He considered his guard’s suggestion. “After tonight, she won’t require more than Lucas or Simone.”

      “And Underwood?”

      “He’s next on my list.”

      Before he could say more, footsteps came from the direction of the bar. Four people. It could be anyone, but as the group grew closer, he picked up Sorrento’s scent. He glanced at Sergi, and a blink confirmed he’d caught it, too.

      They backed into the shadows. Sergi placed himself several feet in front of the car while Devon disappeared toward the rear. Time to test what type of vampire Patrice was—a bodyguard with alert senses scanning the area or a foolish, arrogant young blood, dependent on chemicals doing the work for her.

      Voices and soft laughter preceded the group as they turned into the alley. The two bodyguards walked behind Sorrento and Priscilla, and after a precursory glimpse beyond the car, approached without any concerns.

      Devon waited until one of the bodyguards reached for a door before stepping out of the darkness as Patrice finally became aware of him. When the others turned toward him, Patrice spun around to find Sergi blocking their exit.

      The bodyguards surrounded Sorrento, who gave Patrice a chilling stare before turning to face Devon.

      “What’s this about? If you have a problem with how I conduct business, you should come back during business hours.”

      Sorrento’s strong tone and the way he adjusted his shoulders before stretching his neck and fisting his hands would make one believe he was ready for a fight. But Devon didn’t have to reach far with his senses to smell the fear rolling off the man. It stank of old sweat, cheap whiskey, and false bravado.

      He stepped closer, choosing a spot within the dim light from nearby windows. “I have a problem with people spreading stories about me and mine.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You traded Pandora to The Wolf in exchange for a debt, isn’t that correct?”

      Sorrento’s eyes flashed to Patrice, who backed away, most likely finding a place to spring from.

      “You seem to know a lot about my business.”

      “The Wolf then exchanged Pandora for his own debt.” Devon waited for Sorrento to catch on to where this was going.

      Sorrento stepped back, his gaze narrowing. He seemed to finally understand his dilemma.

      “I don’t like people talking about my business or spreading gossip about my family. Pandora’s debt belongs to me, and once paid, she’s free to pursue her old trade.” Devon took a step closer. “She doesn’t belong to anyone for barter.” His eyes flashed with the ice blue of the beast. “And she doesn’t belong in a box. No one does.”

      Patrice stepped toward him as one of the bodyguards turned toward the alley entrance. Sergi had moved closer, and the man stumbled backwards, running into his buddy.

      “I can be discreet. I give you my word. Just give me a chance.” This was a different Sorrento. A submissive part he didn’t play often, it appeared.

      “If you could be discreet, you wouldn’t be telling stories about Pandora. Or the House Trelane.”

      “Mr. Trelane, I meant no disrespect, a brother just needs to make a living.”

      “Not anymore.”

      Sergi attacked first, grabbing the first bodyguard in a blink of an eye as Patrice charged Devon. Her fangs were out, and he caught the glint of something in her hand, Sergi’s warning about her preference for drugs and poison made him think syringe, loaded with something that might or might not kill him. At best, it would leave him vulnerable. She was nothing more than a lazy, untrained vamp, not confident in her natural skills. Being a rogue on a human’s payroll, she’d probably never tested them.

      When she reached him, he used his speed to knock the syringe out of her hand before picking her up and hurling her toward the brick building. The sound of her hitting with a loud grunt along with the snapping of bones made him smile. Cressa was ten times the fighter, and he laughed out loud at the thought as he stalked toward Sorrento. The man had pulled a gun, but his hand shook, and the first shot went wide. It was his only opportunity as Devon leaped. The man had turned to run but only made it a few steps before he stumbled over one of his bodyguards and slipped on the spreading pool of blood. The man’s throat had been ripped out.

      Sergi was already on the second man, who fought like a wildcat, though it wouldn’t do him any good.

      Sorrento scooted backwards on his ass, one arm raised in self-defense. “I didn’t know. It wasn’t meant to harm anyone. I just needed to drum up some business.”

      “When you work in the underworld of magical creatures, you play by our rules.”

      He had to give the man some credit for making it to his feet. Sorrento took a few steps and gulped in a breath of air, probably wondering if he would make it out alive. Devon nodded toward Patrice, and Sergi didn’t waste a second as he rounded on the dazed vampire, who struggled to gain her feet, one arm dangling at her side. She stood straight, shoulders back as she waited for Sergi’s attack, finally showing what she could have become had she been properly groomed. He’d wanted to save her, but her reputation was too well-known, and he would never be able to trust her. Sergi didn’t make her suffer, using his hunter’s sword to take her head.

      Sorrento ran, but Devon reached him long before he made it to the street. He grabbed him by his collar and the waistband of his jeans, picking him up and tossing him toward his muscle car. Glass shattered as Sorrento slammed into the windshield, spewing a grunt of pain.

      He dragged the man out of the broken glass, ignoring his screams as he flung the man faceup on the hood. With one quick movement, Devon pierced the man’s throat, grimacing at the toxic taste of his blood before ripping out his jugular.
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      “Devon!”

      I sprang up, my heart racing. The sheets were tangled around my legs, and I fought to get free, racing for the bathroom. The light temporarily blinded me, but I had to get away from the darkness. I spit into the sink before turning on the water, splashing my face with the cold spray before cupping my hands to slurp it in, rinsing my mouth from the acrid taste of blood—cheap whiskey, garlic, and meat.

      When I realized what I was doing, I stumbled back, smacking into the wall and sliding down until my ass hit the floor.

      What the hell?

      The dream had started like the earlier ones. I was in the garden at Oasis, Devon’s private estate that only his family knew of, and the thick scent of roses clung in the air like an old friend as I raced down the path for the grotto. He had to be there. It had been a week since the last dream, and I hungered for his touch, his warmth, and the strength of his arms wrapped around me, keeping me safe. But when I reached the grotto, he wasn’t there.

      Then the vision changed.

      The dead eyes of Sorrento gazed into the night—his throat ripped out. Blood covered his chest and pooled under his head, the eye of the cobra tattoo staring at me.

      Was this one of those dreams? If so, they’d changed drastically, and I much preferred the erotic ones. I didn’t understand why they changed from one vision to the next. I didn’t have any control over them, and while I wasn’t convinced this was the best idea, I leaned my head back against the wall and closed my eyes, forcing myself to relive the dream.

      My body trembled as if fighting my resolve, but I had to know if Devon was all right. It was impossible to believe the dream could have been real. How would Devon know about Sorrento? I shook the thought aside, sucked in a deep breath, and forced all thoughts away except the one.

      At first, nothing happened. Then unrelated images flashed by—my mind too busy, too unsettled. I called upon the relaxation techniques I’d learned from an old mentor, but try as I might, her teachings slipped away, leaving me with jumbles of the dream mixed with various bits of images from the last week— training in the gym, my sessions with Anna… Perhaps my subconscious was protecting me from the underlying fear of what I’d see.

      If this was about vamps, then I might as well think like one. Simone’s long meditation sessions that I constantly complained about might be the answer. I snorted. If this worked, I’d never willingly admit it to her.

      I rolled my shoulders, shook out my arms, and settled in. This time, I imagined a single flame surrounded by darkness. I accepted the images as they came at me, and if they weren’t part of the dream, they disappeared within the scorching heat of the candle.

      Five minutes passed before my body relaxed enough to release my thoughts and accept the entire vision.

      I dropped into an alley where the only light streamed from nearby windows. Sorrento’s sleek bright-orange muscle car was parked a hundred feet from the quiet street. Everyone knew that car and avoided it whenever possible. Not us. We waited within the shadows, as still as the darkness itself—a standard hunting position. Once they walked past Sergi, the trap would be set.

      Adrenaline coursed through my blood, my sense of righteousness eager for the engagement and impassioned to protect one of my own. I sensed them before I heard them. Four people strolled this way, but they were too far away to hear their conversation. Or perhaps I didn’t care.

      Their laughter stirred something within me, something I couldn’t describe but raged to be set free. Then everything sped up as they turned into the alley and approached the car. Sergi stepped behind the guards. Sorrento didn’t realize what he’d walked into. Patrice, the bitch who’d drugged me, recognized the danger too late. When I picked her up and threw her against the wall, I heard a gratifying crunch of bone. And I smiled. The vision jumped ahead, and Sorrento ran for the street. I caught his shoulder, picked him up, and flung him toward his precious car.

      Amazement pierced the edge of my consciousness when he wasn’t killed by the force of hitting the windshield. The speed at which he’d flown through the air was like being thrown from a car traveling at sixty miles per hour, yet he groaned. With a strength I didn’t know I possessed, I dragged him from the broken windshield, unmoved by his screams of pain.

      When I looked down into his bloody face, only one thing burned in my head. He would never hurt Cressa again. And my fangs sank into flesh, the hot blood gushing into my mouth.

      My eyes popped open. I instinctively wiped my mouth before dry heaving from the dream blood. My heart pounded with a combination of satisfaction, anxiety, and doubt. Devon was safe. Sorrento—not so much. And I wasn’t sure how I felt about that.

      I was Devon’s family now. And he protected his family—at all costs.

      He’d told me that before, hadn’t he? But this feeling, this knowledge, ran deeper. I no longer knew if these were Devon’s thoughts and feelings or my own. One moment, I was seeing everything through my eyes, but the next it was through Devon’s. His thoughts, his mission, mixing with my own emotions of fear, disgust, and—vindication.

      I crawled on my hands and knees to the doorjamb and pulled myself up, leaning against it as I determined my next steps. Up to now, my dreams appeared to be prescient. Had Devon already killed Sorrento, or was this something I could stop, assuming I wanted to?

      I limped to the bed and reached for my cell. One a.m. I’d been asleep for a couple of hours. It had been an early night for me. When Devon missed dinner for the fourth night in a row, I’d grown restless, wondering what he was up to and why I hadn’t heard from him.

      What I’d needed was someone to talk to. No one knew about my dreams except Devon, but it was only a guess on my part that he was aware of what he was doing. At this point, all I’d wanted was a voice other than my own that could keep the remnants of the dream from returning.

      Ginger would have been my first choice, but she still had a couple of days with her mom, and I didn’t want to bother her. April was always good for cheering me up, but my calls went straight to voice mail. It bothered me that she hadn’t returned a single call, but with Christopher’s frantic search for me, she was probably lying low. Devon might have assumed he’d backed down, but that wasn’t likely. He was like a flea on a hound, and it had to be pissing him off he couldn’t find me.

      I flopped onto the bed and stared at the ceiling, then turned my head to the large tome sprawled on the far side of the king-sized bed. Each evening progressed as the one before it. No one mentioned the next assignment so, after dinner, I took the opportunity to practice my martial arts using a series of maneuvers I’d developed, blending them with what I’d learned from the vamps. After a good work out and a soak in the hot tub, I’d read until I fell asleep.

      Anna’s lessons had intrigued me, and after each one, I’d haul the Houses of Vampire book to my room. We’d agreed to review the history of vampires starting from a thousand years ago, which was when the House of Trelane had been created, along with Lorenzo’s House Venizi. This would have happened five hundred years before Devon. The question was whether the two Houses had been friends or enemies from the start. The fact that the House Wars occurred at the same time only stirred my imagination.

      Before I’d fallen asleep that evening, I’d only read a few pages. I sat up and pulled the book to me. It was opened to the last page I’d read and was fortunately in good condition despite my tossing in bed. No pages had been torn from its fragile binding. I flipped through a couple of pages, more to calm myself than anything else, but I wouldn’t be able to go to sleep without knowing if my dream had been real.

      Unable to stay in my room one minute longer, I slipped on my jeans and a sweater and, with the tome resting on my hip, jogged down to the library. I checked Devon’s office and the dining room, just in case. He might already be home, tucked away in his room, but the fire was still lit in the library. I curled up on the sofa in front of the fire and opened the book. I hadn’t made much progress when Devon found me.

      If he’d killed someone tonight, he didn’t look the part. His black shirt and pants were wrinkle-free, his designer loafers polished to a high sheen. Not a hair was out of place. He looked surprised to see me, especially when he noticed the large book in my lap.

      “Are you behind on your studies already and find a need to burn the midnight candle?” He sat in a nearby chair. Damn, he looked good.

      “No. I just find the topic more interesting than I expected. We spent our first session deciding the proper place to start.”

      His lips twitched. “And what did the two of you agree on?”

      How easy it was for me to fall into his conversation, somewhat starved for it after his absence. Before the ball, I’d grown accustomed to our frequent talks. Now that I was considered part of his family—or seemed to be if my dream could be believed—I might fade into the background until I was needed. The thought irritated me, but I had to stay focused on why I was down here waiting for him.

      “Did you see Sorrento this evening?

      His expression closed down for an instant, but his eyes narrowed. “Why would you ask that?”

      This would be the moment to tell him about my dreams, but I wasn’t sure where to start. It made sense to start from the beginning, but the first ones were too erotic. Perhaps the one that foretold my fall through the second-story window. Maybe I hadn’t thought this through. My knuckles turned white from gripping the book, and I forced my fingers to relax.

      Devon noticed the movement. It was impossible to hide anything from him. I cleared my throat and took a deep breath.

      “I had a dream this evening.” I shook my head and waved my hand as if erasing my statement. “No. It was more a nightmare.” When I glanced at him, he hadn’t moved. He was so quiet, he could be a mannequin. The silence continued, and it was obvious he was waiting for me. The man could wait an eternity.

      I set the book aside and stood to pace in front of the hearth, already questioning the wisdom of discussing this, but the dreams had taken an ugly turn. Sorrento was dead. I had no illusions of that, not after the dream of my fall coming true. Maybe I wasn’t ready to know how brutal Devon could be, yet I already knew how dangerous he was. I’d seen the way his eyes flashed to that icy blue, and my hand touched my throat where he’d held me against the wall after a rather intense training session.

      My breath hitched when I turned to him. He hadn’t moved an inch. How could he be so patient, so emotionless in my turmoil? But when I was brave enough to look him in the eyes, he wasn’t as detached as I thought. They had turned to that cold blue that spoke of danger, but as I watched, they changed to that warmer tone of sapphire. I’d never seen him conflicted before, if that was what I was actually witnessing.

      “I saw Sorrento killed.”

      Now his eyes flashed back to the more dangerous hue, but his tone remained calm and even. “Sit, Cressa. Tell me everything you saw.”

      Now we were getting somewhere. He wasn’t surprised by my revelation. Had it been a mistake to allow me into his thoughts during the…murder? Altercation? I wasn’t even sure what to call it. I sat on the edge of the chair, too worked up to settle down.

      “It was flashes of images—a dark alley, Sorrento’s car. Everyone knows his car. It’s like a beacon to run the other way.” A strangled laugh slipped out, and I took another deep breath. My gaze must have been unfocused because I
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