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Chapter One


[image: ]


BLEEDERS WAS HOPPING Sunday night. I tried not to be too obvious as I adjusted the black wig on my head and leaned into Collins, pretending to feed from his neck as a bouncer paused at the parted curtains before our table. 

Collins tensed, fingers squeezing into his thighs. The scent of salty sweat mingled with his cologne, and a vein above his collarbone throbbed. I couldn’t tell anymore if it was out of fear or anticipation. He was extra skittish since the coffin-lock trial incident at the bat cave, the one and only time I’d bitten him.

“It’s clear,” he hissed under his breath, urging me away. The peach fuzz along his neck stood at attention, and goosebumps spread down his arms.

“You could have sat this one out.” I crossed my legs, causing the latex pants I wore to squeak in protest. The techno-goth disguise was extreme compared to my usual wardrobe, but at Bleeders, I fit right in. Collins’ dress slacks and green, button-down shirt had drawn more attention than my casual Elvira getup.

“I don’t think so.” Collins snorted and lifted an eyebrow at me. “When I sit out on your little side missions, you’re not very forthcoming with the findings.”

I diverted my gaze back to the part in the curtains. He was right. I hadn’t spilled my guts about everything, but it was for his own good. At least, that’s what I tried to convince myself.

Collins still thought my sire was the late Pablo Zajalvo. It was a convenient cover that Roman had put together. Though if anyone up top found out, the broody half-sired stood more to lose than just his career. 

Roman’s potential scion was his ex and the new captain of the St. Louis division of Blood Vice, Vanessa Sorano. The betrayal could very well end that arrangement, and then the fifty years Vanessa’s blood had kept at bay would creep in on Roman in a matter of weeks. 

I couldn’t let that happen. 

I wanted to be honest with Collins, but the risk was too great. My anxiety was not soothed in the least by the lifeblood bond Roman and I shared. We’d been working together for a month now, and just keeping my hands off him was torture. We hadn’t crossed any definite lines—yet. We weren’t sharing blood or even a bed, but after our tryst in the art gallery at the queen’s All Hallows’ Eve ball...resisting him had become damn near impossible.

It wasn’t love. I wasn’t stupid enough to believe that. Vampire biology was a new concept to me, but I was keenly aware of my weakness to it, and I refused to be led around by my pheromones. Roman seemed to struggle with the same problem in my presence, which only added fuel to my desire. Lust was a blade, double-edged with heaven and hell.

If I thought about it too long, I lost sight of everything else. So I tried to push Roman out of my mind as I waited for Mandy to return with the last lead we had on Scarlett—the side job Collins was none too thrilled to be participating in.

The current case we were officially assigned to was Ursula, the estranged duchess suspected of murdering her sire, Morgan, the former princess of House Lilith. The duke wanted us to bring her in. There was an official trial in the works, or so I’d heard. 

Ursula was also Scarlett’s and Raphael’s sire. I imagined she was every bit as evil as they were, though her case file seemed to suggest she was simply negligent. 

The runaway duchess had been ordered to create a scion rather than requesting to make one herself. She’d been romantically involved with Morgan and in no big hurry, but the royal family was ready to grow. She’d relented and created two scions instead, hoping they would entertain each other so she could maintain her focus on the princess. 

Scarlett and Raphael had entertained each other, all right. Their notoriety was known by everyone I’d interviewed since joining Blood Vice. The royal family had not been pleased by the duo’s antics. So the queen had ordered Morgan to create a second scion. 

Jealousy. That was the only motive I could find for Ursula to murder her sire. She’d disappeared immediately after, and Scarlett and Raphael had been exiled for their own crimes. They were wanted now too, but that case had been assigned to someone else—someone who was in no big hurry to face off with the psychotic baroness and her loyal lapdog brother, the baron, who everyone seemed to believe was still alive. 

So here I was, nosing around in a vampire club where I’d made the blacklist. Hence the wig. 

The club lights zipped overhead like a caffeinated constellation. The rainbow of colors faded at the top edge of the black curtains enclosing the booth, and I could feel the bass of the dance music vibrating through the bench Collins and I sat on. 

“Right here,” Mandy’s voice trickled through the cacophony of laughter and electronic beats.

The curtains parted, and Lydia appeared inside the small booth. She’d updated her club attire by a few decades. Tonight, she was dressed in a black poodle skirt featuring a flamingo. Her blouse and the bandana she wore like a headband matched the hot pink bird. She’d dyed her hair since I’d last seen her, too. The once gray curls were now jet-black. If I hadn’t been expecting her, I wouldn’t have recognized her at all. As it was, she saw right through my disguise.

“Well, well.” She propped a fist on her hip, and her eyes narrowed. “I certainly didn’t expect to see you again.”

Mandy stepped into the booth behind Lydia, blocking the exit from prying eyes. She wore a pair of distressed jeans and high-top sneakers, but her fishnet top and fauxhawk made up for the normalcy. The white bracelet on her wrist, denoting her as a spoken-for harem member, would keep most from paying too much attention. 

Collins wore a similar white band, but Lydia sported yellow—the color for amateur donors. She’d been wearing a red one the night I met her, to indicate her professional status. She caught me staring and covered her wrist, cheeks flushing.

“You brought your harem,” she said. “What do you need me for?”

“I’m not here to feed.” I folded my hands on top of the table centered inside the booth. “I have a few questions for you, regarding Patrick Nadler.”

“Never heard of him.” Lydia gave me a tight, unfriendly smile.

“Really? Because he bartended here for several months.”

“Bleeders has a lot of bartenders and a high turnover rate. You don’t really expect me to remember them all by name, do you?” She scoffed and turned as if to leave, but Mandy blocked her path.

“Of course not.” I did my best to maintain a patient tone. “That’s why I brought a picture.” I laid it on the table and slid it across to her.

The mugshot was one I’d found in the human database—or rather, one that Collins’ former partner-slash-brother-in-law had dug up for us since Vanessa was hawk-eying my office research. Before being adopted by Scarlett and discovering that he had a knack for murdering vampires, Patrick’s vices had included hotwiring cars and robbing ATMs. 

Apparently, Bleeders wasn’t picky about their staff. Of course, they also weren’t shy about the fact that they had a camera in every corner and a vampire owner who was big and bad enough that even Blood Vice hesitated to cross him. Who needs background checks when you’ve got Big Brother breathing down your neck?

“Ricky.” Lydia picked up the picture and shook her head. “I wondered what had happened to that creep.”

I watched her closely as I asked my next question. “Were you aware he was a member of Scarlett Lilosa’s harem?”

Lydia snorted. “In his dreams.”

“I saw her mark on him myself.”

She rolled her eyes. “Ever since being exiled, the baroness fancies herself queen of the miscreants. She’ll bite anyone who lets her—and plenty who don’t. That doesn’t make them harem material.”

“Has she bitten you?”

“Why?” She raised an eyebrow. “Jealous?”

“I’m asking in a professional capacity, as a Blood Vice agent.”

“Mmmhmm.” Lydia looked me up and down. “You look professional, all right.” The jab wasn’t wholly unexpected, considering her modest and dated costume selection. 

“I’m not exactly welcome here,” I said. “This was necessary to get past the doorman undetected.”

“Undetected? I wouldn’t be so sure about that, doll.” She folded her arms and glanced up at the mirror spanning the wall above the booth. My eyes followed hers.

Two beefy security guards were making their way across the dance floor. There were feeding booths to either side of ours, but I had a bad feeling Lydia was right. She gave me a sour look and tucked her hand with the yellow bracelet farther under her opposite arm.

“Do you know where Nadler lived?” I asked, desperate for any scrap of information. If I were going to be thrown out on my ass, I wanted something to show for it.

Lydia’s nose crinkled. “How the hell should I know?”

“Do you know if he had a roommate? Anyone here he was close to?” 

“Persistent thing, aren’t you?” She huffed and unfolded her arms to grab her hips with both hands. “Look, I didn’t like the guy. I don’t know anything about him. And he’s dead now, so what’s it matter?”

“How do you know he’s dead?” My adrenaline spiked, and I stood up from the table.

“You said so. Right? Isn’t that why you’re here?” Lydia bit her bottom lip. The skin between her eyebrows puckered, and her pupils dilated. I’d caught her, but in what, I wasn’t sure. 

“I’m willing to pay for the information,” I said.

“Oh?” She blinked furiously. “Like you paid for snacking on me?”

My cheeks warmed. “It was my first time. No one told me what to tip. I’d be happy to give you more now.” I reached into the pocket of my cropped leather jacket, fishing around for the few hundred-dollar bills I’d tucked away for emergencies.

“You don’t tip, you dolt,” Lydia snapped. “It’s insulting. This isn’t a strip club or brothel. You do the respectful thing and buy donors overpriced drinks. And you don’t drain them to the point of losing consciousness,” she added sharply.

“Time to go. Wrap it up.” Mandy shot a quick glance over her shoulder through the thin part in the curtains. She checked the mirror overhead as she dug a pair of smoke bombs and a lighter out of her pocket.

Lydia sighed. “Ricky had a girlfriend who dropped in on slow nights. Nicki something or another. She worked at a pawnshop in Fenton, was always wearing a blue shirt with the company’s star logo on the chest, you know?” Lydia released one hip and tapped her fingers above her breast.

Nicki. I wondered if she was the crazy chic who had broken into my home to avenge Nadler after I’d offed him at Nigel’s party. I hadn’t been given access to the case file, and I had no idea what had happened to her after Kai and Vanessa removed her unconscious body from my house. Still, it was a breadcrumb I could work with.

I snatched Lydia’s hand and squeezed. “Thank you.”

She frowned and inched back a step. “If you’re going to make a scene, mind if I get out of the way first? Your last visit cost me my good standing.” She withdrew her hand and held it up for me to see her yellow bracelet.

“Of course.” I nodded for Mandy to let her pass, but Lydia hesitated.

“You should know...” Her gaze met mine again. “You’re not the only one looking for Scarlett.”

I gritted my teeth. “Yeah. Blood Vice needed a set of fresh eyes on the case.” It wasn’t an outright lie.

Lydia shook her head. “I don’t mean Blood Vice.” Her answer caught me off guard, but she disappeared through the curtains before I could ask her to explain. 

Collins stood and stared up at the mirror above us. The security guards were almost to our booth. One glanced up and locked eyes with me.

“What now?” Collins grumbled. Mandy chucked the smoke bombs over the top of the booth before he finished asking the question. Her eyes sparkled with mischief. 

“We go to plan B,” she said, grabbing his hand.

A chorus of screams sliced through the music, and the crowd reflected in the mirror faded beneath a growing plume of rainbow-colored smoke. It was festive enough to confuse the dancers—but the security guards were not so easily deterred.

I blinked, and my blood vision pulsed to life, outlining the bodies hidden beneath the smog. The inherited trick was becoming easier to activate on demand, but a little danger always helped jumpstart things. With the Eye of Blood, I could make out the larger of the two guards, just a few feet beyond our booth. 

It was now or never.

“Go.” I nudged Mandy and Collins through the curtains. “To the back,” I rasped under my breath, hoping at least Mandy understood me with her enhanced, wolfy hearing.

If guards had been sent to collect us, I had no doubt they’d tightened security at the front of the club. We’d have to try one of the back doors that led into the alley or the adjoining warehouses, including the furniture place where I’d first scuffled with Nadler before either of us realized we were who the other was looking for.

My motives had been clear. I was trying to stop a serial killer and get my foot in the door with Blood Vice. I still wasn’t quite sure why Nadler and Nicki—or whoever she was—had been killing random vamplings. I’d pressed Roman for details on the case, but if he knew anything more than I did, he wasn’t sharing.

I wanted to blame it all on Scarlett...but the puzzle pieces just weren’t lining up. If the baroness had sent her minions after me, their kills would have been more specific. They would have only targeted blond, female vamplings.

I couldn’t help but wonder if Raphael or his death was somehow linked to the murders. He was Scarlett’s partner in crime. Whatever pies she’d had her fingers in, I was sure he’d had a slice of them, too. Exiled or not, his death would beg some sliver of vengeance. Of course, I couldn’t work that angle—neither on nor off the record. 

Raphael’s death was merely a whisper of a rumor. The few of us who could put that rumor to rest couldn’t do so without incriminating ourselves. So we remained quiet, silently pleading the fifth—not that the Vampiric High Council acknowledged that right or any other of human origin—and we let the vamp community continue fearing a foe who had long since been extinguished.

Mandy and Collins reached the back hallway of the club. The smoke hadn’t made it this far. We spread out, patting our hands along the curtains draped over the walls, searching for the exit. In a regular club open to the general public, this would have been considered a serious fire code violation. At least they had a sprinkler system. And the sprinkler heads were often located near exits...

“There!” I pointed at one sticking out of the ceiling.

“What the hell good is that going to do?” Mandy barked at me as a security guard entered the hallway behind us.

“Hey!” he shouted over his shoulder, summoning backup.

“Shit!” Mandy grabbed Collins’ shoulder. “Gimme a boost.”

Before I could stop her, she produced her lighter and flicked it open as Collins hefted her onto his back. The flame grazed the sprinkler, and we were suddenly in a downpour. 

Other than looking extra pissed, the guard was unfazed.

“Told you!” Mandy shouted, raking a hand through her droopy hair. She slid off Collins’ shoulders and glared at me. I glared right back and ripped the curtain away from the wall.

“I meant check beneath it,” I said through clenched teeth.

“Why didn’t you just say that?”

“I hate to interrupt, ladies, but...” Collins cleared his throat and pushed the door open into the back alley.

The chilly air of freedom iced the water on my face as we made our escape, racing down the length of blacktop stretched between the club and the next building over. We rounded a corner, heading back toward the side lot where I’d parked my Bronco—and ran headlong into another security guard. 

He was a big, meaty vamp like the other two. Of course. And probably older and more experienced than I. Not that that feat deserved a cookie or anything.

The sound of boots hitting pavement echoed behind us. We were surrounded.

The new guard was better dressed than the two who had chased us through the club. Definitely a manager. A gold chain peeked out from under his open collar, and matching cufflinks dotted his sleeves. He straightened them like a grade-A shmuck as he stared us down. His mouth curled up on one side, exposing an elongated fang.

“The boss would like a word.”
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Chapter Two
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“COME ON, BOYS. IT WAS just a little party trick,” I teased, clinging to my cover. As a rule, I didn’t give up a good ruse unless I absolutely had to. 

The man’s sneer sharpened. “Boss don’t like tricks.” Okay. The hooker jokes were getting old.

“Not my boss, not my problem,” I countered.

He growled and took a step toward us. My blood vision throbbed, painting him red for a split second before it faded again. 

Human. He was human. That was...unexpected. He had to be wearing caps. The big phony.  

I took the next step, moving closer to him. “Well, your boss might not like tricks, but you certainly do.”

A touch of fear lit his eyes. His mouth pinched closed, and his tongue made a none-too-subtle path over his teeth, pushing his lips out in a long sweep. Then his shoulders dipped as if he were relieved to discover his disguise still intact.

“You’re not really my type, honey.” His lips curled back, stretching his mouth into a deeper sneer than before. The fang-check had given him an extra dose of confidence. “You’re gonna turn around, nice and slow—”

“Or what?” I laughed. “Are you going to bite me with your fancy dentures?”

Collins blinked at me, but Mandy didn’t look surprised at all.

“You smell all kinds of human,” she purred, her eyes glowing a soft yellow.

The man hesitated, but he recovered quickly. “I just fed. Of course I smell like a human. She couldn’t keep her hands off me.”

“She?” Mandy lifted an eyebrow. “I smell a man—a sweaty, horny, male human.”

Even in the dark alley, I saw the color drain from his face. Someone had a crush on the boss. This guy was the club owner’s right-hand man in more ways than one, apparently. His faux sire wanted to have his cake and eat it, too. The fangs were a nice touch, and I imagined they demanded the necessary respect the manager of a vampire club needed in order to do his job.  

One of the guards behind us coughed. “You want I should shoot the mutt to make a point?” When the poser manager didn’t answer, the guard snapped his fingers. “Zane? You in there? We need to get a move on.”

“I got this.” The manager—Zane—reached into the fold of his jacket. Before he could draw the firearm I assumed he had tucked away in a concealed holster, the sound of a cocking rifle froze us all in place.

“You’ve got what, precisely?” 

A few yards behind Zane, Roman waited in the mouth of the alley. I hadn’t seen him arrive. His black commando uniform blended with the dark of night. He’d tucked his white hair under a stocking cap, and though his skin had paled to an alabaster shade through winter, the high collar of his turtleneck and the scope of the M4 hid him well enough. 

Zane’s brows drew together as if he recognized Roman’s voice. “This ain’t your business, lawman.”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” Roman said. “Once you take it outside, you make it my business.”

“Radu owns this entire block. You’re trespassing.” Zane took a chance and twisted his head around to glare over his shoulder.

“This alley is maintained by the city, which makes it public property.”

“What do you want?” Zane shouted, finally losing his patience. This was clearly not the macho show he had intended it to be. “Is this tramp your sweetheart or something?”

“She’s a witness to a crime I’m investigating,” Roman said. I gave him a pointed look and then darted my gaze between Mandy and Collins. “They all are,” he added.

“Is that so?” Zane wasn’t convinced. He gave Roman a sleazy grin. “And I suppose a little half-vamp like you is gonna fend off three full-blooded security guards and then arrest a vamp, a wolf, and a human all by your lonesome?”

Roman lifted his M4 and lined up his eye with the scope. “Who says I’m alone?”

One of the guards behind me swore under his breath. “Z, look up.”

I gawked along with them, taking note of a rifle tip poking over the edge of Bleeders’ roof. Then I swore under my breath.

It wasn’t like Vanessa to get her hands dirty over something so trivial. And it certainly wasn’t like her to let Roman do all the talking. She was a captain now, after all. And a hardass one at that. I’d only been on her team for a month and a half, and I’d already had my ass chewed more times than I cared to admit. If she were hanging back, I had to assume it was because she was too pissed to confront me with an audience present. 

I was in for it once Roman got us out of the alley. I just knew it. And it was my own fault for meddling in a case that hadn’t been assigned to me while my own case file rotted away in a desk drawer.

Zane’s hateful sneer turned back to me. “Next time I find you in the club, you won’t make it to the alley.”

“What makes you think there will be a next time?” I popped out a hip and batted my lashes. The perfect picture of innocence—well, if not for the latex pants and low-cut blouse.

“I know your type.” Zane ran his tongue over his fake fangs. “Glutton for punishment, and I’ve got plenty to spare.”

Roman cleared his throat. “If you’re done sweet-talking my witness, we’ll be leaving now.”

“Sure thing, lawman.” Zane straightened his jacket and gave me an unpleasant smile as he circled us. He nodded at the other two guards, cuing them to turn and follow him back down the alley.

Roman used the tip of his rifle to motion Collins, Mandy, and me in the opposite direction, past the dumpster behind the furniture warehouse where I’d found a decapitated vampling just last year. My skin crawled at the memory. I held my breath, recalling the stench of death mixed with rotten fruit scraps from Bleeders’ juice bar. 

Once we made it to the parking lot, I bypassed Roman and headed for my truck.

“Where do you think you’re going?” he asked, tilting his rifle over his shoulder.

“Home, before Vanessa jumps my ass.” I stuffed my hand into my jacket pocket, fishing out my keys. 

“Vanessa?” Roman lifted an eyebrow, and then his lips parted with a silent gasp. “Ah, the shooter on the roof ploy.”

“You mean...”

“It’s a rusted rifle muzzle. I’ll fetch it in the morning after the vamps have checked in for the night.” The faintest grin touched the corner of his mouth. 

“Nice.” I nodded my appreciation—for his cleverness and the fact that I wouldn’t be facing Vanessa’s wrath tonight. There was plenty else on my to-do list. “I have a new lead to research.”

“For which case?” Roman squinted at me in the darkness pooling around the cluster of vehicles. He’d parked his SUV one aisle over from the Bronco.

“Shhh.” Mandy held up a hand, silencing us as she surveyed the lot. Her hair dripped down her cheeks, smearing her smoky eye makeup. “We’re not the only ones out here.”

Collins rose up on his toes, staring out over the car roofs. “I don’t see or hear anything.” Then he smacked a palm to the side of his head. “Oh, right, the bow-wow superpowers.”

Mandy groaned at his uncool assessment. How very dad joke of him. 

“You’re riding with me,” Roman whispered, his icy gaze locking on mine. “Send your harem home.”

I scowled but tossed my keys to Collins, earning a grunt from Mandy.

“I have a driver’s license now,” she grumbled as she and Collins loaded into the Bronco.

“And two speeding tickets to prove it,” Collins said. He gave us a quick salute before closing the driver’s side door and firing up the engine.

Mandy folded her arms and then rolled her eyes before fastening her seatbelt. I couldn’t hear Collins anymore, but I assumed he was lecturing her on safety. As I watched them pull out of the lot, my stomach roiled with equal parts dread and excitement. Being alone with Roman had that effect on me.

“So...” I held up my hands. “You’ve got me all alone. What now?”

Roman’s gaze swept nervously over the parking lot. Mandy’s warning had spooked me, too. I considered activating the Eye of Blood to have a look for myself, but I’d abused the gift enough for one evening. I could already feel the draining aftermath settling into my bones. If I kept this up, I would have to add a third donor to my harem sooner rather than later.

“Come on.” Roman cocked his head toward the SUV. “We’ll talk on the way.”

“On the way where?” I stuffed my hands into my jacket pockets and followed him across the lot.

“To the office. Vanessa’s waiting.”

“What?” My jaw dropped. “I was just trying to escape a lecture from her. Now you want me to willingly ride off to one?”

Roman shrugged. “Might as well get it over with. Besides, we have a new lead—for the case we’re actually assigned to.”

I stuck out my tongue at him as I yanked open the passenger door and climbed into the SUV. “You know, Scarlett is Ursula’s scion. They’re very much linked. So shouldn’t their case files be a joint investigation?”

“If you try to feed Vanessa that pathetic line of reasoning again, she’s going to scalp you.” Roman sighed and shoved a key in the ignition, lighting up the elaborate dash of the SUV. I had my own fancy work vehicle now, too, but it wouldn’t have been very conducive to my undercover operation at Bleeders—that, apparently, wasn’t as undercover as I’d thought.

“How did you even know I was here?” I asked as we pulled out of the parking lot and merged into the busy, late-night traffic.

“If I told you that, I’d have to kill you.” Sometimes his tone was so dry, it was hard to tell if he was joking. “Why are you so obsessed with finding Scarlett anyway? What do you think is going to happen if you manage to stumble across her?”

“I’ll kill her.” My humor could be dry too, but I wasn’t joking. And Roman wasn’t laughing. He pushed a button on the dash, shutting off the power to the radio and the other gadgets. We had so much to be paranoid about, it was hard telling what his reasons were this time.

“That would only result in you being executed or coffin-locked. Is that really what you want?” His blue eyes pulled away from the street and pierced me with a look that crossed somewhere between sympathy and agitation. “What do you suppose would happen to your harem then?”

“Like you care.” I propped my elbow on the windowsill of the door. “I haven’t heard you address either of them by name since we started working together, and Mandy is officially a member of the Cadaver Dogs, so you can stop referring to her as my mutt now.”

“See, you care about them.” Roman stole another glance in my direction. “That’s the point I’m trying to make. And if you keep involving them in your schemes to take down Scarlett, they’ll be tried as accomplices. How do you think they’ll fare?”

I tucked my chin into my hand and swallowed the lump building in my throat. “Then maybe I’ll just coffin-lock her. God knows that sucks plenty.”

Roman inhaled sharply through his nose. “The council decides who gets coffin-locked. First, she’ll be offered a trial. What do you think she will have to say about you on the stand? Or about her brother’s death?”

Ice shot through my veins. “I’m not responsible for that, and she can’t prove anything.”

“You don’t think so?” Roman pulled off onto South 22nd Street and followed it past the St. Louis FBI field office. 

Blood Vice was set up just beyond it in an unmarked building with opaque windows. In training, I’d learned that the FBI worked out of over fifty offices, and Blood Vice had divisions with more than half of them. What a strange world, hiding right under my nose all this time.

“You’re not the only one with the Eye of Blood,” Roman said as he parked the SUV and killed the engine. “The queen also possesses the gift.”

“So Lilith is dead, then?”

Roman shook his head. “The gift is inherited either when a royal sire dies a true death or when they take their forever rest. Lilith passed it on to Lili when she took her forever rest in the late seventeen hundreds.”

“Wait...” Something wasn’t adding up. “Scarlett has the Eye of Blood, too.”

“You’re certain?” His brow creased, and he stole a sideways glance at me.

“She bit me—at the barn—and then just...knew who my sire was. Does that mean Ursula is dead?”

“I don’t know what it means.” Roman shook his head again. “I’m a half-sired from a different house. Apparently, this is one question I can’t answer for you.” His eyes grew darker. “Put it out of your mind. There is no one you can ask without painting a target on your back—and mine.”

“Fine.” I huffed. “Then tell me this. What the hell is a forever rest?”

Roman made a frustrated noise in the back of his throat. I knew he hated having to add so many footnotes to his lectures because of my ignorance, but how else was I supposed to learn these things?

“It’s hard to explain, but it’s a voluntary death of sorts. Anyway—” He sliced his hand through the air, silencing the next question before it passed my lips. “The queen has the Eye of Blood, and one sip of your blood will do more harm than any lie Scarlett could ever hope to spin.”

“Great.” I twisted in my seat to face him. “So I guess this is why you’ve been so reluctant to help me track down the bloody brat?”

“Yes.” He bit off the word through clenched teeth. “That, and the fact that we’ve been assigned to a different case, which you haven’t exactly been helpful with.”

“Oh, fuck Ursula—if she’s even still alive.” I slapped the console between us. “She’s not the one responsible for turning a bunch of innocent teens into sex slaves.” 

“Maybe not directly—”

“She’s not the one responsible for Will or for me.”

“I thought that was Raphael,” Roman said, sarcasm building in his tone. “So Ursula is blameless for her scions’ actions, but Scarlett is responsible for her brother’s?”

“He was working for her.” I glared at him. “Make no mistake. If he were still alive, I’d be hunting him right now, too.”

“We’re not assassins, Jenna.”

“Why does the duke want her anyway? After twenty years, maybe it’s time to move on. Don’t you think?”

“The why isn’t our job,” Roman growled.

“The why helps us do our jobs.” I pointed a finger at him, refusing to back down. “These little details can make all the difference in a case. I thought becoming an agent would mean fewer secrets, not more.”

Roman caught my finger before I could pull it out of his reach. His grip tightened painfully around my knuckles until I grabbed his wrist with my opposite hand. “I’ll answer your whys and then some if you promise to keep your mouth shut while Vanessa rips you a new one,” he said.

“Why should I?”

Roman’s scowl softened. “I want you to take this new lead with me. If you don’t piss her off more than you already have, she might just let that happen.”

His hopeful breath stirred something low in my gut, and our touching hands over the console were suddenly too intimate. I was melting, going soft in the middle as his eyes bore into mine. 

I swallowed. “Fine.”

“Promise,” he whispered, sending a tremor up my spine.

“I promise, okay? Now let go before you break my finger.”

He let go and opened his door. “I’ll break more than that if you break your promise.” 

There was that dry humor again—or so I hoped.

“You break it, you buy it.” 

I yanked off the black wig and tossed it on the passenger seat as I exited the SUV. Roman gave me a playful smirk as I fingered back the stray bits of hair that had fallen from my braid. I wanted to look presentable for my ass-chewing.

Well, as presentable as a girl could get in latex pants, anyway.
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Chapter Three
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VANESSA’S OFFICE LOOKED like it could have belonged to a fancypants attorney with all the oiled leather and walnut furniture. The bookcases that filled one side of the room were packed tightly with human law books. They were all for show, of course. She probably hadn’t even cracked their spines. 

The Constitution of the Vampiric High Council, better known as the Blood Decree, was a simple—yet strict—rule book. The condensed volume easily fit in a desk drawer, where I assumed Vanessa kept her copy safe from human eyeballs. 

While I appreciated the straightforwardness of vampiric law, the absence of wiggle room and heavy leaning toward capital punishment was a bit alarming. Not because I’d become so fond of pushing boundaries—that was totally out of necessity—but because it made me feel like a big, fat hypocrite.

I had my own copy of the Blood Decree. Even though it left the final verdict up to the council, the suggested sentencing for my so-called crimes was not optimistic. It made upholding vampiric law seem like dirty work. Especially when it came to the laws I didn’t quite agree with.  

Vanessa didn’t do much of that dirty work anymore. She’d traded in her commando gear for pantsuits. Her promotion to captain meant more desk duty than anything else. She gave orders and did the paperwork and collected an extra digit on her paycheck. She was good at it, too. I could give her that.

Sharp, green eyes focused on me as I entered her office. It was a loathing look, despite the neutral expression Vanessa kept plastered on her face most of the time. I’d learned the subtle cues of her displeasure. The minute squaring of her shoulders. The statuesque stillness, like a jungle cat preparing to pounce.

She folded her hands over her desk and gave me a once-over.

“The disguise was more convincing with the wig,” I said, realizing too late that she didn’t care if my side mission had been botched by wardrobe. Hell, she was probably glad it had gone up in flames.

“Sit down.” Her lethal calm was unsettling.

The command was easy enough, so I did, claiming one of the plush, leather chairs in front of her desk. Roman stayed in the doorway, his hands folded behind his back like a good little soldier.

“What were you doing at Bleeders tonight?” Vanessa asked.

“I haven’t found a third harem donor yet, so I thought I’d grab a quick bite.”

“You know you’re on their blacklist.”

“That’s why I dressed up for the occasion.” I waved a hand down at my blouse and shiny pants.

“Don’t bullshit me, Skye.” Vanessa’s chest heaved, the only sign that she was on the verge of murdering me. “If I find out that you’re still working Scarlett’s case, I’m going to put in a request with the duke to transfer you out of state.”

I bit my tongue, remembering my promise to Roman. Telling Vanessa that I could do whatever the hell I damn well pleased while I was off the clock would not improve my situation. I’d seen her put another agent through a wall for less. 

She watched me, anticipating my rebuttal. My silence was not well received.

“We don’t become Blood Vice agents to serve our own purposes,” she said, launching into the familiar sermon about duty and submission. 

I refrained from rolling my eyes. The lecture would have been more intimidating if I hadn’t survived three months of having her sire for a drill sergeant at the bat cave. I felt Roman’s heated gaze lick across my skin, begging me to keep my mouth shut. It wasn’t something I was very adept at. But I tried.

I pinched my lips together and focused on something else, pushing the baited slurs Vanessa preached at me to the back of my mind. I’d stew over all of that later. Maybe with a cup of Mandy’s blood. 

I hated to ask the girl for an extra serving this close to the new moon, especially since it was a micromoon, but Collins’ human body definitely couldn’t handle giving up more right now. I was stuffing him with steak and leafy greens every chance I got. I’d even convinced him to start taking an extra iron supplement, but he drew the line at offal stew. 

Mandy had liked the dish. She claimed it was better than stray cat, which I was counting as a compliment, considering how long it had taken to wean her off that particular snack. Although, I hadn’t spotted many felines in the neighborhood lately, which led me to believe her fasting was more out of necessity than discipline. Ah, well. We all had our vices.

In three days, the moon would hit the farthest point away from Earth in its orbit. Mandy and all shifters who relied on the moon for their abilities would be at their weakest. The local wolves in law enforcement that Mandy had been spending more and more time with were planning some remote winter camping trip for the occasion. Hibernating in a cave or some nonsense.

I shouldn’t have been so bitter. Mandy deserved to have a close-knit gang of her own kind. She’d more than earned it, and she’d been through a hell far worse than mine. Still...it would have been nice to find that kind of camaraderie within my new lot, too. 

The only other vamp I’d connected with on a personal level had been killed just to spite me. I couldn’t imagine that made the rest of them eager to get in line to befriend me. 

There was a certain...shyness I was having a hard time overcoming, too. I was a sireless vampling who drank blood from a cup. The undead equivalent of a virgin who couldn’t drive. Ugh. As if. 

The thought of admitting that to another vamp was humiliating. Certainly not a good conversation starter.

“Are you listening to a damn thing I’m saying, Skye?” Vanessa snapped, crashing my wandering train of thought.

“Yes, ma’am.”

Her eyes narrowed. I couldn’t tell if she believed me or not, but Roman definitely didn’t. He cleared his throat, signaling me to say something more. I just didn’t know what.

“I’m...sorry. You’re right. I was...impulsive. This is a team, and I should follow your lead.” The words felt stiff and robotic coming out of my mouth, but they seemed to appease Vanessa.

“Good. Then you can start by packing a bag,” she said. “You’re leaving tomorrow night for Spero Heights with Roman. We have a new lead on Ursula.”

“Spero Heights? Mandy has some connections down there.”

Vanessa shook her head. “I’ve already approved her vacation time for the micromoon conclave.”

“What about Collins?” I asked.

“His last blood test was flagged.” She picked up a file from her desk and waved it at me. “His red cell count is down, and so is his blood pressure. He’s getting a few days off, too. I can’t very well have agents fainting on the job.”

“What am I supposed to do about—” I bit my bottom lip and heat flooded my face. 

Begging for blood was a vampling tell. Experienced vamps just...knew how to manage their thirst. They could go a day or two without losing their minds, and they had connections for whenever they traveled, or for when one of their harem donors fell ill.

Vanessa hiked an eyebrow and frowned at me. “Spero Heights is exclusively supernatural, and it has a thriving vampire community. If your mutt can’t tell you the best place to get a drink, then just ask one of the locals to direct you to the Midnight District.”

I turned my attention to Roman. “Have you ever been there?” 

“Once.” His brow furrowed. “It’s been a few years, and I was only passing through to pick up a suspect who had sought refuge there. The werewolf on their city council called to turn him in, if I remember correctly.”

Vanessa nodded. “Selena Chase. She’s the closest thing you’ll find to a sheriff in Spero Heights. The mayor, Graham Pierce, is a vampire and a former Blood Vice agent. And Dr. Christian Delph, the last member of the small-town trio, is something else entirely. He sees things before they happen.”

“A psychic?” I scoffed.

Vanessa didn’t even blink. “Yes.”

“I’ve heard there are other...things that live there, too.”

Vanessa made a face at my word choice. “The supernaturals that live in Spero Heights are quite diverse, but the founders are fiercely protective and more than proficient at maintaining the peace. Even if they were not, you’re a Blood Vice agent. Keeping the peace among supernaturals is in your job description.”

Heat crawled up my neck and into my face. “Yes, ma’am.”

She dismissed me with a nod directed at her door, where Roman waited. A small grin hooked up one side of his mouth as we made our way down the hall and back outside to the parking lot. His face broke into a broader smile once we were tucked inside the SUV.

“What are you so smug about?” I asked, clicking my seatbelt in place.

Roman turned to face me, eyes smoldering. I didn’t have to be a psychic to know what was on his mind. He had plans for this trip. Plans that involved me.

* * * * *
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MANDY WAS WAITING FOR me in the kitchen when Roman dropped me off at my house. She’d showered and changed into a set of flannel, paw-print pajamas Laura had gifted her for Christmas. They’d even come with a pair of matching fuzzy slippers that looked like clawed wolf toes.

“What’s the word? Are we fired?” she asked around a mouthful of Lucky Charms.

“Nope.” I kicked off my heels and plopped down on the barstool beside her. “I’m leaving for Spero Heights tomorrow evening. With Roman.”

Mandy dropped her spoon into her bowl, sloshing milk onto the counter. “What? Of course, this would happen when I’m on vacation. It’s so unfair. I know that town better than either of you.”

Somewhere between escaping the Scarlett Inn and happening upon Raphael as he murdered me, Mandy had spent a month at Orpheus House, a supernatural rehab center for supernaturals in Spero Heights.

I nodded grimly. “What’s the Midnight District?”

Her nose curled. “Bloodsucker central. I guess that’s where you’ll be staying, huh?”

“How do they pull that off without any humans?”

She gave me a patronizing glare. “They have a few humans—well, they’re human enough. Plus, you don’t seem to mind my blood.”

“Right. Good point.” I stuffed my hands down into the pockets of my jacket and pulled out my fake ID and the wad of hundred-dollar bills, depositing them on the counter. Then I shrugged out of the jacket and draped it over the back of my stool. 

Mandy watched me as she crammed another spoonful of cereal into her mouth. Her brow creased as if she were contemplating how to best advise me. She swallowed and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. 

“Some of the girls I know down there set up a...café.” She pressed her lips together, revealing her disapproval and the fact that the place was most certainly not a café. “There aren’t a ton of job opportunities for mutts around those parts,” she explained. “There’s a wolf bar called the Crimson Moon, run by the town alpha and his witchy girlfriend. But they’re already over-employed. They took in a lot of the Raymore Clan rejects from Kansas City.”

“I get it,” I said. “In a little town, you make your own work, and it’s easy to fall back on what you know.”

“Yeah.” She rolled her eyes. “At least the girls are off the dope and not being abused.”

“And they’re getting paid, right?” I gave her an apologetic smile. “Any idea what the going rate is for a wolfy latte?”

She barked a sharp laugh. “I imagine it will be on the house for you. You were the first friendly face they saw at the barn raid. They won’t be forgetting that anytime soon.” Her softening expression told me she wouldn’t either.

“Is there anything else I should know about this place?” I asked. “Any weird creatures I should be wary of?”

“You mean besides the bloodsuckers?” She tilted her bowl up to slurp down some milk. “Actually, yeah. I hear the poltergeist at Orpheus House has gotten extra unhinged since the doc found himself a lady friend.”

“Poltergeist?” I snorted. When Mandy didn’t laugh with me, the room began to spin. “I’m out. No way.”

“Calm down. It’s not like she’s killed anyone,” she said. “Maybe gave them a little heart failure or a concussion—”

“This time last year, I didn’t believe in ghosts.” My voice quivered in time with my blood vision as it crept in around the edges of my sight. “I didn’t believe in vampires or werewolves either.”

Mandy grinned. “And let’s face it. Your life was totally boring.”

“Whatever.” I folded my arms and scowled at her. “I was a cop, on my way to becoming a detective. My life was the opposite of boring.”

“Let’s see.” Mandy ticked off a list on the fingers of one hand. “You had no love life. No friends. You weren’t even talking to your sister—”

“That was all by choice!”

“Was it?” She blinked at me. “You were willfully miserable?”

“Are you saying that you are happy about being turned?” I snapped.

Mandy inhaled a sharp breath. “It totally sucked—”

“See!”

“—at the time. Sure.” She eased back in her stool and frowned. “But I’d go through it all over again if it meant being where I am now.”

“Really?” I huffed, amazed by her confession.

“Yeah, really. I was homeless and hooked on heroin before Scarlett’s henchmen snatched me off the streets.” She lifted an eyebrow. “And if I can be grateful for that, I don’t see why you’re having such a problem with it.” 

“Because however boring you think my life was, I wanted it. I’d worked hard for it.” I slid off the barstool, snatching my jacket as I went. “I have to pack.”

There was no way I was asking her for a second helping of blood now. Not if it meant admitting that I was glad for what had happened to me. I wasn’t. I couldn’t be.

I was a vampire because I’d failed as a detective. I’d failed my partner, too. And now I was here, and he was dead. Fighting crime—especially the sort of crime Blood Vice handled—was the best I could do to honor his memory. That was the most productive thing I could manage in my...condition.

Shame kept me from appreciating the transition beyond that most days. Of course, the lifeblood bond with Roman complicated things, pushing my gratitude and shame to new, terrifying heights.

Willfully miserable, indeed. 
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Chapter Four
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ROMAN PICKED ME UP at six o’clock Monday evening, an hour after sunset. I’d never really been fond of winter, but as a vampire, I appreciated the longer nights. At the peak of summer, I only saw nine hours of nightfall. It had made for a burdensome work schedule. Tonight would last fourteen hours. Three of which would be spent on I-44 with Roman. 

The SUV was too warm. I’d stripped out of my jacket and suit blazer before I realized that had likely been Roman’s plan. His eager eyes strayed from the highway to trace my exposed arms and neck. I gave him a berating scowl.

“Eyes on the road, Agent Knight.”

He grinned and slowly pulled his gaze away from me. The conceited prick.

I hated that Roman knew how much he affected me. Of course, I knew I affected him, too. That only seemed to make matters worse. My resistance was beyond futile, and with every look he gave me, however self-satisfied or arrogant, I felt my resolve chipping away. 

After I’d returned from the bat cave, we’d finally addressed the lifeblood bond between us. Well, as much as we could address it with Roman’s limited conversation skills. It all boiled down to this. He wanted a fleeting, passionate affair, and I wanted stability. Normalcy. Some small morsel of commitment. 

I didn’t need a ring tomorrow or anything so desperate. I just...didn’t want to hide from the world. And if I were being honest with myself, I didn’t want to share him—any part of him—with Vanessa. And certainly not behind her back. That didn’t seem like such a tall order.

So we’d done nothing. Sure, we had to work together. And there had been a few...indiscretions. We’d slipped up and shared a feverish kiss or three. Which was maybe why he’d become such a smug asshole.

“Tell me more about this lead,” I demanded.

“All work and no play.” Roman clicked his tongue. “Makes Jenna a dull girl.”

“You’re quoting horror flicks at me now?” I made a face at him. “Charming.”

“I could quote other things.” His eyes were the color of polar ice, yet they smoldered as hot as any flame. “Come slowly, Eden. Lips unused to thee.”

“Seriously?”

“Too dated?” His grin sharpened. “How’s this? ‘I got plans to put my hands in places I never seen.’”

My nostrils flared. I turned to look out my window and hide my frustration. “You should have stuck with Dickinson.”

“They were both advocates for taking it slow. And I intend to.”

I sighed. “So, this lead...”

“Right.” Roman’s tone shifted naturally, no hint of dejection. He wasn’t done with me, but he would relent for now. “Footage from a gas station surveillance camera taken two days ago showed a known harem donor of Ursula’s fueling up a Chevy Avalanche.”

“Who’s it registered to?” I asked.

“Benjamin Macaulay. Owner of Nightshade and Morning Glory, an occult shop in Spero Heights.” 

“Has he reported the truck stolen?” 

“No.” Roman paused to squint up at a sign hanging over the highway. “Could be he doesn’t know it’s gone. But if he’s involved with Ursula somehow, we don’t want to alert him just yet.”

“So we’re starting at this shop of his?”

“After we check in with the council.”

I bit my bottom lip. “Any clue what flavor of strange this guy is?”

“That’s one of the questions on the list.” Roman gave me a sidelong glance. “Though we’ll be more diplomatic about how we word it.”

“What did the background check turn up?”

“Nothing of consequence.” He shook his head. “Macaulay may be using an assumed name. Or he could very well be old enough to not have a birth certificate on file. A lot of supernaturals don’t.”

“Great.”

Silence filled the cab, hanging between us like a double-dog dare. I knew if I didn’t say something soon, Roman would take it as an invitation to fire up his flirting game again. The only way I knew how to dissuade him from that was to anger him or ask personal questions. 

There was nothing he seemed to hate more than opening a window for me into his past. It bothered me. I wanted to know him—to really know him. Otherwise, it felt too much like I was pining for a total stranger.

I glanced across the cab, catching him ogling me. “What about you? Do you have a birth certificate?”

He made a noise in the back of his throat and looked ahead, focusing on the highway with a scowl. “Of course I have a birth certificate. I’m not that old.”

“What year does it say?”

“Does it matter?”

“I’m just curious.” I shrugged. “Wondering what happens when the Guinness Book of World Records comes knocking when we don’t die in a timely fashion.”

“You’ll be issued a death certificate long before that happens. I already have one,” Roman said, surprising me. “All of my personal finances and accounts are filtered through an alias with Blood Vice, but once I’m turned and initiated into House Sorano, I’ll be set up with the family trust.”

“Oh.”

We both bristled at the mention of Vanessa’s house. That was the catalyst for our difference in relationship goals. Roman didn’t want more to come of this thing between us because he had a future that didn’t include me. He couldn’t give that up, and how could I ask him to? 

I had no sire, no house or old family money. I was nobody. Just some vampling he lusted after at the moment.

Shame weighed heavily on my heart. It leached from me, staining the mood instantly. Roman felt it, too. He sighed and reached for the radio knob, hesitating at the last moment.

“I was born April 2nd, 1946.”

“Aries. Why am I not surprised?” I gave him a soft smile. “Are you even a little curious when I was born?”

“October 3rd, 1988.” A light blush lit his cheeks when he caught me staring. “I started a case file on you last summer when I thought you were involved with the Scarlett Inn.” His grin returned. “How’d you spend your twenty-ninth birthday at the bat cave?”

I groaned. “Hiding out in the base library after an especially painful training session. I didn’t see the point in celebrating. I was under the impression that birthdays were too human a thing to make a fuss over.” I threw a hand to my chest and gasped mockingly.

Roman shrugged. “Some celebrate, some don’t.”

“Do you?”

“House Sorano only participates in the vampire holidays. They attend all the queen’s parties.”

I blushed, remembering the All Hallows’ Eve ball. “Really? You didn’t say anything about Midwinter’s Eve. How was it?”

“Boring. Terribly, terribly boring.” His eyes migrated to mine. “Of course, how can any party compare now, after the one—”

“Imbolc is in a few weeks,” I said, cutting him off. “Do you attend that one, too?”

“No.” He snorted softly, yielding to my diversion. “Only vampires and half-sireds set to be turned for the occasion are invited to spend Imbolc with the queen.”

I glanced out the window, as much to hide my face as to avoid his. “I’ll be at the Midsummer celebration.”

“I’m well aware.”

We’d had this discussion a time or two. In exchange for saving the queen’s life, she’d promised to grant me a new sire. I was to be adopted.

The thought filled me with equal parts dread and excitement. The queen could appoint anyone, anywhere in the country. House Starling in Michigan was my top pick at the moment, though I wasn’t thrilled about the idea of leaving St. Louis. 

I’d been living in the same house my entire life. I was attached to the memories I’d built there—the old as much as the new. I felt my mother when I walked through that front door. It was comforting. It was home. Giving that up would be painful, but I’d do it if I had to. If it meant getting a second chance to do this vampire thing the right way.

Roman insisted that it had been a stupid request, but I craved the kind of built-in family he had. A house was stability. It was easy for him to begrudge the privilege since he didn’t have to muddle his way through being a vampire with no sire to mentor him. He’d also have a full harem waiting when he eventually rose from the dead.

I might yearn for him, but I wasn’t so smitten that I’d lost all sense of preservation. Staying on the outskirts of vamp society just so he could have a convenient, discreet booty call was not what I had in mind. And it wasn’t fair for him to expect that of me.

We didn’t talk much more for the rest of the trip. Roman found a classic rock station and hummed along to the more suggestive tunes, while I stared out at the darkness the highway cut through.

I missed the sun. Sometimes, if I hurried after rising, I could catch the subtle, dusky end of the day. The fading twilight. The onset of sunrise was harder to manage. My eyelids sagged, and my limbs felt heavy. The fear of not making it inside in time was also a real problem. 

Hard to appreciate something that might kill you if you enjoy it a few minutes too long.

When Roman finally exited the highway, and we began a precarious climb up a steep, bumpy road, my skin started to crawl. It only got worse with each passing mile. 

Thick, evergreen trees grew increasingly closer, pressing in on either side of us. The SUV’s tires crunched over loose gravel where tree roots broke the road, and the thin slice of moon in the sky, grinning down at us like a Cheshire cat, did little to illuminate our path. A low-hanging branch grazed the roof of the SUV, and I sucked in a sharp breath.

“Relax,” Roman said, maneuvering us around a tight curve. “Nothing’s going to jump out and bite us.”

As if summoned, the pale silhouette of a girl appeared in the road ahead of us. I swallowed back a scream.

“You were saying?” 
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