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      The crease between Kai's brows deepened as he scrolled down the Profit and Loss spreadsheet. One lamp in the corner and the computer screen were all that lit his office. Downstairs, the heavy thump from the club's music vibrated the walls and the floor but was ignored as once again the $6,660 appeared in the left column.

      “What the hell?” Kai muttered.

      Pushing back from his desk, he rose to pace the nearly bare office. Though he'd opened Club Inside eight years ago, he didn't see the reason for keeping more than he needed or collecting clutter. Everything was digital, from employee records to invoices, so the desk, his chair, and two other black conference chairs were the only furniture. A red rug covered most of the dark-stained wood floor. Two of the walls were painted a smoky gray and decorated with paintings and wall sculptures from local artisans. The third and fourth walls were made of one-way glass through which he could see nearly every corner of the two-story club. The corners he couldn't see had security cameras linked to his computer.

      But Kai didn't need the feeds to know what went on. His gift told him. Shoving his fingers through black hair that fell past his shoulders, he paused, his eyes on a metal sculpture hanging from the wall depicting Venus rising from the ocean on a seashell. He released his hands as his mind flipped through the list of employees. None of the new hires had access to the P&L or were trusted with deposits at the end of the night. He didn’t want to consider that one of his long-time employees was playing him. So, who was skimming the six large from his business account every week? At times like this, he wished his gift offered more.

      Cursing, he returned to his desk and signed out of his computer. Taking his black leather jacket from the back of his chair, he locked his office door and decided a long ride home would clear his head. He jogged down the steps to the bottom floor of the club.

      It took only a moment before Maya Swift, his head bartender and assistant manager, made her way to him from the other end of the bar.

      “Heading out, Kai?” she asked, leaning in close to be heard over the music and voices.

      Tonight, she wore a snug white T-shirt under a red leather vest. Her painted-on jeans and knee-high boots added height to her petite stature. Long black hair was tied back in its customary ponytail, showing off the row of alternating gold hoop and diamond stud earrings on the outer edge her left ear. Her heavily outlined dark eyes noticed a lot that went on in the club that her red lips commented on with sarcasm.

      Kai nodded. “You good with making the deposit?”

      “No problem,” she said and smiled.

      He swept his gaze over the crowd and noted the placement of each employee. Wait staff who carried full or empty trays, the bouncers at the front door, and the security personnel, even though half of them posed as patrons. He turned and left through the side door. Just outside in the alley was his Harley Softail. After the door closed behind him, he took a breath and used his gift. He was alone in the alley. No one had tampered with his bike. Sliding his helmet on, he pulled his keys from his pocket and swung a denim-clad leg over the seat. The roar of the engine wouldn't be heard inside.

      An easy ten-minute ride would bring him to his loft condominium, but he decided to take the long way home along the Columbia River. The cool, humid air was what he needed to clear and organize his thoughts regarding his business bank account. Thirty minutes later, he parked in the underground garage, nodded a greeting to the security guard at the desk in the lobby, and rode the elevator to the twelfth floor. The scent of something familiar and unpleasant tickled his nose before the doors opened. He pocketed his keys, so he had the use of both hands if needed.

      The doors slid open. No one was in the hall that he shared with three other owners. His loft overlooked the river and the edge of Vancouver to the east. Walking carefully to his door, he stopped when he noticed his missing tell, and the door was ajar. He used his boot toe to nudge it open. Here, the strong odor burned his nostrils. And now he could identify it. Sulfur mixed with something metallic.

      “Lights on,” he said as he entered the loft.

      Sporadic soft glows around the open space showed whoever had been there was now gone. Closing the door behind him, he glanced to his left at the kitchen area, then continued to the spare bedroom and second bathroom on the far side of the large space. Searching the room, closet, and bathroom, he realized nothing had been taken or disturbed, so he returned to the only other interior wall, which separated his bedroom area from the walls of windows. Here he found the disturbance. He looked around, noting that nothing seemed to be missing, then approached his bed. With a flick of his wrist, he jerked back the covers.

      An inverted pentagram made from the blood of the chicken on his pillow marked his sheets.

      “What the hell?” he said again.

      Kai had no steady girlfriend in his life, and he made a point to end each relationship, more of a dating partnership, as gently as he could. Women knew from the beginning that he had no interest in anything long-term or serious. Some thought they could change his mind. They were the ones he didn’t have sex with, or at least not more than once. None of the women he’d been with recently came to mind as someone capable of this.

      To desecrate his bed, where a man slept and was most vulnerable, made it personal. The blood of the chicken, he knew, was used by some religious sects for rituals. He considered the orientation of the pentagram. Anyone who practiced an earth religion would be familiar with the symbol. It took him a moment to realize that the inversion of the symbol meant an entirely different message. To mark the pentagram in salt, ash, dirt, or water would be more benevolent. The fact that it was created from the blood of an animal, a sacrifice, and inverted, told him the practitioner was serious both about their religion and about hurting him. Using his gift, he searched his entire loft. Nothing was out of place or missing. Nothing else was left behind.

      He pulled up his pant leg enough to reach inside his boot and remove the knife he always kept there. With his other hand held six inches above the sheet, he used his gift to read the vibrations. Female. Calculated. Cold. Fury. The information came to him in waves through his skin, feelings that he interpreted. Jerking his hand away, he looked at his reddened palm. He added skilled to the list of characteristics the perpetrator possessed. Taking a moment to blow a cool breath across his palm, knowing that if another had tried what he just did, there would be blisters instead of temporary redness.

      He went into the kitchen and from under the sink Kai pulled a garbage bag from the box. Considering what he needed to take with him, he pulled out a second bag. Moving to the fridge, he took a bottle of beer from the near empty space, closed the door, then set everything on the counter. Bracing both palms on the edge of the slab of granite, he leaned forward and briefly closed his eyes. What he needed to do, where he needed to go, who he needed to call became clear. Twisting off the bottle cap, he took a long pull. He rubbed a hand over his jaw, ignoring the scrape of two days’ worth of beard growth on his recently burned palm, then took another swallow of the brew. He grabbed another beer, opened it, and carried everything back into the bedroom.

      Setting the beer bottles on the nightstand, he shook out the garbage bags. In one, he stuffed the pillows and the comforter, tied the top, then set it aside. Taking both bottles of beer, he poured them over the symbol. He wasn’t surprised when tiny whips of black smoke floated up from the sheets. Placing the bottles inside the second bag, he pulled the bottom sheet free from the mattress, balled it up with the body of the chicken in the middle, and shoved it into the bag. The top sheet followed. A muted symbol, now soaked through with beer, remained on the mattress. Sighing, he took his knife, sliced through the material of the mattress, and removed the entire top. This, too, was shoved into the garbage bag. He replaced the knife in his boot, then crouched to pull open the bottom drawer of his dresser by pressing a hidden panel.

      Inside the drawer was a metal box, like one would keep petty cash in under the counter in a retail store. But there was no cash in Kai’s box. Instead, he rolled the numbers to the correct combination, then he removed a .9mm handgun and an extra magazine. He checked to make sure a round was loaded in the chamber, slid the gun inside its worn leather holster, and clipped it to his belt at his right hip. The extra rounds went inside his jacket pocket. Then he removed a key ring with three keys on it and tucked it inside his other jacket pocket. The last item was a small leather pouch attached to a leather cord. Holding it, he stroked his thumb over the engraved design. He would never forget the last time he wore it, or who had made it for him. Slipping the cord over his neck, he tucked the pouch inside his shirt, shut the box and spun the numbers, then closed the drawer before standing.

      Taking both trash bags with him, he headed for the door. Were the missing funds and the destruction of his bed related? The amount stolen each week and the blood sacrifice leaned toward the affirmative. A few of his employees knew his address, but he couldn’t imagine one of them doing this. In fact, no one immediately came to mind who would have cause to vandalize his home. Growling in frustration, he dropped the bags in the hall outside his door. He seemed to be in the middle of some drama created by someone, or someones, who wanted his… attention? Money? Business? But he didn’t have enough information to stop the bleeding of his account, or the damn farm animal. Replacing his tell—a single red thread caught in the door right below the bottom hinge—he took both bags in one hand and pulled his phone from his back pocket. His call was answered on the third ring.

      “I need a favor,” Kai said.

      By the time he reached the elevator he had ended the call. The next time he stepped into his bedroom, and at the moment he didn’t know when that would be, he would have a new, unbloodied bed on which to sleep. He took the elevator back to the garage, quietly passing the security desk when the guards looked the other way at something interesting, something Kai created as a distraction. Exiting the garage through the back entrance, he moved half a block down the side street to a dumpster and tossed the bags inside. His steps back to his bike were unhurried.
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      Olivia smiled up at the waiter as he brought her another glass of cabernet. Her lipstick, “Siren Red”, matched her low-cut backless dress and her four-inch Pradas. Tipping her wrist, she checked the time on her diamond faced Vacheron Constantin, then her smile widened. Kai would have arrived at his loft and discovered her message by now. Considering what he might do with what she’d left behind, she calculated what he’d done since arriving home. She shifted her gaze toward the windows along the front of the new restaurant and waited. A minute later, a Harley Softail drove by, the driver’s helmet turned toward the building as he continued down the street. She wondered what he saw, what he was thinking, where he was going. How long would it take before he discovered who had left the calling card, and would she have the patience to wait? Olivia chuckled as she brought her glass to her lips. Revenge would be sweet. She felt the power thrum in her veins and imagined how it would be when Kai gave her everything she wanted, everything she deserved.
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      It wouldn’t matter if Kai questioned the security who was on the front desk 24-7. If it had been a typical burglary, perhaps something would have been caught on the security tape in the lobby, from the cameras at the corners of the building watching pedestrian and vehicular traffic, or even a name on the visitor’s log at the front desk as a ploy to gain access to the residents’ homes. Kai had bought the loft not for its offers of security but for the location. Someone with the skills to do what they’d done, what she had done, wouldn't show up on any camera, and wouldn’t have stopped to chat with the guards.

      Just before he entered the parking garage from the alley, he glanced over his shoulder at the dumpster. He diluted the blood with the beer to both break the circle and the power that was left behind by the one who created it. The bloodstain would now be unrecognizable by anyone who happened to see it.

      He put his helmet on, then climbed on the bike. Zipping up his jacket, he made sure his holster was covered, then started the Harley and left the garage. He needed to make two stops before being at the corner of 9th Street and Washington by 3:00 AM.

      A new restaurant had opened at the edge of the Waterfront District. Though he’d been invited to the opening, Kai hadn’t attended. The owners had sent private invitations to the city officials and elite business owners, hoping for favorable reviews. Kai and others who owned the city’s hottest clubs were invited in the hopes that those who attended would talk it up with their customers. For some of them, being seen in the restaurant was enough to be a nod of approval.

      It was this restaurant he turned his head to look at as he drove past. The tables were full, as was the bar. Two valets hustled out front. Through the window, he caught a visual waver. A disturbance in a small part of the restaurant. He blinked, and it was gone. Looking forward, he passed a taxi, then shifted gears to make it through a yellow light. He would make a point of returning this way to verify if what he saw remained, or if it was a ghost of his earlier anxiety. A small percentage of the population possessed power. Most knew it, but some went their whole lives believing they were just an anomaly. Even if the person emitting the visual waver was no longer in the restaurant, he might be able to pick up on residual energy.

      He slowed as he approached the narrow streets of Old Town. Sticking to the alleys to avoid the cobblestones on the main roads, he pulled behind a building and parked next to a bicycle with a white basket on the front of the handlebars. Removing his helmet, a corner of his mouth twitched. Sabrina O’Malley was still in her shop.
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      He swung his leg over, then set his helmet on his seat as he glanced up and down the side street. This time of night, most of the shops and businesses were closed. He ran a finger through the silver tassels hanging from the handlebars on the bike. Sabrina, a woman who refused to release the joys of childhood, rode her bike everywhere she needed to go. Of course, she claimed it was for exercise and to protect the environment, but Kai knew Sabrina’s approach to life always included a heaping dose of play.

      Light spilled from the back door that was propped partially open by a two-foot-high iron sculpture of a cat. The incense that always burned in her store tickled his nose. He stepped inside the backroom and walked down the short hallway to the main area of the shop. Some type of New Age music played, in direct contrast to the Classic Rock he preferred, but it didn’t mask Sabrina’s excited voice. Kai paused between a bookcase and a table displaying jewelry made with crystals guaranteed “to bring good health, happiness, and love” to the wearer. On a glass shelf at eye level to his left sat ceramic dragons. Kai slid his hands into his pockets. He always felt too big in Sabrina’s shop. Guessing it was more from the massive volume of items for sale jammed charmingly into a small square footage rather than his physical size, he turned away from the dragons, and the client Sabrina spoke with at the counter, to peruse another display.

      A table with boxes of varying heights draped in black velvet held the tools of the occult. Skulls decorated athames, incense and candleholders, and jewelry. A black plate with an inverted pentagram painted in gold lay next to a volume of The Occult for Beginners. Kai raised a brow but didn’t pick up the book to thumb through the pages. Long black taper candles sat in a candelabra. In a plain basket held a group of dolls made from straw. At the back of the table stood an altar. Kai leaned close and squinted. It wasn’t stone, but resin made to look like granite. He wondered if a stamp declaring “Made in China” could be found on the bottom. When he heard the bell over the front door ring and a space of silence, he turned toward the proprietor.

      Dressed as she usually did in a flowing tunic and long skirt, a hundred bracelets on her wrists, large hoop earrings, bare feet, and silver-white hair loose around her shoulders, she’d stepped from behind the counter and began to cross the store toward Kai. She knew him, but stopped, her smile vanishing when his gaze met hers.

      Sabrina realized she held her breath. Involuntarily, her hand moved to her throat, where it fluttered uselessly. Her gaze dropped to the front of his jacket, the space above his heart where he’d tuck the amulet. Forcing herself to breathe in, she dropped her hands to her side and stepped closer to Kai.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      Her own gift would allow her to see what had happened to bring him here but using it uninvited was a violation of privacy. Those with any psychic talent might cheat once in a while with a complete stranger, and usually to assist them, but to do so with another gifted person was beyond rude. And Kai wasn’t just another with talent. He was a friend. There could be countless reasons for the grim set of his mouth, the tension in his body, but far fewer occurrences that would have him donning protections outside what he always did for himself.

      He didn’t have the time to try to tease away the worry he had created. “I’m sorry to bother you—”

      Sabrina waved dismissively at his words, a slight scowl pinching her brows. “We’re beyond that, Kai. Something happened. Something that has you concerned enough to wear it,” she said, her eyes dropping again to where the amulet rested against his chest.

      “Someone, a woman,” he began and watched as Sabrina’s gaze locked on his with a raised eyebrow, “let herself into my loft. She used a chicken’s blood to create an inverted pentagram on my bed.”

      Sabrina’s attention shifted to the items on the table behind Kai. “Nothing was taken?”

      “No.”

      “Are you certain?” she asked, her focus once more on his face.

      “Of course.” He blew out a breath, then gestured to the table behind him. “I thought you could give me some answers. I know about the black arts but was never drawn to practice them. Whoever did the breaking and entering, she’s skilled.”

      Bracelets jangled as Sabrina twisted her fingers. “You’re sure the vandal was a woman?”

      Kai nodded.

      “What did you get from the symbol?”

      “Cold fury.”

      Again, Sabrina’s brow arched.

      “It’s not what you’re thinking. I don't date anyone with power. No one I know has the skill to do what she did.”

      “Come,” Sabrina said, turning away and crossing the store to the table she used with customers. “Sit,” she gestured to the chair opposite her own.

      As he did as she instructed, he cast a glance over his shoulder.

      “We’ll not use any of that. Much of my inventory on the black arts are tools. They won’t offer the answers you seek.” She shuffled her Tarot deck, then set it face down on the table in front of Kai. “You know what to do.”

      He looked from the cards to her face and watched as she closed her eyes and every muscle of her face relaxed with a deep breath in and long exhale. In her mid-sixties, Sabrina was lovely, and he guessed in her youth she had broken many hearts. He knew she’d never been married, but when she shared stories of her life, her voice softened whenever she spoke a man’s name. Not that every man she met had become her lover, but Kai guessed she’d had more than a few. Taking a deep breath of his own, he focused on the cards, tapped the deck three times, then cut them. After restacking the cards, he tucked his hands inside his jacket pockets.

      With practiced ease, Sabrina fanned the deck in an arc across the table. Pulling the first card from the display, she turned it over. The World. Taking another and turning it over next to the first, she tipped her head to the side. The Lovers. The third was the Hanged Man. The fourth revealed The Tower. The fifth, the Devil. Sabrina selected the final card and slowly turned it face up. At her sharp intake of breath, Kai leaned closer. Death, inverted.

      Once placed, she didn’t touch the cards. Her hand hovered as a finger traced a symbol in the air above the card. Her lips moved, but she allowed no sound to escape. She was adept at the cards and runes. Angel, Oracle, Tarot, Norse, or Celtic, it mattered not the culture, as they all spoke to her. Reviewing them, and knowing what she did of Kai, she began her interpretation.

      “The World turns, whether the Karmic wheel of lifetimes or hours in this particular one, you will find each other. You’ve known her before.” She looked up at Kai’s face.

      Had this not been a serious matter, she would have laughed aloud. His brow furrowed in concentration as he flipped through his mental Little Black Book. He thought she referred to the vandal, but that wasn’t the only woman Kai had known before.

      Studying his expression, she continued. “In spiritual circles, there is the idea of twin flames. Two souls that travel together lifetime after lifetime. Occasionally they are parent and child, teacher and student. But, nearly always, the deep, if otherworldly, love that they feel for one another leads them to be romantic lovers.”

      Kai shook his head. “I didn’t recognize her… the power she wielded, the emotions, the vibrations left by her… I would remember if I had known her before.”

      “Perhaps,” Sabrina agreed. “But we can alter who we choose to be from one life to the next.”

      “So, you think this woman and I had been lovers before?” He huffed out a laugh that held no humor. “I must have been a real asshole the last time we were together.”

      “Perhaps,” Sabrina said again. “But this woman may not be the one represented by the card. There is another. One who has been by your side through many lifetimes. This placement predicts that she is close. Once you find her, you both will fulfill the roles you’ve played all those times before.”

      Kai frowned. “I don't do love, Sabrina. You know that.”

      She gave a small nod. The corner of her mouth twitched at the panic and what she considered as fear in Kai’s eyes. “Time will tell, and there isn’t much left. The confusion you feel, your struggle with your convictions, will bring you to a crossroads. The Hanged Man. It could go either way. You must decide. But remember, it’s not only your life that you must consider.”

      Kai opened his mouth, then closed it. He couldn’t think of a reason to protest the cards. It was his energy that had turned them. Sabrina only read the placement. Knowing what she did about him, it must be difficult for her to give him news such as his twin flame entering his life. He would be a “hanged man” before he allowed anyone he cared about to be harmed because of his actions, even if they occurred in another lifetime.

      “The Tower,” Sabrina continued, “with flames, falling bodies, and the dangers that await below tell of your journey.”

      “I know my past—” he began, then stopped when Sabrina shook her head.

      “This is your immediate future, Kai. You may believe you have left that life in the past, but you’ll need to draw on those skills, that knowledge… or you could lose her. And without her, you will lose yourself.”

      Kai stared for a long beat, then jerked his gaze away from Sabrina’s and looked at the card. Scattered around the base of the burning tower were weapons, salivating wolves, and skeletons.

      “Your vandal, in this life, is the Devil. Probably not exactly, or specifically, but the meaning is the same. Evil has come for you, Kai. But as you see on the card, though there are chains around the human’s neck, the end of the chain rests not in the Devil’s hand, but in the human’s.”

      This time, it was Sabrina that broke away from Kai’s gaze. She knew who had made his amulet, and why. And understood what he must be feeling in order to wear it. The fact that he was armed with modern weapons would also give him a level of protection, if only peace of mind.

      “I’ll die?” he asked, looking at the final card.

      “We all do, eventually. But the orientation of Death means it’s undecided. It also means it could be you or your twin flame.”

      Kai leaned back in the small chair. He scrubbed a hand over his face, trying to wipe away any expression of disbelief. Denial would be the only reason to doubt Sabrina’s interpretation. To survive the life he'd lived so far, he needed to be open and accepting that there were all sorts of beings in the world, and in the realms beyond the one he usually functioned in. He understood this and had seen and battled what many would consider figments of active imaginations belonging to fiction writers. His Devil in this lifetime he would handle. It’s not that he shirked responsibility or lived as a hermit, but who he allowed to get close to him were a very select few, for this exact reason. Saving lives wasn’t something he did. Not anymore. The price was too high if—when—he failed. And he had failed. And people he cared about had died.

      He studied the details of the cards, then lifted his gray eyes to Sabrina. “Tell me what you know of the occult. Why someone would do this.”

      Sabrina studied him for a long moment. She rose and crossed to the front door of the shop. Turning the lock and flipping the sign on the door to “closed”, she unplugged the lights that framed the front window, plunging half the store into darkness. Exhaling the breath she held, she turned to face Kai.

      “It’s likely the one who vandalized your personal space has had a long time to hone her skills. More than one lifetime. She carries a great amount of hatred for you, feels you wronged her in some way. That kind of Karma carries over, fuels a soul from one life to the next.” She paused and tipped her head in thought. “Much like the love that drives souls to reunite time and again.” Moving closer to Kai, she watched as he stood. The tension she’d noticed in his body early hadn’t dissipated. “You can try and trace the chicken, attempt to locate where she’d purchased it, but—”

      Kai shook his head. “I don’t have a physical description, much less a time frame as to when she got the animal.”

      “There are some who worship God in the many forms and incarnations people have created in order to understand that power. Then there are others who demand more power, feel they deserve it, whose appetites lean toward the heinous and perverted. They’re the ones who seek the dark. You, Kai, and the light you wield, is what this woman wishes to steal from you. She feels you owe her, and her revenge will push her to do whatever is necessary to gain her prize. The more pain she causes you—physical, financial, emotional—the closer she gets to winning.”

      Kai touched his chest where the amulet rested over his heart. “Someone has been syphoning $6,660 from my business account every week. I noticed it on the P&L my accountant sent me this quarter. I couldn’t figure out which employee would want to steal the money. Perhaps she’s the one behind the withdraws.”

      Touching her left forearm, Sabrina said, “If she’s smart enough to figure a way to steal from you, and she’s tracked you in this lifetime, be careful, Kai.”

      His gaze dropped to where she rubbed the burn scar on her forearm.

      “As the power in one grows with the increase in practice and skill in the black arts, there is a diminishing of their humanity. They feel no remorse. Any sense of right and wrong is skewed by their quest for more power. Whatever name is used, Lucifer, the Devil, Satan… the evil that she embodies comes from the original source. It won’t be stopped until it owns you.”

      He reached out and took her hand, pulling her from the past and what had occurred to cause the severe scarring that covered her arm. Keeping her fingers in his in an attempt to warm them and to offer comfort, he waited until she looked at him.

      “I will be careful, Sabrina. Thank you. Now, let’s get you home.”

      She smiled weakly at him and shook her head. “I’m fine. I’m glad you came to see me,” she squeezed his hand. “You’ll let me know if there’s more I can do to help you?”

      “Of course. Come on. I’ll sleep better knowing you arrived home safely.”

      She smiled warmly now, realizing he thought she might be in danger. Releasing his hand, she gathered her purse and keys. She followed him out the back door, knowing he used his gift to search for anyone who might be close, might think to cause them harm. After moving the cat sculpture inside, she locked the door, then walked to her bike. She placed her purse in the front basket, gathered her skirt, then stepped over the frame. Watching as Kai settled on his motorcycle, then put on his helmet, she pushed up the kickstand and backed out of her parking space. She started pedaling toward her house, only four blocks away. The start of the motorcycle seemed loud in the quiet night. Kai drove slowly behind her. When she reached the two-bedroom house with herbs in the flower boxes, she parked her bike around the back under the porch cover. When she turned to walk to the front of the house, she wasn’t surprised to find Kai waiting for her.

      “I’m fine,” she said and patted his arm.

      “I’ll make sure,” he countered and walked with her to the front door.

      Frowning at the simple lock on her doorknob, he used his gift to search her house. Nothing. Only Sabrina’s benevolent energy.

      She opened the door, then reached inside and turned on the lights.

      Kai looked over the top of her head. He’d been to her home before, and it didn’t appear anything had changed. She had decorated it the same way as her shop, except less cluttered.

      “Thank you,” she said, as she turned toward him, stood on her tiptoes, and kissed his cheek.

      He waited by the front door until she stepped inside, and he heard the click of the lock. Returning to his Harley, he took out his phone and checked the time. It would be close, but he could make the 3:00 AM drop. Starting his bike, he left Sabrina’s house, her words and the Tarot cards swirling and flashing in his mind, rearranging themselves as he attempted to make sense of what she’d said.

      Driving on the near empty streets, he headed beyond the suburbs to the storage unit. No streetlights lined the roads out this far. He leaned forward on the bike, using his gift to reach beyond the glow of the headlight. He breathed into the turn and shifted gears.

      The sign for Uncle Manny’s Storage appeared without warning to the unsuspecting driver. A spotlit billboard announcing multiple-sized units, no contract, and a 24-hour access was an anomaly on the rural highway, and most likely among the storage industry. Braking and downshifting, gravel flew from the tires as Kai turned right into the drive and stopped at the electronic keypad. He pressed the four-digit code, then watched the gate trundle open.

      Driving slowly over the speed bumps, he made his way to his storage unit. From the pocket of his jacket, he withdrew the keyring he’d taken from the lockbox. He turned off his bike, removed his helmet, then stared at the key. Climbing off the Softail, he moved to the lock, a wry half-smile turning up the corner of his mouth. What he had inside warranted an expensive security system. But he also knew the bigger the lock, the more attention it drew. Thieves figured if the lock is substantial, it would be worth their time to pick it, drill it, or cut it. Knowing this, Kai installed a simple, cheap padlock.

      Removing the lock, he slid up the garage door. All seemed to be as he’d left it three months ago. Stepping inside, he reached to his left and turned on the battery-powered camping lantern. He bent forward and removed the cover from the bumper and flung back the heavy material. A black ’74 Dodge Dart with dark blue flames along the front fenders reflected the faint light. Moving down the driver’s side, Kai rolled the cover up over the hood, the roof, then pulled it off the trunk. Setting it aside, he checked the trickle charge hooked to the battery. No electricity ran to the storage units, but he’d rigged a solar panel on the roof and had a battery charger attached. Lifting the hood and holding it up with one hand, he disconnected the cables.

      To an untrained eye, the engine block would seem big. To a gearhead like Kai, sweet appreciation bloomed for the Hemi, the double cams, and the blower. On closer inspection, one would notice the extra fuel lines, the steel reinforcement inside the quarter panels, and the roll bar pressed against the fabric ceiling. No one ever saw the inside of the trunk. Kai lowered the hood and turned the locks on the side. He opened the door and slid behind the wheel. The key was in the ignition. Anyone who thought to steal the car wouldn’t be able to, unless they knew the five-digit code needed to disarm the trigger and allow the key to start the engine. He pulled the credit card-sized keypad out from under the driver’s seat. After pressing the code and getting a green light, he turned the key. The engine roared, then purred.

      He pulled the car out and left it idling as he started the Harley and drove it inside. This, too, he left the keys in, then tossed the cover on it. Clicking off the lantern, he pulled down the door and replaced the padlock.

      When his phone vibrated, he checked it. A text from Mason read, Done. Looking at the time, he realized it would be tight. Back behind the wheel, he pushed PLAY on the 6-CD disc changer and put the Dodge in gear as Led Zeppelin’s “Black Dog” pounded from the speakers. Kai rolled down his window as he exited Uncle Manny’s. Moments later, he shifted into fourth on his way back to Vancouver.
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      At 3:01 AM, Kai pulled to the curb half a block down from the night drop at the bank. Turning off the stereo, he waited, and he watched. Maya, with the locked bank bag in her purse, approached the machine. The corner was lit, and he knew the bank had cameras outside. The city owned eyes across the street. Kai aimed his gift toward Maya. She had an earbud in one ear. It had been a good night at the club, and tips filled an envelope in her purse. In less than a minute, she dropped the bag inside the bank machine and walked around the corner. He knew where she lived and would follow to make sure she arrived safely. If she found out, she would give him hell. She knew how to take care of herself, but regardless, she was one of his, and he watched out for his own.

      Kai had just put the car in gear when a black limo pulled up to the bank. The driver got out, rounded the front of the vehicle, and went to the teller machine. Taking what looked like his wallet from an inside pocket of his jacket, he inserted a card into the ATM. No money was dispensed. Kai narrowed his gaze. A moment later, the driver returned to the limo, and he watched as it drove past. When he tried to see inside the back window, the same disruptive vibration he’d noticed at the restaurant emanated from behind the black-tinted glass. He looked in his side mirror and read the license plate. NVRT5.

      Pulling away from the curb, he drove by the bank, did a U-turn, then parked where the limo had been. Taking his wallet from his back pocket, he pulled out his card for the business account. Punching in his PIN, he requested a deposit slip. He raised a brow at the amount. The club indeed had a profitable night. Then he requested a withdrawal receipt.

      “Son of a bitch,” he muttered.

      $6,660 had been syphoned, according to the time stamp, two minutes after the deposit.

      Stuffing the card and his receipts into his wallet, he returned to his car. He started the engine, then took a moment to think. No telling where the limo had gone, but he had the plate. Putting the Dodge into drive, he turned right. Two blocks down, he saw Maya jog up the steps to her apartment building. By the time he rolled past, the foyer door was closed and a light in the first-floor apartment had turned on. Using his gift, he searched her place. Nothing malevolent.

      Returning to his loft, he parked the car in his assigned spot, the view seeming different from that of the saddle of his Harley. He got out, set the alarm with a press of a button on his keyring, then headed toward the elevators. No trace remained in the car or the hallway outside his loft from the earlier surprise activity.

      Approaching his door, he saw his tell was gone, but Mason had left his own—a few dark brown hairs wedged between the door and the doorframe above the top hinge. Unlocking the door, Kai said, “Lights on.”

      Spots of soft light brightened the loft. Glancing to the left, a corner of his mouth lifted at the empty beer bottle on the counter. Mason’s payment for dealing with a ruined mattress. Moving to the right, he stepped into his bedroom and smiled at the new bed. He shucked his jacket and tossed it on the chair in the corner.

      Returning to the kitchen, he opened a drawer and removed a jar of salt and a smudge stick. From the next drawer, he took another jar and set it on the counter. Pulling his amulet from underneath his shirt, he held it in one hand, closed his eyes, and breathed deep. Words of gratitude, a request for assistance, and an invocation for protection came easily and flowed from his tongue. Holding the smudge, he lit the end with a lighter, then blew on it until smoke wafted up. Words of blessings and protection were spoken at each window and door, then he lay the smudge on the grate in the fireplace. He sprinkled salt on each threshold. From the jar, he tipped a small amount of herbs into the palm of his hand, then dropped the herbs over the smoldering smudge stick. He watched for a moment as it burned, scenting the loft with rosemary and lavender.

      Replacing the remaining items in the drawer, he said, “Lights off,” then entered in the partial darkness to his bedroom.

      Removing his holster, he took out his gun and set it on the nightstand. He pulled off his boots, then stripped before walking into the bathroom. Wearing only the amulet, he turned on the shower, then looked at the mirror as he waited for the hot water. His gaze flicked over the scars on his body. Each one had a story, tales he wouldn’t volunteer to share, but neither were they easy to forget. His shoulder-length dark hair matched the scruff on his jaw. He kept in shape, more out of habit than necessity the past eight years, with the exception of jobs he sometimes helped his friends with. He supposed he should be thankful for that, as Sabrina said he would need to rely on his skill and his knowledge.

      When the mirror started to fog, he stepped under the spray, making quick work of washing away the energy from the night’s events, then he cranked off the water. Grabbing a towel, he dried himself, realized he hadn’t eaten, but was too tired to care. He turned off the light and moved the few feet to his new bed. After a brief pause, he grabbed the cover and flipped it down. Nothing. A sigh of relief proceeded his graceful face plant into this new pillow.

      His body was exhausted, and his mind followed easily into that space right before sleep. He set aside what he’d learned, what he would need to do tomorrow, or later today, since it was just before the ass crack of dawn. A moment before he released his hold on consciousness, a small yellow flame flashed in the darkness behind his closed lids.
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      From years of training and practice, Kai didn’t slowly surface to consciousness from sleep. He woke from one heartbeat to the next. The following few moments were taken to scan his physical body and then his surroundings. He did all this without moving or opening his eyes. His bed felt different. A quiet rattle from the floor had him turning over and grabbing his gun from the nightstand, then aiming it in the direction of the noise, all in one fluid movement.

      “Shit,” he grumbled, as he lowered his weapon.

      Shoving his free hand through his hair, he got off the bed and dug through the clothes on the floor, finding the pocket of his jeans that held his ringing cell phone. 9:00 AM flashed on his screen. The caller was the only person who would dare contact him before noon without a concern of bodily harm. He touched the screen and held the phone to his ear.

      “You better have a damn good reason—” Kai began.

      “And good morning to you, too,” Mason cut in. “The sun is shining on this chilly October day, and the birds are singing… somewhere—”

      “Kiss my—”

      “So, the new crib not working out? It’s top of the line. Even splurged for 800 thread count. The sales lady, Clara, was quite helpful. And interesting. And gorgeous. And she happens to be free tonight. You busy?”

      Kai had walked from his bedroom to the kitchen where he measured coffee, poured water, and pressed the “Brew” button. Having cocked his head to his shoulder to hold the phone, he straightened, shifted the device to his other ear, and opened the fridge. He couldn’t imagine what event would take place in his life that he would have more in this appliance than beer, a container of juice, and bottles of water on the shelves, plus a few condiments in the door. Without opening the freezer, he knew that his ice bin would be full, thanks to the automatic ice maker, and the only thing on the shelf was a bag of peas he didn’t plan on eating because they had been thawed and refrozen numerous times to aid the healing process when he spared with Mason and the guy got lucky. Registering the blast of cold on his bare skin, he shut the door and eyed the coffee machine.

      “Tonight? It’s Saturday. I’ll be at the club.” Kai opened a cabinet door and took out a mug. Pouring the two inches of black liquid from the pot that hadn’t finished brewing, he returned the carafe and took a swallow of the too hot coffee. “And thanks. For the new bed and the sheets.” He walked with his mug and phone back to the bedroom. “And if Clara is gorgeous, why aren’t you going out with her?”

      “It’s only week three with Natasha. I figure I’ve got one more to go before she starts in with wanting to be serious and moving to the next step.”

      Kai set his mug on the dresser and stepped into his closet to find a pair of clean jeans and a T-shirt. “Well, that will give Clara a week to think about you,” he said, then tossed his clothes on the end of the bed. “And thanks, again, for taking care of that for me. I owe you.”

      All teasing dropped from Mason’s tone. “Then you can start by telling me what the hell happened. Some chick come at you with a machete?”

      Kai exhaled as he considered what would have happened had he been home unexpectedly when his vandal came for her visit. “Not me, exactly,” he said, thinking of the chicken. “Meet me at the D&O in thirty?”

      Mason hesitated. He and Kai had been friends since childhood. There wasn’t much one didn’t know about the other, and they always watched each other’s six, long before their time in the military.

      “You cool?” Mason asked.

      “Yep. In thirty?”

      “Sure,” Mason said, then disconnected.

      Kai tossed his phone on the bed. Turing toward the bathroom, he snagged his coffee. He drained the strong brew while waiting for the hot water, then set the mug on the counter by the sink. The number of people he trusted enough to share what had happened last night, and the information he’d gotten from Sabrina, were the same as the digits on his hand. Mason knew him better than anyone, but that didn’t mean Kai wouldn’t make the strong suggestion that Mason stay back and accept Kai’s protection. And because he knew Mason, he knew how his friend would respond.

      Twenty minutes later, Kai stepped into the elevator at the end of the hallway outside his loft door. The Down & Out Café occupied the ground floor of an office building at the end of the block. No need to take the car, not that he would be able to find street parking on a Saturday morning. He squinted at the sun, high enough in the sky to not be blocked by skyscrapers and sitting in the middle of lots of blue. Having traded his bike jacket for a hoodie, he’d zipped it halfway up to cover his firearm. As he approached the front doors to Down & Out, a black limo drove past.

      Kai paused, his hand on the door. No vibration coming from the back window of the vehicle. He stared at the license plate. ESCRT3. It belonged to the fleet of Vancouver’s luxury car rentals. They carried high-end clientele like celebrities and government officials. Kai pulled open the door, waited for three teenage girls to exit, smiled at them as they stared at him and giggled, then stepped inside.

      Mason McCormick, with dark brown hair that curled at the ends, dark eyes that missed nothing, a wide jaw covered by a close-cropped beard, and heavily muscled chest and arms had already arrived and sat with a second cup of coffee on the table. Their usual place was in the corner, six feet from the end of the track lighting and across from the windows, so darker than the rest of the café, and wedged between the far side of the stage used for open mic and the end of the counter where the coffee grinder sat between the back door and the ice machine. If they chose, they wouldn’t be seen or heard.

      Mason’s dark gaze tracked Kai across the crowded café. With his trained eye, he could tell his friend was carrying. So, whatever happened to his bed, or perhaps in it, had him spooked. He knew of Kai’s gift and was sure his friend used it, as he often did without much effort or thought. Mason had his own, if less on demand than Kai’s, and he would see what he could “see”.

      Kai took the wooden chair across from Mason and raised a brow as his gaze flicked from knowing, intelligent eyes to the huge mug on the table not wrapped in two large hands, and back. At Mason’s nod of greeting, Kai picked up the cup and sipped, buying himself a moment he didn’t realize he needed. He glanced once at the three people in line on the other side of the café, then smiled as Kerry, one of the baristas, brought over a couple of plates that contained two breakfast sandwiches each. This was Mason’s way of apologizing for waking him up before noon, even if his friend worried about how the state of his bed had come to be. In between bites, Kai shared with Mason the events of the previous evening and his immediate plans for the day.

      After the telling, Kai pushed his plate to the side and leaned his forearms on the table. “So, until I resolve this, I need you to be careful.”

      Mason made a noncommittal noise. “I own a personal security company. You think I don’t know how to watch my ass?”

      “This is more than the usual crazed fan or insane ex. She’s skilled. And Sabrina said this links to a previous life. I have no idea who this woman is, or was, or what happened that makes her want to exact serious revenge. I’ve got the club staff to worry about, Sabrina, you…”

      Though Kai didn’t list the other names, Mason knew them. He, and four other capable men who served with Kai, trusted him, and never once blamed him for the clusterfuck of their last mission. It would take a single phone call, text, or email, and Kai Matthieus would have a personal army by his side the Devil himself would think twice about before engaging.

      Mason fiddled with his coffee cup. “Your loft is wired for a security system, so let me install what just rolled out.” He leaned forward as Kai started to shake his head. “You won’t take a personal guard, not that anyone besides me could keep up with you, and I know you have your own ‘protection,’” he emphasized, “but let me add another layer. For my own peace of mind.”

      Kai sighed. “Fine. Add it to my tab.”

      A quick smile flashed on Mason’s face.

      “Which I can transfer to the shared account. Perhaps I’ll transfer all of my business funds. She’s taken the last of my money.”

      “It will tip her off that you know what she’s doing.”

      “True, but I didn’t know the two events—the chicken and the withdrawals—existed, or were related, until last night. If I can’t track her with the plate, I know a good hacker.”

      This time, they both smiled.

      “Want company to the bank?” Mason asked as he stood.

      Kai joined him, and they headed for the door. “You just want a ride in the Dodge.”

      “Damn straight!”

      They shared a laugh, and when Mason settled in stride next to Kai, he said, “I’ll take care of the gear at your loft and the run the plate. You take care of you.”

      Kai nodded. They walked the rest of the way to the garage, trading possible dating scenarios involving Clara.

      The downtown branch of First Bank was the only one that had safety deposit boxes. They were open from nine to noon on Saturday as a concession to those who worked the same nine to five, Monday through Friday, banking hours and couldn’t get in to take care of their financial business. It was a fifteen-minute drive from the Waterfront District to downtown.

      Mason had produced a pair of shades, rolled down the window, then rested back against the seat. With the Rolling Stones playing through the speakers, and knowing Kai had to keep his attention on the traffic, and any limos within his line of sight, Mason closed his eyes.

      His gift of precognition had served his Unit well in the hot zones around the world. It also proved helpful in the private security business. On most jobs, he had a vision such as where the shooter would be in the crowd, where hate, or love, mail had been sent from, or the real incident that caused people to contact him about his services. Once he had the information, he waited until reality matched the precog vision, and then he acted. His visions never told him the when, only the where and the how. After the threat was neutralized, the why could be finessed from the perpetrator. Through all the years that he’d used his talent, and as accurate as it always was, he had never been able to call it up at will. He had, however, devised ways to make it easier for the visions to happen should his gift decide to grant him what he wanted.

      After five minutes of driving and not talking, Kai asked, “You get anything?”

      Mason huffed out a laugh. “Nothing gets by you.”

      “Not true. Twelve weeks of syphoning six large got by me. As did the chicken murderer.”

      This time, Mason sighed. “No. Not yet. Sometimes I think the suggestion has to float around for a while, as if the Fates, or whoever, is deciding what to show me.”

      “And the Fates, or whoever, decided to keep you in the dark last month? About Meghan?”

      Mason glanced at Kai, then turned to look out the open window. His thumb idly rubbed the fresh scar on his chin. “It seems to concentrate on life and death situations. Not stupidity.”

      “Ah,” Kai said, accelerating from a signal light and actually shifting into third, “they say awareness is the first step.”

      He smiled at Mason’s suggestion about what he could do with himself.
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      A few minutes later, they found a spot on the street half a block from the bank. They both got out on their respective sides of the car. Mason waited for Kai on the sidewalk, doing surveillance through his dark glasses. They were taught skills in the military that none of them thought they would continue to need once they returned stateside, their tours done. In the time it took Kai to set the alarm on the Dodge and join him on the sidewalk, Mason had located all the city cameras, the make and model of the vehicles on each side of the street, the pedestrians on the sidewalks and crossing at the light, and the dog, a black lab, that was watering the tree twenty feet from the bank’s front entrance.

      They walked, side by side, hands relaxed and hanging loose. Once they stepped inside the marble foyer of the bank, Mason removed his shades and followed Kai. Details of their surroundings continued to be categorized. Three security guards, five tellers, a dozen people in line, including two mothers with kids. Of the six desks set along the east wall inside cubicles, four were busy holding conversations regarding loans and accounts.

      Kai stopped in front of the counter that held the sign “Information”. He smiled at the petite blonde. “Hello. I’m hoping you can help me.”

      She glanced up from a computer screen and looked twice before she smiled back. As her gaze took in Kai’s dark hair, gray eyes, square jaw, and full lips spread to reveal a white smile, she leaned forward slightly, offering both Kai and Mason a view of ample cleavage.

      Mason shook his head as the corner of his mouth tipped up. It was the same wherever they went. With Kai’s looks and build, he was often mistaken for a Hollywood star. Not that Kai cared. Instead, he used his luck from the gene pool, along with his charm, to get what he wanted. Mason thought that if Kai chose to be a criminal, he could have used all those looks and talents to make a million. But to Kai, and his closest friends, honor meant more than wealth.

      Kai had taken the keyring from his pocket and held it out in his palm. “I need to get into this safe deposit box.”

      Stephanie, according to her gold name badge, dragged her fingers across his palm as she picked up the keys. Dangling them in front of her, she read the number of the box, then clicked a few times with the mouse next to the computer.

      “Can I see some ID?” she asked.

      Kai pulled out his wall and showed her his driver’s license.

      “Thank you, Mr. Matthieus,” she said. “And I can help you.” Her gaze shifted from the screen to Kai. She tilted to the side to unlock and open a drawer, where she withdrew her own keyring that held at least a hundred keys.

      Straightening, she looked at his keys, her eyebrows lifting. “A Dodge? And one with an ignition key this old, it must be from the seventies.”

      “Seventy-four Dodge Dart,” Kai offered, then took his keyring from her.

      “Oh, I love muscle cars,” she purred.

      Mason quirked his own brow and idly wondered if Stephanie purred like that when other “muscles” were being discussed.

      “This one is pretty special. I’ve had her a long time, and had her customized with two cams,” Kai smiled to himself as Stephanie shifted, thrusting her breasts a fraction of an inch closer to him, “and a blower.”

      Mason covered his snort of laughter with a cough as Stephanie pursed her hot pink lips.

      “Manual?” she asked, her voice breathy.

      Kai tucked his hands in the pockets of his hoodie. “Absolutely.”

      “I love a man who can handle his stick.”

      Mason clapped Kai on the shoulder. “I’ve got work. So… the box?”

      “Oh. Right. Sure. This way,” Stephanie said, shaking her head a little as if she’d been caught in a daydream. She stepped out from behind the desk in four-inch heels and glanced back over her shoulder to make sure they followed her.

      “Seriously?” Mason mumbled to Kai, whose only response was a half-smile.

      They followed Stephanie down a hallway, then turned left. She paused outside a door. Taking her ID, she swiped the card through the lock, then entered a six-digit code. When a green light flashed, she pushed the handle down and leaned into the door to open it.

      Mason glanced at Kai, then said to Stephanie, “Top of the line security. The last time we were here, the bank had just installed the ZXI7000.”

      Stephanie stepped inside the room and held the door open as she gave Mason the same double take she’d given Kai. “Yes. Financial security is the number one concern for First Bank. It’s important to stay on top.” She studied them both as they entered the room.

      “True,” Mason said. “And security is big business.”

      Her gaze traveled down his body as her brows met her bangs. “It certainly is. You must be in the industry if you’re familiar with the systems.”

      “Mason McCormick. Security Specialists.”

      Her eyes widened. “I’ve heard of you. It was your company that saved the singer last year from the sniper! Wow. I guess you have to know all kinds of security.”

      “I thought you had to get to work,” Kai said, then shifted so Stephanie saw him and remembered why they were there, since she’d been staring at Mason.

      “Oh. Right,” Stephanie said and moved to the row of boxes to the left of the door. It took her only a moment to find the correct key on the huge keyring.

      Kai stepped to the box and inserted his key into the lock on his side. When she slid hers in, she turned to look at him. “Ready?” When he nodded, they turned their keys simultaneously and the red light turned white.

      Stephanie pulled the handle enough to clear the locking mechanism, then she removed her key.

      “You’re welcome to use the table. I’ll close the door for privacy. You know what to do when you’re finished?”

      “Yes. It’s been a while since I’ve visited, but I remember what to do.”

      She gave him a heated smiled, then crossed to the door. “If you need anything else, just ask.”

      “Thank you,” both Kai and Mason said at the same time.

      Once the door closed, Kai said to Mason, “Big business? Seriously?”

      Mason shrugged.

      With a pull, the drawer slid out. Kai put a hand under it, then turned to set it on the table. Taking the key from the front, he inserted it into the second lock that held the lid in place. He turned the key to unlock it, then tucked the keyring inside his pocket.

      Mason stepped up beside him, his thoughts on the last time they’d been not just at this bank, but in this room. He remembered then that he’d hoped they wouldn’t ever have to return. Because if they did, it meant shit had gotten critical. The entire Unit had planned on not having to ever deal with what they did overseas once they returned home. They were wrong then, and Mason thought that this wouldn’t be the last time he and Kai would have to return here.

      Kai lifted the lid. Inside sat a centuries old wooden box decorated with the same symbol etched on his amulet plus other protective carvings. The box wasn’t what he’d come for, but rather what lay within it. He passed his palm over the elaborately engraved lid. Mason couldn’t see the vibrations, but Kai could feel them, even though the box had been lined in recent years with two layers of titanium and a layer of lead in between. At his whispered words, they heard a whirl, then two clicks as the interior locks released. He lifted the lid to Mason’s quietly uttered curse.

      Without hesitation, Kai reached in and pulled the items out, one at a time. The first was a glass vial filled with pale purple liquid. Not exactly the elixir of eternal life, but a blend of rare ingredients that, should he become gravely injured, would buy him time to get somewhere safe and, hopefully, to someone who could help him. The second item was a book. Anyone besides Kai would see only bank pages. To him, it contained information from eons past. Countless people had lost their lives in the quest for the book, the temporary ownership of the book, and when the book was taken from those who had possessed it. Carved into the hide that held the pages was the same design that marked his amulet. He briefly touched the small pouch that remained hidden inside his shirt, then tucked the book into his back pocket. The final item he removed was wrapped in white linen. He believed it was more for tradition than any protection for the weapon. Peeling away the cloth, he stared a moment at the crystal dagger. The hilt guard was etched to resemble wings. The nine-inch-long blade contained four corners and completed a 360-degree twist from hilt to tip. When he grasped the winged handle, a glow emanated from within the crystal and a hum filled the room.

      Mason shifted to cover the view from the camera above the door. “Great, not really, that the two of you are reunited. But you need to quiet down,” he hissed at Kai.

      Speaking one word and passing his hand over the blade, the light and hum disappeared. Placing the tip beneath the cuff of the left sleeve of his hoodie, Kai slid the blade into the sheath that he’d strapped to his forearm before leaving the loft. After tugging the cuff back into place, he closed the lid on the wood box, then lowered and relocked the lid on the safe deposit box. He returned the box to its slot and waited for the red light to signal the locks were reengaged.

      Mason crossed to the door and pulled it open. “Going to take care of the finances while you’re here?”

      “Sure,” Kai answered as he walked out of the room. “And as I play the shell game, you can get Stephanie’s number.”

      “For you?” Mason would do what Kai requested, though Kai never had trouble getting the phone number of a woman before.

      “Nope. You’re the celebrity with the big security business,” Kai chucked. “And I don’t want her to draw attention to me as I leave.”

      Mason glanced at his friend. “Is there trouble?”

      “Nothing that a small diversion can’t cover. And a simple distraction to keep the branch manager busy.”

      When they emerged from the hallway, Mason smiled and sauntered toward the desk that Stephanie occupied.

      Kai, with his hands tucked inside the pockets of his hoodie, walked to the end of the line of customers waiting for a teller. Since their time in the room with the safe deposit box, most of those in line had completed their business and left the bank. One person stood in front of him. Kai’s gift buzzed when he’d entered the bank and looked at the manager who sat in a glass-walled office. To prevent the bank manager from noticing Kai’s exit, and therefore contacting the one he worked for who wasn’t part of the bank’s payroll, he needed a distraction.

      Kai took his left hand from his pocket, pushed his fingers through his hair, then flicked them toward the teller at the middle window. The man, in his forties with thinning dark hair, blinked. He put up a “Next Window” sign. As he left his post, he gave an excuse to his colleague as he walked past and disappeared behind a door that required four buttons to be pushed before he could open it.

      Kai glanced at Mason, who laughed at something Stephanie had said. He waited as another teller put the sign behind the glass and joined them at the desk.

      Looking at one of the loan officers who spoke with a customer, Kai pointed his right hand at the phone on the desk, then bent over as if he was scratching his knee. In the next moment, the phone rang next to one of the tellers who was called to the desk for assistance. A third sign appeared in the teller’s window.

      The female customer in front of Kai finished and turned to leave. Kai ducked his head and glanced away. The woman had power but didn’t appear to know she possessed any. She looked at him. His energy caused small ripples of vibration that would make her stare at him quizzically had he made eye contact.

      Stepping up to the window, pleased to see there were two tellers left, the man in front of him and one at the far end of the stretch of bulletproof glass. The blonde kid at the end busied himself with receipts and slips, and Kai’s suggestion sent his way would ensure that the new employee couldn’t be bothered with looking bored or paying attention to customers or other employees while there was paperwork to put in order.

      “How can I help you?” the teller in front of
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