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      “Mmm, just like my mom used to make,” I said, choking on my disgust as I unlatched my mouth from the whiskery neck of a Mage. I hated relying on my Vampire nature, but sometimes it was a necessary evil to subdue my victims.

      Not one to leave evidence, I wiped a drop of blood off the brown tile.

      The paunchy man curled his lips where he lay on the floor, his face ashen.

      I launched to my feet when someone outside the door jiggled the handle to get inside the private bathroom. The club had public ones farther down the hall, but there was always one joker who wanted a room to himself. The knocking finally ceased, and I listened as the footsteps grew distant. Taking down evildoers in human clubs was easier since there was less chance of someone calling the Breed authorities, especially since humans didn’t have a clue about our existence.

      I caught my reflection in the mirror as I turned—my black hair askew, burgundy lipstick smeared across my chin. Then I glared down at the man lying at my feet. “You shouldn’t take advantage of humans. Stealing energy from a weaker species is just vile.”

      He didn’t have any strength left to move. “Who are you?” he groaned weakly, his eyelids fluttering.

      I knelt down and offered to shake his hand. “I’m Raven Black. Pleased to make your acquaintance, human killer.” When he stared at my hand nonplussed, I flattened my palms against his and hovered over his face. “Maybe you’re a high-five kind of guy.” Before he could struggle, I proceeded to drain his energy.

      This repugnant juicer was about to find out that I wasn’t just a Vampire, I was a crossbreed—a one-of-a-kind combination of Vampire and Mage. Vampires have black eyes, and since mine were mismatched, it had confused him when I had to drain his blood to weaken him further. Now he was even more puzzled as to how it was possible I could pull his Mage light. It didn’t matter to me. Only the dead knew my secret.

      Breeds who can have children frown upon interbreeding. The magic between two different Breeds cancels each other out, creating a watered-down version of a species. Once in a blue moon, the powers weave together in a dangerous way.

      After all, I was proof.

      The difference being that I had once been an ordinary human who—like everyone else—didn’t have a clue that the Breed world existed. Vampires can offer the gift of immortality to humans just as a Mage can, but a human body can’t accept the power of both at once. You’re either one or the other. Except in my case.

      Magic will always find a way to bend the rules.

      I glared into his beady little eyes, his dark light beginning to contaminate my own. “What did humans ever do to you? They’re not disposable goods. You can’t go around juicing their light and then throwing them away like an empty cup. I’ve been following you around for the past week, and I know all about your light addiction. You’re littering the streets with their bodies like they’re Popsicle sticks. I bet you didn’t think anyone was watching, did you? I see everything,” I hissed.

      “What are you going to do?” he asked, choking on his own fear.

      I squeezed his palms tightly. “You’ve had your opportunity for redemption. Sorry, human killer. Lights out.”

      “You can’t kill me; it’s against the law.”

      A smile touched my lips. “You’re a declared outlaw. I asked around. That means you’re wanted dead or alive.”

      “Then turn me in.”

      A little reward money would be nice, except for one tiny problem: I didn’t exist in the Breed world. I’d been living as a rogue since the day I was illegally made.

      Why couldn’t this guy have been a Shifter? Or even a Relic? The only ways to kill a Mage involved decapitation, burning alive, and other gruesome methods I wasn’t eager to entertain. We weren’t magicians or sorcerers as humans believed, but immortals who manipulate energy as a weapon or source of power. Every Mage has core light, and even if you drain all their energy, that core will always replenish. That’s what makes them immortal.

      Unless someone has the ability to remove it.

      The first time I discovered my rare gift to remove core light, I let my victim go. I thought it would be sweet revenge for him to live out a miserable human existence. Later I discovered that he’d located a Creator—a Mage with the rare gift to make another—and paid him good money to become immortal again.

      Then I had to kill him for real.

      “Hold still,” I said, dreading what was to come. “This will only take a second.”

      His eyes hooded as he struggled to remain conscious. “Jesus, I’ll pay you.”

      “Oh?”

      Usually it was empty threats and cursing my immortal soul; this was the first time someone had actually offered me money. “How much?”

      “I’ve heard about you,” he grunted. “I’ve got money… Lots.”

      I rubbed my palms against his, considering the offer. Was I an easy sellout? I hadn’t held a job in the years since I was human. Having a place to live would be nice. The Vampire part of me didn’t need sleep, but the Mage side did, so I spent a lot of time napping in movie theaters or Laundromats. It saved on rent, but I missed having a bed of my own.

      “How much is lots and lots? Or did you just say lots?”

      His chin pressed against his chest. “In my pocket there’s a bank card. I’ll tell you the PIN—you can take it all.”

      “How many lives have you destroyed, can you count that? All because you wanted to get high from their light. Does that card belong to one of your victims?” When he didn’t answer, I sighed. Letting him go would mean issuing a death sentence to countless humans. “Sorry, Mage. The pity parade just left town.”

      With my hands still gripping his, I pulled every last drop of energy until his core light snuffed out. There was an audible snap that cracked like a whip, followed by a bright flash of light. His energy tasted bitter and cold, mixing with my own like poison. I’d retain it for another day before it naturally leaked out.

      I’d once overheard a Mage talking about his gift as an Infuser. Supposedly, if someone like me pulled core light out of a Mage, an Infuser could permanently seal it to my own, meaning I’d get to keep their gifts. But if that meant their dark energy would stay with me forever, then no thanks.

      The darker the light, the sicker I felt. My stomach turned, and I wasn’t sure I was going to make it through the night.

      The Mage gasped in disbelief, finally comprehending my full power when he felt his own mortality. Before he could protest, I lifted my blade, centered it over his heart, and drove it in to the hilt.
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      The best part about being a woman? I rarely paid for my own drinks in a Breed bar. Food, however, was another matter.

      Vampires don’t require food to survive. But I was only half Vampire, and my Mage half was starving. Especially after the showdown earlier in the human club down the street. I still had the vile taste of bad blood in my mouth.

      I took a seat next to a burly man in a red shirt. “Hey, are those any good?”

      He put away a large tortilla chip loaded with meat and gave me a skeptical appraisal.

      Out on the streets, most people assumed I was a human since my energy was undetectable and I didn’t look like a Vampire. In a Breed bar, it wasn’t as easy to read people with so much energy pulsing in the room. Most assumed I was either a Mage concealing my light or a Relic, since they’re genetically identical to humans. The only thing that separated them was a Relic’s ability to retain information and genetically pass it down to their children.

      I gazed longingly at his nachos, wishing I had the charming abilities of a Vampire, but once again, destiny screwed me over.

      “They’re not bad. I’ve had better,” he grumbled, as if implying something else.

      “Mind if I try one?”

      When he licked his thumb and narrowed his eyes, I gave him my best come-hither look, making sure he could only see my brown eye, which was my left one.

      He nudged his plate toward me, and I chose a cluster of chips tied together with cheese, guaranteeing me the biggest bite. Some of it fell onto my lap.

      “Oh, sorry about that,” I said, shoving them into my mouth. “I didn’t mean to take so many at once.” I wiped at the cheese stain, irritated since it was my only dress. “I love a real man who knows how to share. What’s your name?”

      “Murphy. What Breed are you?”

      Talk about a guy who got right to the point.

      I could sense he was a Mage, so I chose the best possible answer he’d want to hear since there weren’t as many Mage women in the dating pool. “I’m a Mage. I’m just concealing my light for a little privacy.”

      When he pulled back his plate and resumed eating, I realized he wasn’t interested. Most would have jumped at the chance to be with a female Mage, but I should have taken the time to feel him out. Every so often, I’d run into a guy who preferred Shifters, blondes, or sometimes men.

      Strike one.

      I searched the bar for someone else who had a plate of food in front of him. Chitahs didn’t usually share with a non-Chitah female since they had a dim view on interbreeding, so I skipped over any tall man with golden eyes. A Mage was always a safe bet, which was why I scouted them out by seeking their energy flares.

      “Take it easy on those nachos, Murphy. Thanks for the bite.”

      When I stood up, I spotted a man with a plate of mini burgers. I salivated, my stomach growling like a grizzly bear coming out of hibernation. I leisurely strolled toward his table, formulating a game plan. Only one man had ever offered to buy me dinner; the rest behaved like lions protecting their kill, but every so often, I found one who would share.

      Muscle shirt, gold necklace, cologne wafting from a mile away… Yeah, this guy was here for a good time.

      I hadn’t eaten a proper meal in over three days, and stealing wasn’t a standard I lowered myself to. Hustling, on the other hand, was a challenge and helped me brush up on my social skills. But tonight my body ached from exhaustion and dark light, so the sooner I could end this hunt the better.

      “That’s the way I like to see a man eat,” I said, sidling up to his chair.

      He lowered his eyes to my legs. They were long, elegant, and could lock around a man’s neck and rob him of consciousness in ten seconds flat.

      I hooked my finger on the corner of his plate and dragged it in my direction. “How about if I feed you, would you like that?”

      His hand grazed my bare thigh and I playfully slapped it.

      Before he lost interest, I spun a chair around and straddled it. He all but choked when my black dress left an opening in the front.

      I gave him a coy smile, eyeing his juicy cheeseburger. “Why don’t you feed me, big boy? I need something big and juicy in my mouth.”

      He pinched the bridge of his nose and looked me up and down, his expression switching from interest to disgust. “Get the fuck out of here, leech.”

      Leech. One of the colorful words Breeds used for scavengers like me who had no family, no job, and no dignity. I called it survival.

      Strike two.

      Discouraged, I kicked the chair in and relocated to the far side of the room where I spotted a Vampire at the end of the bar with the largest plate of golden onion rings I’d ever seen.

      Now that’s a sight to behold, I mused.

      I assessed his black coat and lace-up boots, which were as worn as mine and told me he wasn’t a man who flaunted his money—if he even had any. His dark brown hair was a little long on top, and despite the short beard that had recently graduated from a five-o’clock shadow, I could see his chiseled cheekbones. He was so unassuming that I almost hadn’t noticed him sitting there.

      Vampires often hung out in bars, eavesdropping on conversations with their heightened hearing ability. Some of them worked as secret-sellers and blackmailed people for money, which was probably what this guy was doing. I didn’t trust them, but hunger makes you do desperate things.

      “Hi, handsome. Would you like some company?”

      He flicked his wrist, waving me away. “Shoo. I’m busy.”

      My words became tight, and I flashed him a baleful look. “Maybe you should order a clove of garlic on the side, Vamp.”

      As I turned away, he wrapped his fingers around my throat and yanked me against him, my back to his chest. The Vampire’s grip was iron, and I couldn’t escape if I tried.

      His breath heated my neck just behind my ear, and he spoke with a dark Irish accent. “Careful who you rub up against, lass. I’m not into parasites, but I’m willing to let it slide for a little action.”

      “Keep dreaming.”

      He chuckled darkly. “Why don’t you check out where my hand is?” Beneath my dress, he squeezed his fingers, which were resting on my bare hip. One of them slid beneath the thin strap of my panties. “Mmm, lace. I bet they’re as black as your hair, aren’t they?”

      I tipped my head back, a smile in my voice. “Why don’t you check out where my hand is?”

      He released his hold, and I slowly turned, one of my push daggers pricking his family jewels. They were my favorite weapon to carry. Easy to conceal, they varied in size, I could wear one almost anywhere on my body, and the T-shaped handle provided a solid grip.

      I tapped the three-inch blade against his crotch, careful not to look him in the eye so he couldn’t charm me. “You’re lucky you caught me on a good night.”

      His wolfish brows drew together. “Unusual set of winkers you’ve got there. Why don’t you raise them up an inch and give me a better look?”

      I’d learned early on that Vampires wouldn’t hesitate to use their gifts of persuasion—all they had to do was hypnotize you with those black eyes. I hadn’t inherited that gift, so I got out of dangerous situations by relying on clever tactics.

      Like staring at his Adam’s apple.

      “You might be stronger than I am, but you’re not as fast as a Mage.”

      He casually rested his elbow on the mahogany bar and leaned on it. “I’ll give you a ring if you go away.”

      “I don’t want your onion rings, nor do I want your hand up my dress. I’m going to back away, and you’re going to keep your hands where they are. You know the rules about fighting in a Breed bar.”

      “Aye, but do I care?”

      What incensed me wasn’t his cocksure attitude or even that he’d put his hand up my dress. It was the unexpected thrill of how inviting and sensual his hand felt against my thigh, the slow and delicate way his finger slid beneath my panties, the familiarity of his touch—so much so that I had to calm my heart to a steady beat before he picked up on it.

      The Vampire kept his black eyes on me, the intensity of his gaze molten. A shadow of rogue whiskers trailed beneath his jaw as if they were trying to escape the flock.

      He looped one of the onion rings around his index finger and offered me a sardonic smile. “Perhaps another time, precious. Good luck with the scavenger hunt.”
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      I’m not sure why I’d embraced the life of a nomad, but the novelty was wearing thin. It used to be liberating to go anywhere I wanted and not worry about bills, gas, or rent. Immortals didn’t need to trouble themselves with health insurance or wrinkle creams. But living out of a green duffel bag wasn’t a glamorous life, and neither was washing my clothes in a restroom sink because I didn’t have enough coins to operate a washer.

      My human life was ancient history, and without being able to use my real name or social security number, I couldn’t get a job even if I tried. My options were limited to the Breed world, where most people held jobs specific to their skills, and I don’t just mean running a business or managing finances. Most Chitahs I knew were trackers because of their acute sense of smell, and I’d heard that Sensors made their money in the business of sensory exchange—buying and selling emotions for cash. I really didn’t know for certain. Despite our differences from humans, it seemed like most people wanted the same things. A secure future, a job, and—depending on your Breed—family. Even if I applied for a job, no one was going to hire a crossbreed. Most people didn’t think someone like me existed. People are afraid of what they don’t understand, so in order to keep a low profile, I lied about my Breed and didn’t make friends.

      Being part Mage posed an even greater threat. Each Breed has its own form of government or law, and the Mageri catalogues every Mage legally created. They also require that every new Mage live with his or her Creator until granted their independence. If they found out about me, I could wind up in serious trouble. And I had no idea how Vampire elders ran things, so fear kept me a rogue.

      I sat on the back of the toilet tank, my shoes on the seat, staring at my wet dress that hung on the stall hook. Unfortunately, the only hand dryer in the bathroom was broken.

      After leaving the Breed bar on an empty stomach, I’d found the nearest human club where I could wash the cheese stain off my dress and relax. Since there weren’t many cars in the parking lot, I figured it would be a good spot to chill for a little while. I’d hidden my duffel bag nearby; most humans thought people carrying large bags into a public place were terrorists. Human clubs were safe places, and unless I instigated a fight, I never had trouble. I still brought one of my push daggers with me just in case; the leg holster was looped around the hook on the door, hidden behind the dress. Most of the weapons I owned were ones I’d taken from my victims—trophies from battle.

      I tugged at the frayed threads surrounding the hole in my jeans.

      I’d give anything to have a bed right now. To be able to curl up with a blanket over my head until the misery of the Mage’s dark energy left my body, but I had no place to call home. In the summertime, I climbed onto rooftops to sleep under the stars. Any high place I could gain access to felt like home and separated me from the dangers of the city. But tonight the heavy rain would make it difficult to find a dry place to sleep, especially with the storm drains overflowing and flooding the streets.

      I never thought I could feel so damn lonely, but the weight of it pressed down with each passing year. I sometimes thought about it in the daytime when people were having lunch with friends or shopping with their children, but the melancholy feeling often struck me in the late hours of the night.

      Being a bounty hunter wouldn’t be such a bad gig. But who would hire me? I had no credentials, and if the higher authority figured out who I was and arrested me, I’d have no one to come to my rescue.

      Imagining this as my life for the next five centuries was terrifying—no one had prepared me for immortality. But whenever I found myself wallowing in solitude, reality would intrude, reminding me that settling down would only make it easier for a certain someone to find me, and that someone was the reason why I had to keep moving and stay in the shadows.

      I rubbed my eyes, staring down at the bathroom tile. The only thing I wanted was to get through the night without any more drama.

      “Is it empty?” a man asked in a low register.

      I cocked my head, wondering if I’d accidentally wandered into the men’s bathroom. Wouldn’t be the first time.

      Someone’s clothes rustled, and a second voice with a scratchy tone answered. “It’s clear. The stalls are empty.”

      “I want you to take care of him. He’s not cooperating, and I’ve given him plenty of time to change his mind.” It was a commanding voice, smooth and controlled.

      “Don’t you think someone’s going to make a connection?” the second guy asked. “Maybe we should space it apart like the others. Two human club owners in one week—if the higher authority gets wind of it, they’re going to hire someone to investigate.”

      “I don’t give a damn,” the first man replied. “It’ll send a message to these humans that I mean business. They can either pay for my protection or risk one of the local gangs torching their club.”

      The second guy chortled. “Yeah, but we’re the gang. The new ones always want proof or else they think it’s just a rumor. Why don’t we have a couple of guys go in, rough up the patrons, make threats, and vandalize the place to make it look real?”

      “Because we’re dealing with humans, and humans like to involve the police. You’ll end up with witnesses who will ID my men, and that’s too much cleanup. Let me worry about the details. You just do as you’re told.”

      “You got it, Darius.”

      “Make it clean. No witnesses, no fingerprints, no surveillance cameras. Torch the place.”

      “Whatever you say, boss. I need to go pick up some gasoline, but it’ll be done by morning.”

      I heard a long, drawn-out sigh before Darius spoke. “They have no right to be here.”

      Hinges on the door squeaked, and then it grew quiet. What the hell were these guys doing, messing around with humans?

      Footsteps strolled in my direction, and then I heard the sound of unzipping in the stall to my right. The door hadn’t opened again, so I presumed one of the men stayed behind to drain his pipe.

      I stayed absolutely silent.

      Until my stomach growled like a mountain lion.

      I grimaced, hoping he hadn’t heard. But when the stream of urine abruptly stopped, I had only seconds to prepare.

      His footsteps retreated, and my door kicked in with a crash.

      I smirked at a man with a bad comb-over. “You’re not all that scary.”

      Before he could open his mouth, I dove forward and slammed into him. The force of my attack caused him to stumble backward into the sink. He gripped my shoulders and threw a blast of energy into me.

      I fell onto my back, energized. Mage energy only worked as a weapon against other Breeds, but throwing your energy into another Mage only juiced them up.

      “Ah, shit,” he said, realizing his folly. “You’re supposed to flare in a public place, Mage.”

      “Don’t you think that’s an archaic tradition? Seems like I’m not the only one in here who forgot to flare and make their presence known.”

      The pungent smell of bathroom soap hung heavy in the air as I rose to my feet to face this idiot. He looked like an out-of-shape mobster in a cheap black suit.

      The Mage chewed on his bottom lip as if he couldn’t decide what to do with me. We were in a human club, and that complicated matters. There wasn’t much of a crowd, but I’m sure in that walnut head of his he was wondering if someone might be able to ID him if he left a corpse in the bathroom. Breed didn’t get involved with human law enforcement, and if he got arrested and his boss found out, he might leave him to rot in a human jail for the next twenty years before breaking him out.

      With my shoulders squared, I stood with my weight forward, prepared to fight. “I don’t care about you or your boss, but you’re talking about killing humans, and that’s where it gets personal.”

      He snorted. “You’re not even human. What the hell do you care what happens to these termites?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe because I used to be one? Their lives are short enough; what gives you the right to take it away?”

      He smoothed back his stringy hair. “Immortality gives me the right. They’re nothing but parasites, destroying the planet and getting all the power. You’re obviously not old enough to appreciate how insulting it is to live like a cockroach beneath a weaker species.”

      “Do you really want to start a war with a species that outnumbers us by the billions? We still haven’t won the war against fire ants.”

      The door swung open and we both looked up as two girls breezed in with a jaunty step.

      “Get out,” the Mage said. “I’m about to fuck my woman.”

      Their eyes swung over to me in surprise.

      I shrugged. “Don’t worry, we won’t be long. He never lasts for more than forty-five seconds.”

      “Ugh,” one of them groaned as they turned to leave. “Let’s go check out that other place up the street.”

      “You didn’t have to say that,” he growled.

      Was this guy serious? “Didn’t mean to deflate your ego. I was just under the impression that you didn’t sleep with the parasites you were plotting to exterminate. But maybe you like sleeping with bedbugs.”

      I should have moved sooner and put my back against a wall, but faster than a heartbeat, he flashed behind me and shoved me against the sink.

      Flashing was a Mage skill I hadn’t acquired, and it made them impossible to catch. Once again, destiny screwed me over.

      “Smartass,” he hissed in my ear. “Aren’t you going to beg for your life—for your virtue?”

      “I’m just going to beg for you to eat a breath mint,” I ground out.

      He kicked my legs open. “Beg.”

      That was when I looked up at him in the mirror and flashed a smile, revealing my sharp fangs in the mirror’s reflection. “You first.”

      When I caught his startled expression, I shoved back and spun around. His eyes were stupidly transfixed on my fangs, darting between them and my mismatched eyes. Before he could react, I kneed him in the groin.

      No matter what his strengths were as a Mage, all men had balls.

      He doubled over, grimacing and grunting out a few colorful words. He hunched his shoulders, making it impossible to get a good angle to bite his neck. Kneeing him in the head did the trick.

      I dropped to my knees and drove my fangs into his jugular, but before I could draw blood, he punched me in the side three times and threw me off.

      “I’m going to teach you some fucking manners,” he snarled, mashing my face against the cold, dirty tile.

      I glanced up, my heart banging against my chest as I realized my dagger was out of reach. When he kicked me in the back, it nudged me a little closer to the stall. I crawled on my forearms, pushing back the pain and gathering up my energy.

      He gripped my ankle, so I flipped onto my back, twisting my leg out of his grasp. Small spaces limited a Mage from flashing around much, which leveled the playing field since they had to rely on their fighting skills. And as I’d come to find out, not every immortal knew how to fight.

      When he came at me, I kicked him in the head, and he fell onto his left side. Once he was down, I executed a maneuver and scissored my legs around his neck, my knees bent, exerting as much force as possible. Before he could throw a punch, I gripped his left arm in a tight lock and then angled my body so my head was out of reach.

      He thrashed as I delivered enough force to cut off the circulation above his neck. His knee jerked out a few times, but he couldn’t see where my head was. Then he tried to get up, but he was losing strength with every passing second.

      When his body went limp, I didn’t hesitate. I released my hold and fell over him, puncturing into his artery with my fangs and drawing out the blood before he knew what had hit him. After enough swallows, I licked his wound. My Vampire gifts allowed me to change the chemistry in my saliva at will so that I could seal up bite marks left behind on my victims.

      I rose to my feet and staggered around him, my stomach churning as his blood made its way down. The thought of having to consume his Mage energy made me tremble with revulsion.

      A gust of fresh air blew in when the bathroom door swung open, and an older blonde halted in her tracks. “Oh… Oh my God.”

      I glimpsed myself in the mirror and saw blood trickling down my lip.

      “He attacked me. Call the police,” I said, panic rising in my voice. I reached in the stall for my dress, folding it over my dagger.

      Holy crap, this was a hot mess.

      The woman’s fingers were tapping on her phone, dialing a number. A night in the slammer would keep this bozo out of trouble for now, but that meant letting him live another day to commit crimes. What choice did I have?

      I bristled at the thought that people would die if I didn’t finish him off, but I needed to get out of there. If the human police arrested me, I wouldn’t have anyone to post my bail. The higher authority kept an eye on all arrests, matching them with Breed aliases and bailing them out within a certain time frame. As a rogue, I didn’t have an alias.

      “Hello? We need the police, and… Do you need an ambulance?” she asked me, her eyes brimming with concern.

      “No, I’ll drive myself to the hospital,” I said in a hoarse voice, pushing past her. “He beat me up, and he’s drunk. I can’t believe this is happening.” My voice broke as I pretended to cry, and I moved swiftly past her through the club.

      Out the door.

      Through the rain.

      Down the alley.

      I ran until I finally collapsed behind a Dumpster, sheltered from the rain by a one-foot overhang and a sympathetic breeze.
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      It took me two days to get on my feet again. Not just from consuming vile blood from two thugs, but drinking up dark Mage light. The only place I could find to sleep was inside an abandoned Dumpster in an alley. Since no one was using it for trash disposal, it didn’t smell, but I still had to throw out a few old boards. At least it kept the rain off my head.

      In the evenings, rain hammered against the metal lid and kept me awake with only my thoughts to pass the time. When the bruises began to heal up on their own, I ventured out in search of a newspaper, but I didn’t find any articles about a murdered club owner or a building fire.

      That Darius guy must have realized that someone knew about his plan, and executing it meant putting himself at risk. His henchman knew what I looked like, so I wasn’t taking any chances with walking the streets in the Breed district.

      The rain eventually tapered off and the temperature cooled down, making it the kind of night when you could see a trail of frosty breath on a hurried walk home. I brushed the dirt off my coat and headed to a human diner called Ruby’s. It stood out on the corner of the intersection with its red neon sign. I only came in on Tuesdays because that was when business was slow and Betty worked a double shift. Betty McGuire was seventy-eight, tough as nails, and still dyed her hair red. I had to admire a woman with six grandchildren, two great-grandchildren, and a soft spot for girls like me who didn’t have a place to go.

      There was a small parking lot in front and along the right side of the building. The inside had an L-shaped layout since the kitchen was hidden in a room behind the counter. Rotating pie displays and old-fashioned décor added a nostalgic touch. You could either order something to go at the front counter or find a seat and have a waitress take your order. There were a few small tables and booths to the left of the door, but usually the only people who used them were those waiting for takeout. Chrome barstools with red vinyl seats ran along the counter, which went to the right and then stretched halfway to the back where the seating area was. Some people liked sitting at the small round tables in the middle, but I preferred the privacy of the booths alongside the windows. Ruby’s was the kind of place you could peacefully sit and enjoy a cup of coffee on a rainy day.

      I headed toward the back and chose my favorite booth, shoving my bag beneath the table and against the wall before dusting off the red vinyl seat. Despite how much I loved Ruby’s, it was always a shameful walk to the back. I felt like a stray dog with its tail between its legs, coming in to beg for scraps.

      Betty spotted me from behind the counter and waved. She deserved a gold star for heroism, and I hoped her children appreciated her half as much as I did. She always brought me a hot meal, whether I wanted it or not, and took it out of her own paycheck. Knowing that, I only came in as a last resort.

      Fifteen minutes later, my stomach was doing a happy dance. Steam rose from my coffee cup as I finished off my last chicken strip, and I turned my attention out the window, watching two birds splashing around in a puddle.

      When someone entered the diner, I glanced up at a silver-haired fox of a man walking through the door. He looked old enough to be my father. His hair, combed back in a soft wave, had dark grey undertones that gave him even more character. His beard was nicely groomed, longer around the chin and mouth area. I often wondered what I would have looked like as an older woman if I hadn’t stopped aging at twenty-five.

      The busboy collected the dishes off a nearby table and loaded them onto a cart. When he disappeared into the kitchen, the older gentleman headed in my direction—no detours, no rest stops.

      I sensed his energy as he approached. I didn’t know what Breed he was, but we had stronger energy than humans did.

      Instead of going to the bathroom, he stopped at my table. “You’re the Shadow, and I’m interested in hiring you.”

      I choked on my coffee as he sat across from me. “The what?” While I wiped my mouth with a napkin, I studied him closely. English wasn’t this man’s first language. “Do I know you?”

      Amusement danced in his steel-grey eyes. The lines in his forehead and at the corners of his eyes showed he was an expressive man, and not quite as old as I first thought.

      He laced his fingers together. “Let’s not play around,” he said, a thick Russian accent rolling off his tongue. While he spoke gruffly, there was a cadence to his voice that was like warm brandy. “You’re the one they whisper about—the one who kills notorious men. Rumors of your existence have a lot of men pissing in their pants.”

      I warmed my hands on my coffee cup, trying to figure him out. Energy from Breed varied on many levels, and I couldn’t ascertain what he was from that. “Why did you call me the Shadow?”

      “You do not know?” His brows arched, deepening the grooves in his forehead. “I am looking at an urban legend who has taken down some of the most elusive outlaws that not even the authorities could catch. People call you the Shadow because no one has seen your face, just hair spun from midnight. Some call you the angel of death, others call you the Ferryman.”

      “Shadow is better,” I said, swirling a fry in a pile of ketchup. “Ferryman sounds like we should be on a gondola in Italy.”

      His pale eyes ruled out a Vampire or Chitah. He still hadn’t flared, so unless he was concealing his energy, I didn’t think he was a Mage either.

      “What are you?” I asked, sliding my plate aside and resting my forearms on the table.

      “Shifter,” he said, scrutinizing me with his eyes.

      Shifters lived hundreds of years, maybe longer, and aged slowly. By the looks of him, he was probably a few hundred years old.

      He pinched his chin. “You are rough around the edges, but I think with the right help you could be one of the best.”

      “The best what?”

      “We do all kinds of jobs, and I only select people who stand out from all the rest. You have an impressive track record of kills. What motivates you?”

      “Good fries.”

      Who was this guy? Coming in like the Soviet KGB, and I hadn’t even had my pie yet.

      “Let me make this clear: it is not important why you hunt these men, only that you do it well. I want to make you an offer, and you should carefully consider my proposal because this opportunity will only come once. You can refuse, but if you change your mind, the offer will be off the table.”

      Betty appeared to my right, warming my coffee with a refill. “Can I get you something?” she asked the gentleman.

      “Nyet, thank you,” he replied warmly with a brisk nod of his head.

      She turned to me, concern brimming in her eyes. “Honey, do you want a second helping?”

      “No, ma’am. But if it wouldn’t be too much trouble, do you have any pie?”

      Betty chuckled and patted my hand. “I have the apple pie all warmed up for you. I know it’s your favorite. Let me finish up something and I’ll bring it right over.”

      “Ice cream?”

      “You betcha.”

      I smiled in gratitude. “You’re a lifesaver. Anyone ever tell you that?”

      She walked off, just a small pear-shape of a woman, but she was a godsend.

      “You are generous to the humans,” my companion noted absently. “My name is Viktor Kazan. Do you come with a name, or should I just keep calling you the Shadow?”

      I bit into my last chicken finger and decided introductions weren’t going to kill me. “Raven.”

      “And what are you, my dear?”

      “Hungry, so if you’d wrap up this little ray of hope you’re bleeding all over my table, I’d like to get back to waiting for my pie.”

      He sat back, shoulders straight. “I want you to listen to what I tell you. What we do is not different from what you do, only it’s cleaner. But we do so much more than that. It is dangerous work, but you’ll be one of us, and that means protection. You’ll have food, shelter, and a paycheck.”

      “Maybe sweeping the streets isn’t a job to me; maybe it’s a mission I do for the love of it.”

      Viktor leaned forward, lacing his fingers together. “Forgive me. I did not know I was dining with Mother Teresa. The next time you’re searching for a hot meal and don’t have a place to stay, remember that you’re wasting your talents.”

      I sipped my coffee and then set down the white cup. “So you created your own little organization of bounty hunters. What makes you so different from them or that HALO group of do-gooders?”

      “Because we do what bounty hunters can’t and what HALO won’t.”

      A chill ran up my spine. HALO was a group of men who investigated crimes and brought down criminals, but they did everything by the book. The same applied for most bounty hunters, except that they did more extensive traveling. If what he said was true, that meant the higher authority was possibly paying them to do things in secret—breaking laws without repercussions. Breed didn’t have an official form of government, but the higher authority was as close as it got. Elected members from each Breed sat on the panel, and one was located in every major city throughout the United States. From what I knew, they were the ones who imposed sentencing, whether it be serving time in Breed jail or the death sentence.

      “How did you find me?”

      “You can only catch a shadow when you stand very still. I have a tracker who is good at what he does.”

      I blanched at the idea this guy had been following me. Had I left behind clues? Bread crumbs? Evidence?

      He slid a white card in my direction. “Keep it.”

      Betty set a white dish in front of me with a slice of apple pie and vanilla ice cream. She took my empty plate and went about her business, wiping down tables and refilling the napkin holders.

      I flipped the card over.

      “All it says is ZERO. Is that your phone number or how many times you’ve been laid?”

      “Go to the bakery on the corner of Avenue B and 14th Street tomorrow. Do you know the place of which I speak? It has red lettering on the windows.”

      “I know it.”

      He pointed at the card. “Give that to the baker and ask for the daily special.”

      “Will he give me a loaf of bread with a microchip inside? That’s almost as fun as finding baby Jesus in a king cake.”

      “Maybe this was a mistake,” he muttered.

      My whole life had been a mistake, so I didn’t see the harm in making another. “Let’s just say that I’m considering your offer. What if I join and then decide it’s not the life for me?”

      “Joining is not that easy, but should you decide to leave, you’re free to go.”

      “Go where? Over a pier with cement blocks strapped to my feet?” I cut into my pie and ate a large apple slice. “I’m a lot of things, Mr. Kazan, but I’m not a fool. Do you really expect me to believe that you’d let me go, knowing who you are and privy to inside information? Something tells me that I’d wind up tied to the engine of a jumbo jet.”

      He smirked as if I’d told a joke.

      But I was serious.

      Dead serious.

      “We’ve never had anyone leave, but should you choose to do so, it will be at your own risk. A Vampire will scrub your memory, and depending on how much you know and how long you’ve been with us, it could be messy. There is a chance you could wind up with a clean slate and new identity. Long-term memories are harder for Vampires to wipe, as you know.”

      I really didn’t know much about Vampires. No one had taught me, and most people didn’t sit around in bars talking about all their abilities. Most of what I knew I’d overheard or discovered on my own.

      “I’ll think about it,” I said honestly, scooping up my ice cream before it melted.

      He tapped his hand on the table. “I can offer you something you’ve never known: purpose. Do you think living on the edge makes you a rebel—a revolutionary who’s fighting for the greater good? If you don’t have ambition, you’ll become just as bitter as the rogues who wander aimlessly, enveloped in their own hatred and jealousy. If you see yourself as a saint, remember this conversation ten years from now when you’ve grown resentful that you have nothing while others live comfortably. The line between good and evil is invisible, and if you cannot sense where it is, it won’t take long to cross it. Aspire to be something greater than just a shadow of yourself.”

      He stood up and glanced at my attire, muttering something in Russian. “Do you have a place to sleep tonight?”

      I took another forkful of pie and watched him counting money from his wallet. I didn’t have plans to sleep, but I silently accepted the large sum of money he placed on the table.

      After my pie, I enjoyed a third cup of coffee before gathering my things and heading out.

      When I crossed the street, I had a perfect view of Betty picking up the biggest tip she’d ever received from my table.
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      It was a breezy night, and I spent most of it strolling through the city streets. But just after dawn, dark clouds rolled in, and punishing drops of rain drenched people on their way to work. The man selling umbrellas outside the apartment buildings picked a good day to make money. After a few hours of people-watching from my chair in the Laundromat, I headed north on 14th Street with the strap from my duffel bag weighing down my shoulder.

      The heavy fragrance of fresh breads and pastries wafted through the open door as I entered the bakery. Water dripped from the plastic bag I’d put over my head as a makeshift hat, and I tossed it into a trash can.

      A man who looked my age was sipping his coffee at a table ahead to my right, the chocolate éclair on his napkin half-eaten.

      I studied the card Viktor had given me. What did I have to lose? It wasn’t as if I had my life together, and maybe this was a chance to learn something. Our world was thick with criminals, and I didn’t have a shred of guilt for the men I’d killed. Maybe getting paid for it wouldn’t be so bad.

      The woman behind the register greeted me with a warm smile. “Morning! Take your time and let me know when you’re ready.”

      I eased up to the glass counter and admired all the sweet pastries lined up in neat little rows. The entire wall behind them was nothing but baskets of breads separated by grain and type.

      Three workers were dashing back and forth behind the counter, filling orders and emptying breadbaskets. I tapped my fingernail against the glass, uncertain who was the baker. They were all dressed the same, so I looked around the room for an “employee of the month” plaque that might narrow it down.

      “Young lady, is there something that I can help you with?” a dark-skinned man asked.

      He had gentle eyes, and I took a chance that he was the owner and slipped him Viktor’s card. “Um, the daily special please.”

      Without a word, he reached under the counter and then handed me a pink box. “Just as you ordered. Thank you for paying us in advance; we’re more than happy to have it ready for you,” he said with a wink. Seconds later, he disappeared into the back room.

      A little mystified, I turned away with the small box and stood by the door.

      “Excuse me,” someone said.

      I glanced up and stepped aside as the attractive man, who moments ago had been eating a chocolate éclair, was on his way out. I noticed his blond hair had dark roots, and he styled it in the disheveled manner that was the popular trend. When he smiled, it created grooves on both sides of his face.

      “Don’t get wet out there,” I said with a chuckle.

      “Says the girl without an umbrella.” He turned around to open the door with his back. “Maybe I should wear a plastic bag over my head,” he said playfully.

      “Maybe.”

      His gaze lingered on my mismatched eyes and made me uncomfortable. People couldn’t help themselves. I stared at his black ear studs in a half-assed attempt to find something wrong with him, but all he did was smile wider and then disappear into the rain.

      Humans were becoming so peculiar to me, and it had only been five years since I’d been turned.

      Now that I had privacy, I lifted the lid of my box, uncertain of what to expect. A key? A flash drive? A secret device? A pistol?

      Beneath the wax paper was a lemon bar lightly dusted with powdered sugar.

      I broke it into three pieces, searching inside for a folded-up piece of paper or… I don’t know. What was I looking for? There wasn’t anything underneath the bottom sheet of paper either. What the hell was I doing? Mr. Kazan must have been the kind of guy who sought amusement from messing with people’s heads.

      I threw the box into the trash and stormed out into the rain. As I crossed the street, my right boot landed in a deep puddle of water just before I stepped onto the curb.

      “Swell,” I muttered, my sock turning into a sponge.

      A black Honda screeched to a halt, and the engine revved twice, as if screaming for my attention. When I approached the car, the window rolled down.

      “Get in. I’ll take you to Viktor.”

      I bent down and peered in at the profile of a man in a long black trench coat. The window rolled up, so I lifted the handle and opened the door.

      He leaned over and looked up at me. “Your place or mine?”

      “Well, my place is outside, so you decide.”

      I hugged my duffel and sank into the seat, squeaking against the leather as I reached to shut the door.

      I felt him staring at me, so I peered over at him.

      He pushed his dark shades farther up his nose. “If I’d known that I’d be picking up the ocean, I would have brought a sponge.”

      I suddenly recognized the lilt in his voice. The way he spoke had the lyrical swing that was typical of the Irish, but his voice was dark, gritty, and full of attitude.

      He dropped his foot on the gas pedal, and my head flung back. I wrapped the seat belt around me and gave him an intolerant glare.

      “I know you,” I said, my mind working overtime trying to place him. It took me a minute because I ran into so many people on a daily basis. “Yes, I remember you now. You’re the asshole with the onion rings.”

      He raised his sunglasses to the top of his head. “Aye. And you’re the leech with the lacy knickers.” His eyes flicked down to my lap. “Where’s my lemon bar?”

      I chortled. “So that’s what the pink box was about. Sorry, but I don’t like lemon bars. I threw it away.”

      He squeezed the steering wheel. “Jaysus wept. I think Viktor has finally lost his marbles.”

      I was having second thoughts when I realized that this guy worked for Viktor. Maybe he was just the chauffeur.

      The scenery flew by—people rushing through the rain with newspapers covering their heads, a paper cup floating down the sewage drain, windows fogged over in most of the eateries. Cognito was quite a magnificent northeastern city, even at its ugliest.

      The Vampire put on his turn signal and made a right. “There’s a burger place just up the street. Viktor won’t mind.”

      “I’m not hungry.”

      He turned his head all the way to face me. “It’s eleven in the morning, scavenger, and your stomach is louder than my engine.”

      I chuckled. “A Vampire with a Honda. You made my day.”

      He snapped his attention back to the road, his voice clipped. “It’s unassuming.”

      “Buy all the burgers you want, but I won’t eat them.” No way was I giving him the satisfaction.

      “You must be a Shifter—stubborn and brassy.”

      With lightning speed, I whipped out a push dagger attached to my belt and held it against his whiskery jaw. “And you need a shave. Be sure to watch out for those speed bumps,” I added, scraping the knife at an upward angle. “No more insults, or I’ll cut you up into little pieces and ship you back to Ireland.”

      He slammed the brakes, and I flew forward, jerked to a stop by my seat belt. The Vampire disarmed me and clamped the back of my neck with an iron grip. “Let’s keep the sharp weapons tucked away, shall we? Besides, a woman like you doesn’t need a dagger. You have a tongue that could clip a hedge.”

      He reached for the blade that had fallen on the floorboard and released his hold. “And don’t litter in my car. I never did like a litterbug.”

      I sat up and rubbed the back of my neck, my ego slightly deflated. The knife wouldn’t have done him serious harm since stunners were designed to paralyze a Mage, not a Vampire, but sometimes a girl had to make a point.

      We left the city and entered a wealthy area of town that I’d never seen before. The car slowed in front of a wrought iron gate that reached maybe fifteen or twenty feet high. Above it was a stone archway between two walls that stretched as far as I could see. On the keystone at the center of the arch was a carving of a Roman soldier’s head staring down at me, his helmet on. The slope of his brows and pensive gaze made me shiver.

      The Vampire veered to the left and swiped his card against a stand. While he waited for the gates to open, he switched off the windshield wipers when the downpour changed to a light sprinkle.

      “I don’t have to live here, do I?”

      “Would that be too awful? Jaysus, will you fecking look at it?” He lifted his arm theatrically. “This isn’t a mansion, it’s a country. If you’d rather live on the street than in here, you’re a bigger fruit loop than I took you for.”

      “I’m not living on the street.”

      The car lurched to a stop. “I’ll spare you the indignity of giving me an explanation since we both know that’s a lie. Now why don’t you cheer up, lass? You were so much more pleasant when you just wanted me for my onion rings.”

      “What’s a Vampire doing eating in public anyhow?”

      He scratched behind his ear. “I was trying to blend in.”

      I snorted. “Yeah. A Vampire eating food doesn’t stand out.”

      We continued down the road that led to the mansion, which looked more like a castle. Once the car stopped in the circular driveway in front, I got out and soaked in my surroundings. Another road branched off to the right toward what looked like a garage door and a small building.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “Underground parking,” he said, lifting the collar of his coat to shield his neck from the rain.

      I set my heavy duffel on the ground while I shut the car door. He collected my bag and swung it over his shoulder as if it weighed nothing.

      I followed behind, studying the Vampire. His straight shoulders didn’t slope down, and he must have been around six feet tall. He didn’t walk with a heavy gait but glided forward with a purposeful stride. If he wasn’t so cocksure and intimidating, he might actually be attractive. I didn’t like Vampires, and the fact he was pleasant to look at made me hate him even more.

      The stone archway above the front door had the same sculpture of a warrior’s head on the keystone.

      When we entered, it was nothing like I had expected. Instead of marble floors, crystal chandeliers, baroque furniture, and classic paintings, the interior looked like the inside of an old castle, just as it did on the outside. There was a nice open space, and farther up to the left was a curved staircase. Some of the candles on the walls were lit, but not many since the windows brought in sufficient light.

      I recoiled at a statue on my right of a man wielding a sword in his right hand as if he were going to strike me down. A sharp wing extended behind that arm while the other wing curved around front to shield him.

      “Viktor’s a religious man, huh?” I asked, warily walking past the statue as if it might come alive.

      “That’s not an angel,” the Vampire whispered in my ear, leading me to a hall on the right.

      The gothic architecture was captivating. We headed toward a hall on the right, an archway at the entrance and a curved ceiling. These windows were tinted blue, and lanterns hung from the ceiling between every other window.

      Our footsteps reverberated off the walls, and I tried to ignore the squishing sound coming from my right boot.

      A woman with long brown hair was waiting at the end of the hall that branched off to the left. She possessed a natural beauty that wasn’t overly feminine, and her features were distinctly Native American. The very first thing I noticed was her sapphire eyes—they sparkled against her dark features, making them the most striking thing about her. But there was nothing gentle about her rigid stance and serious demeanor.

      “Set down her bag and open it up,” she said. “I’ll search her.”

      “I don’t have any weapons on me,” I assured her.

      “It’s routine. We thoroughly search everyone the first time. We’re looking for weapons, recording devices, tracking mechanisms… Take off your shoes.”

      While the Vampire rummaged through my personal belongings, I unlaced my boots and pulled them off.

      The Irishman tossed my clothes in a meaningless pile, searching the pockets and inspecting the hems.

      She circled her hands around the waistband of my jeans and discovered a blade disguised as a belt buckle.

      I shrugged. “Forgot I had that.”

      “Is that so?”

      While she continued her search, I glanced up at a painting. It was a glum image of a dark moonlit river.

      How very Breed, I thought.

      She crouched down and found a push dagger hidden inside my pant leg. It was a small one infused with magic—one I only used in emergencies against another Mage. Stunners weren’t easy to come by, so I hated losing one.

      “I suppose you forgot you had this as well?” she asked, setting it on the floor next to the other.

      “You could say that.”

      She held up my boots and felt inside, then looked closer at one and turned it over. I worried my lip, hoping she wouldn’t find…

      “And this?” She pulled out another blade tucked in the back heel.

      “I made it myself. The handle folds out from the bottom and you can pull⁠—”

      “I see.” It looked as though she was struggling to conceal a smile. “Maybe you should remove your socks.”

      The Vampire chuckled. “Careful, Blue. Those hooves might be the deadliest weapon she’s concealing. Vile, to be sure.”

      I peered over my shoulder and gave him a cross look. I didn’t rattle easily, but I was determined to find out what pushed his buttons so I could give him a taste of his own medicine. I lifted my foot and peeled off the wet sock. “If this is leading somewhere, I can tell you right now that I’m not stripping naked. If that’s the deal breaker, you need to let me know.” I hurled the black sock over my shoulder and heard it smack against the Vampire’s face.

      I didn’t need to look to know that I’d hit my target. I could hear the revulsion in his whispered obscenities.

      The woman named Blue stood up, and she was a couple of inches taller than me—maybe five foot ten if I had to guess.

      Her eyes swept down to my chest, and when I noticed hers was bigger, I almost wanted to puff my girls out.

      “I need to check your bra,” she said.

      This gal was all business, and I had a feeling I wasn’t going to get special treatment because of my gender. I reached beneath my shirt and unlatched the hooks, executing a maneuver that all women know how to do when it comes to removing a bra through a shirtsleeve. She turned it in her hands and discovered a small piece of wood I’d concealed in the slot where the wire once was.

      The Vampire snorted. “A toothpick for dinner?”

      I glared over my shoulder. “I think we both know it doesn’t take much of that kind of wood to paralyze a Vamp.”

      His eyes narrowed at my flagrant use of a derogatory word for Vampires.

      My eyes narrowed at the red panties wrapped around his fingers.

      When Blue’s phone vibrated, she checked the message, her feather earrings brushing against the side of her face. “It’s Viktor. I need to run. Can you finish this up?”

      Horrified my strip search was transferring over to a man, I looked at the Vampire, expecting a gleeful expression. Instead, I saw a man sitting with his legs crossed, smelling a tube of my lipstick before swiping it across his wrist.

      “I’ve got it covered,” he said absently. “How is it that you can’t afford to eat, but you seem to have plenty of face paint?”

      I folded my arms as Blue hurried down the hall. “You’d be surprised what women leave behind in the bathroom.”

      He rose to his feet and approached me with an elegant stride, his head inclined. “I’m Christian Poe. Thought maybe you should at least know my name before I get close to those ample breasts of yours.” He gave me a wolfish grin and brushed up beside me. “Come on, lass. I won’t bite. Just up to the golden arches; I only need to see your midsection.”

      “I’m not lifting my shirt unless you carry large bills in your wallet.”

      “Suit yourself. Would you like me to drop you off in the puddle I found you in, or is there someone you can call?”

      Blue hadn’t seemed fazed at leaving me alone with him, so she must have gone through the process too.

      “Just pat me down and get it over with.”

      “With absolute pleasure. Shall I get some baby oil before we begin? Sometimes a little lubrication helps with the process—makes it sufferable.” He curved his arm around my waist and whispered in my ear, “My hands can be rough.”

      “You talk too much.”

      Christian leisurely ran his hands up the front of
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