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      Training days seemed to be a permanent fixture in my life. Each one got tougher as the clock ticked by. Minutes turned to hours, days turned to weeks, and before I knew it, the trials were impossibly close. Reed’s anxiety bled into mine as his sword arced through the air toward me.

      Clash!

      The metal of my sword halted him from what would have been a fatal blow if I were human.

      But I am not.

      I felt less human with each passing day. My humanity leached away by the brooding force of the man before me. He readied for another fast strike with his long sword.  With each crushing blow, I felt the weight of my captivity. How long will my sword be able to stop his strikes? R

      The salvation of freedom seemed so close only days ago. Or was it weeks? I was starting to lose all sense of time. Through my investigation of Vincent and the club, I closed in on my suspect. When the cruel hand of fate turned the dial, the woman who promised me freedom became my enemy. Cassandra nearly killed me when she’d taken me from my date with Vincent. She believed the ruse we set up to catch the person after him. Not knowing the entire time, the woman who hired me was behind the murders in my city. Too bad I couldn’t do a damn thing about it. Accusing a council member was certain death for a fledgling like me.

      Cassandra had given me what I wanted, after all. She handed me my chance at freedom. I received the swiftest entrance into the Raven trials in history. Or so Reed, Shaun, and Laura told me. Cassandra kept her word. Too bad she was going to make damn sure I never saw a day of the freedom I desired. Not unless you counted death as a sort of freedom in itself. At this moment in my life, I didn’t. I hadn’t gotten a true taste of immortality. But maybe someday, if I was lucky. I would see it that way.

      “Again,” Reed shouted as I stood with my back to him.

      “I need a break,” I called back, resting my hand against the wall, willing myself to find the strength to continue. I would not let this man beat me. Not even in training.

      “There is no time for breaks. You must be ready.” His voice came from directly behind me. “Again,” he growled.

      I whirled on him, sword in hand, and lunged. He parried. Metal clashed against metal as I swung my arm to attack. I was sick of this room, sick of training, sick of Reed pushing me beyond my limits. Most of all, I was sick of how much I knew I needed it. The trials were only a few weeks away. Cassandra moved up my acceptance. Being a Raven was something I thought I wanted. It was my chance at freedom. Now I wasn’t so sure. To get my acceptance, I had to find who was murdering people in my city. I was a detective. Finding murderers was what I lived for, but I wasn’t expecting the murderer to be the damn leader of the council in Minneapolis. The very woman who hired me. The woman who wanted me dead.

      Reed sliced across my arm. “Ah!” I cried out.

      “You’re distracted. You cannot be distracted during the trials. It will mean your death.” He lunged again, stabbing the sword into the wall, nicking my side in the process.

      “Are you fucking serious? Are you actually trying to hurt me?” I spat, looking down at the blade protruding from the wall. It was sticking out from one of the vertical lines in the weirdly soft material. The walls were made of something special Reed ordered that reformed after any protrusion. He was proud of his state-of-the-art room. My body wouldn’t reform as easily as the wall. I would heal. Vampires always healed from any wound. It required blood and time, and it still fucking hurt.

      “No, I’m trying to keep you from being killed.” The low rasp of his voice reverberated through my body.

      “It feels like you enjoy hurting me, pushing me.” I closed the distance between us. My face inches from his. I wanted to hurt him back. I wanted him to feel all the anger, hurt, and rage warring inside me every time he was around me. “Do you enjoy it?” I asked through gritted teeth.

      Before I knew what was happening, he gripped my face in his hands, his mouth crashing into mine. My body hit the wall with a thud, but I’d barely noticed. Reed’s mouth on mine was demanding. He was taking every bit of the anger and rage I felt and delivering a searing hot kiss with his own. His hand hadn't moved from my jaw, but his other hand traveled around, pulling me impossibly close to him. He bit my bottom lip, tugging it toward him before sensually licking away the hurt. Whiplash, that was what it was like being around Reed. One minute his sword clashed against mine, taking every bit of his rage out on me. The next he was telling me he cared about me. My head spun from it. Or maybe it was the all-consuming way he was moving his lips against mine.

      It took me a minute to get my head back from my raging hormones. When I did, I pushed him away. I hated Reed. He was the only person in this world that I truly hated. Not only had he taken my human life, but he was the reason I wasn’t free. I wanted my life back. I didn’t want to be Reed’s fledgling. I needed to be my own woman living in my apartment, not subject to anyone else’s rules. Even if that meant fighting in the trials and facing possible death. There was no way in hell I was spending more time with my captor than I had to. Reed may have said he cared about me, but his actions had proven otherwise.. Words didn’t mean shit after you’d stolen someone's life. Actions said everything about a person. Reed’s had been clear from the moment I met him. His offer to help had ended in my kidnapping and death. Nothing about my life had been the same since.

      “What the fuck was that?” I asked, breathless.

      “Nothing.” He turned away from me, his head downcast.

      “It certainly didn’t feel like nothing.” I crossed my arms over my chest. Our swords were lying on the floor a few feet from where we stood. The training room seemed impossibly small despite it taking up half of the basement.

      “You need a break. You should take one.” Without another word, he stormed up the steps. Again, whiplash. I wanted to follow him and demand answers. I knew without a doubt I wasn’t going to get any. I also really needed that break. Reed had been drilling on me for hours without reprieve. I felt exhausted even though I physically wasn’t. Some part of me still held on to my human side.. It was why Reed said so many vampires wait at least five years before even attempting to join the Ravens. Apparently, you’re stronger when you let go of your human side. I wasn’t entirely sure that was true. I wanted to hold on to the part of me that cared about others, that fought for those whose lives had been taken from them. I didn’t ever want to lose that part of myself.

      I picked up the two swords and placed them back in their scabbards. It was time for a break, a real one, before I put my life on the line for my freedom. I pulled out my phone and dialed Laura.

      “Hey, you want to go to Medusa tonight?” I asked as soon as she picked up.

      “Um, I don’t know.” The hesitation felt like a blow, but I had to keep reminding myself it wasn’t about me. At least, I didn’t think it was about me.

      “I know your last experience wasn’t great, but I promise this time will be different. I will not, under any circumstances, leave you to go home with any hotties tonight.” I put my hand to my chest, realizing a little late that she couldn’t see me. “I swear.”

      “Is it that bad?” she asked.

      “Yeah, I could really use a break from my overbearing captor.” I sighed. I’d gone back to work as a detective but on a part-time basis. Being able to charm people into agreeing with whatever you wanted came in handy. It was certainly one of the perks.

      “Fine, as long as we stick together, all night.” I could hear the fierceness behind her words. Laura was a force to be reckoned with, that was for sure.

      “I promise.” I smiled, knowing Laura would give in to me. We’d been friends for as long as I’d been a detective. There was a weird kinship between us after bonding over so many dead bodies. We both enjoyed our jobs. Laura had a belief that everybody had a story to tell. I, similarly, believed that every one of those bodies deserved justice for what had been done to them. We made a great team. I loved her so freaking much. It killed me to know that I’d hurt her because I was being stupid. She was my friend, and there absolutely was a girl code. I thought she’d be fine. She wasn’t. You never leave your girl alone at a bar or club, period.

      “Okay, meet you at eight?” Her voice rose at the end.

      “See you then.” I hung up. Now I just needed Mr. Grouchy to let me go. I was sure it wouldn’t be too hard after that scorching kiss. His reluctance to look me in the eye afterward was telling. He always seemed so ashamed after any sort of affection. It made me wonder about his past. Who had hurt him so badly that he felt shame anytime he showed any affection toward anyone else? It wasn’t the first time we’d kissed. The first time I’d initiated it. The thoughts from Reed turning me had filled my head. I responded to his kiss. Sometimes my libido took over my rational sense. I’d backed away, but not soon enough to make an impression. To say we had a complicated relationship was an understatement.

      I collected my towel, wiped the sweat from my face, and hurried up the stairs. I needed to shower before I went anywhere. Reed was gone when I reached the kitchen and living room. He was probably sulking somewhere. I went to my room and closed the door. An hour later, I was standing in front of my mirror, a tight black dress hugging my curves. I adjusted the off the shoulder straps slightly, so they were aligned. I clasped a thin silver necklace that was custom made for me around my neck. The unbreakable silver could turn into a deadly weapon should I need it. Meeting a witch or two had been quite the learning experience. I still hadn’t been able to tap into my magic, but part of my training had been with Melanie, the witch who’d saved my life. Finishing the look with my signature black pumps, I admired myself in the mirror. I left the slight wave in my hair and added a bit of gel so it would stay all night.

      Impressing others wasn’t my plan for tonight. Although, I looked forward to seeing Vincent. I hadn’t seen him since our date. I was half expecting a tongue lashing for not reaching out. I wasn’t sure how to tell him about Cassandra. I’d wondered about their relationship since her explanation for why she’d taken me. Was he really a bad guy? Why would Cassandra go to all the trouble of trying to have him killed if he wasn’t? She certainly must have had a reason to hate him. I wanted to know what that reason was. Getting close to him was the only way to get answers. I needed to know more about the Redcoats. More about why he was here in the first place. After our night out, I wasn’t sure who to believe. Vincent knew something was wrong. He’d asked me to leave with him. It was my fault I hadn’t listened. I was too damn determined to see my sting operation through. It almost killed me. I owed him a long-overdue visit. Shaun and Reed had explained I was injured and would come to him as soon as I could. Admitting I had been a coward wasn’t my favorite thing. I owed him more than a half-explanation from them.

      “Where are you going?” Reed stepped out from the shadows. He must have been waiting for me in the dark living room.

      “I’m going to Medusa with Laura. I believe I owe Vincent an explanation about what happened. He should know that someone is trying to set him up.” I folded my arms over my chest and glared at Reed.

      “Like hell you are,” he growled.

      I dropped my hands into clenched fists. “What? Are you going to lock me up again? Throw away the key this time.” I rolled my eyes. “I’m not your property to order around as you see fit. I am a person. I had a life before you. I intend on living that life.”

      “You could be in danger.”

      “Isn’t that what you’ve been training me for?” He’d been putting me through strenuous training since I almost died. “I’m just going to the club with Laura. It’s Vincent’s club. I doubt Cassandra will go after me again. The trials are only weeks away. She’ll have her shot then.”

      “I don’t like it.” Reed’s pec flexed under his tight shirt.

      “You don’t like anything.” I scoffed. “Would it be better if I called Alejandra? You seemed to be okay with her joining me last time.” The corner of my mouth curved up.

      His eyes stayed steady on mine. “Fine, go. We need to talk when you get back. I will not be letting up on your training tomorrow, so don’t expect it. I’ll see you downstairs at four sharp.” He narrowed his eyes slightly before storming out of the room.

      Small concessions, I guess. It looked like I wasn’t sleeping. It was good I didn’t need sleep, although it was nice to be able to shut my mind off for a few hours. Another vampire perk. My mind had an off switch. It wasn’t quite the same as when I was human, but it was nice. I knew Reed wasn’t going to let up on the training. God forbid, I got some time off before the damn trials. It was all he’d talked about since coming home after my wounds healed. He hadn’t explained all that much other than they were life or death. Cassandra wanted me dead. Apparently, she’d found the perfect opportunity to make it happen. If I died in the trials, no one would think much of it. They were a brutal test to see if you had what it took to be a Raven, but once you were in, you were a part of them for life. Any Raven would come to your aid should you need it. It reminded me a little of my sorority in college. We’d been a sisterhood, although there was far more backstabbing among the group. It was funny how you pledged sisterhood one moment then were metaphorically cutting their throat the next. I imagined the Raven’s may be somewhat similar. I certainly hope not.

      I honestly hadn’t felt like I belonged in the sorority, even among the girls who made me feel normal. Being able to focus solely on parties, fashion, and school had been a nice reprieve from thinking about my past. I hadn’t told a single person about my parents until Reed brought it up. I had tried so hard to forget, so I didn’t feel empty. I loved my adopted parents, but I always felt like some part of myself was missing. Maybe Reed would finally fill in the missing pieces. I rolled my eyes. I doubted it. If there was one thing Reed was good at, it was doling out as little information as possible. Which meant I needed to find answers on my own. I was hoping Vincent would help me in that regard. He’d been forthcoming with information before. I only hoped he would be again.

      I stopped, looking back down the dark hallway where Reed retreated. It was odd how dark he preferred to keep the house. I loved the windows in my apartment. I hung long ivy plants that drank in the beautiful sunlight. Living here felt more like a dungeon. I guess it made sense, considering I was more a captor here than a tenant. I could only imagine what he wanted to talk about tomorrow.
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      I drove to my apartment to meet Laura. I originally planned to get dressed here, but it was pointless trying to hide where I was going from Reed. He needed to start seeing me beyond his progeny. No one owned me.

      Laura was sitting on the steps of my apartment building. Her legs, covered in red and black striped knee socks, were pulled up to her chest. She looked like she was pouting as she waited. Her blonde hair was pulled into two knots on the side of her head. A red ribbon wrapped around them in an intricate design. “Those glasses make you look like a sexy goth librarian.” She smiled up at me, pushing her glasses up her nose.

      “You think so?” She stood from the step. “I just got them.”

      “Oh, hell yeah, they make you look hot.” A spark of delight glimmered in her eyes.

      “I thought you would be here sooner.” She rested her hand on her cocked hip.

      “I got tied up with Reed. He’s being his usual dickish self. Despite all the drama, a part of me can’t wait until the trials are over. Then maybe I can move back into my own apartment.” I unlocked the door and held it for her to go past me.

      “Yeah, minus the whole, your life being in danger?” She shook her head. “You’re funny. Have you questioned him about his role in Cassandra taking you and trying to kill you?”

      “Holy hell, Laura. Keep that down.” I unlocked the door to my apartment. I rushed her inside before she said anything else I didn’t want to explain to the neighbors.

      “What? No one knows what I’m talking about.” She rolled her eyes and plopped down on my couch. “So, seriously, have you asked him about it? There’s no way he didn’t know, considering he introduced you to Cassandra. He’s the one who suggested you to her in the first place. He had to have known what was really going on.”

      “Laura, you are the only one I have told my suspicions to.. So, no I have not asked him yet. I’m not sure I’m going to. He saved my life, after all. I can’t imagine he would have done that if he were in on it the whole time.” I strode into my bedroom. Upon reflection, it was weird how he was going to raid the club after Alejandra hadn’t come back with me. It seemed too easy for him to just go to the council for them to raid the place. I still had suspicions about that. I wondered if that was their plan all along. I simply got in the way.

      “So, you’re afraid to poke the bear. Is that what you really mean?” she chided.

      “You haven’t had to train for hours a day with that bear. He stabbed me this morning. I had to drink a blood bag early to heal before I came over here.” I opened my closet, looking for something else to wear. Not that I needed to change, but I wanted to grab something else. I hadn’t been to my apartment in weeks. I couldn’t wait to move back permanently.

      “I guess.” She sat on my bed and watched as I went through my closet. “Why are you changing? You look fabulous.” Laura crossed her arms over her chest as she stared at me in the mirror.

      “I don’t know. I want something different.” I walked over and sat down next to her on the bed. “I guess I’m just freaking out about the Redcoats and Ravens. I’ve heard two versions and I don’t know who to believe. Vincent says one thing and Reed something different. I wanted to talk with Vincent about it tonight, but I didn't know if he would tell me the truth. He has his own problems to deal with after all. Cassandra is going to still try to have him killed or use the Ravens to do her dirty work. The only difference now is that I know what she’s up to.” I dropped my head in my hands. I was used to being in tight situations as a cop, but this new life felt so much more intense. I wasn’t sure if that was because I was a vampire, or because so much was being thrown at me all at once. I hadn’t asked for any of this. I wanted to go back to being a detective. That part of my life at least felt normal. I knew who the bad guys were most of the time. In this new world, I had no idea what was right and wrong. There were so many variations of gray. I needed to figure out how to navigate it without getting killed in the process.

      “There should only be one version. What did they tell you?” Laura turned to face me, sitting up straighter on the bed.

      “Do you think you can help me figure out the truth? I know that’s part of who you are as a supernatural, right?” I looked up at her, hope gleaming in my eyes. I trusted Laura.

      “Of course, I can. I know the history. What I don’t know off-hand, I can find out.” She sounded so sure of herself. I wished I felt the same.

      “Okay, Reed connected it to my birth. He explained that my real parents were killed by the Redcoats. They were a group created after a witch and a vampire used their power to procreate. He explained it was the vampire who started the Redcoats to stop anything like that from happening again. The Redcoats are supposedly from Europe. He believed me to be a descendant of that union. Reed said they were the ones who took you.” I pressed my lips together. “I’m still really sorry about that.”

      Her eyes rounded as I spoke. “Okay, so he thinks you’re one of them, from the vampire and witch union?” She paused, eyeing me. “The Redcoats were created because a vampire and a witch were able to conceive a child. The vampire was one of the original Ravens. That child had magical powers as a witch and the strength, speed, and healing ability of a vampire. The powers obtained from the witch changed and grew with each new generation. If you are one of them, you will be very strong.” It felt like she was suddenly seeing me differently. I wasn’t sure I liked it.

      “So, could he be telling the truth? Were you taken by them? He said it was to get to him. Why would they want to get to him? He’s not a descendant.” I didn’t understand any of this. Why was Laura involved? Everything Reed had said didn’t make sense. Taking Laura would lead them to me, not Reed. I wondered why he would lie and how many lies he’d told me?

      “I was taken by a British man. I didn’t catch his association, but he had an accent. There was also something about him. He was old, one of the elders, I’m sure. It was in the hollowness of his eyes. Like his soul was gone a long time ago.” She shuddered.

      I wrapped an arm around her. “Oh Laura, I’m so sorry.” I squeezed her against me.

      “Taking me makes sense, if he was trying to get to you. A descendant is valuable. Many will try to use you, some will try to kill you, believing all descendants to be an abomination. I don’t know which camp this man was in. I don’t know how he was planning to use me to get to Reed. That doesn’t make sense.” She looked up into my eyes. “What was Vincent’s version?”

      “Vincent said the Redcoats were an organization who ultimately policed the Ravens. He said they were created to stop Ravens from ever using their power that way again. Vincent explained they are the checks and balances for the supernatural world.” I bit the side of my lip. “The union between the witch and the vampire created their necessity for the world.”

      Laura nodded. “He’s not entirely wrong. The Redcoats have become the group who investigates the Ravens to make sure they are doing what they should. Both councils have their roles as well. Raven members must file reports about their actions, as do the Redcoats. No one who isn’t on the hit list can be killed without cause. There are many rules to be upheld if you are becoming a Raven. It’s why they have trials. You have to be the best, not just physically, but psychologically, morally, and emotionally as well. The trials are not just a test of your ability as a fighter, but they will test all facets of who you are as a person. They can’t have anyone be ruled by emotions when it comes to supernatural laws. They have to be the authority in all things ethically.” Her eyes bore into mine. I hadn’t understood the full severity of what I had gotten into.

      “Why does it always seem like you’re the one giving me the information that Reed should have already told me?” I sighed, trying to release the new weight on my shoulders.

      “Because Reed wants to keep you vulnerable. The only reason he would want that is if he is helping Cassandra. You have to admit, he’s keeping you in the dark, and it’s certainly not for your benefit.” Laura stood. “Maybe we should go to my apartment, and I can show you the history as it is written. I can give you the full truth once and for all.”

      I wanted to know the truth. It was tempting. “What about the club? It was supposed to be a fun night for us. Plus, I want to talk with Vincent. He needs to know everything that happened with Cassandra. He’s a target.” I couldn’t leave him vulnerable. I owed him more than an explanation. I owed him an apology.

      “Fine, I’m already dressed to go out. We’ll go back to my place after and in the morning, we will go through everything you need to know.” She rested her hand over mine. “Now, let’s get you looking as fabulous as me.” She winked.

      “Excuse me?” My eyebrow rose. I had to admit, Laura had a style all her own.

      “You’re the one who said you wanted to look different. Let’s dazzle them.” She pulled me up from the bed. I sat on the vanity and faced the mirror. Laura stepped behind me, her hands resting on my shoulders. “Perfect,” she breathed.

      I let out a laugh before I could help it. “God, Laura, I love you.” I patted her hand on my shoulder. “Although I may already be perfect, I think I’m going to add a little glamour.” I grabbed my eyebrow pencil to outline my charcoal eyes. One of the many things that had changed about me since I’d become a vampire. My once blue eyes had turned to a shimmering charcoal. Shaun explained it was due to our sensitivity to the sun. One of the many ways in which we stay immortal. My once ivory skin was now closer to alabaster. I glanced at the foundation I used to apply every day. Now it would be noticeably darker than my tone. I slid my shimmering pink gloss over my full lips and pressed them together. Shaun once mentioned that there was no beauty quite like that of a female vampire. Considering when he’d told me, I hadn’t thought much of it. Men lie between the sheets. But now that I looked at myself, the way my hair shimmered in the light made me wonder about his comment.

      Laura ran her hand down my long, wavy locks. “It’s unnerving how much you’ve changed in what feels like only a few months.” She sighed. “I know it’s been longer than that, but you know, it doesn’t feel like it. I wish I had known his plan for you. I never knew. No one did, but Reed. I keep the history, but I should have seen it coming.” She dropped her eyes, her hand still absently stroking my hair. “I didn’t know you were a descendent.” There was a hollowness behind those words. Like she felt responsible for what had happened to me.

      I turned to face her, taking her hands in mine. “There’s nothing you could have done. You didn’t know about my parents or the history around my birth. Reed was the one who’d made the decision to end my life. You couldn’t have known.” I pressed my lips together in a tight smile.

      “I did, though. I know all about the descendants of the vampire witch union. They have been heavily guarded, and many are not recorded out of fear of the information being leaked. I didn’t look into it until after Reed turned you, but I had access to the information. I should have known there was a reason he was so interested in you.” She turned away from the mirror and sat back down.

      “Interested in me? Laura, what are you talking about?” Laura had never mentioned Reed or their relationship at work. As far as I knew, he was a detective. She gave him any reports about the bodies. That was it. She wasn’t affected as others were by his charms, so what other relationship would they have had?

      “He started asking questions about you. It started a few months after he transferred to this precinct. I didn’t think anything of it at the time. I just thought he may have a crush on you.” Her mouth lifted, her cupid's bow thinning with her smile. “I even joked with him about it. I didn’t know what his plans were. I didn’t know how deep this went. You have to be careful. The power you have could be dangerous.” She wrapped her arms around me from behind. “I am scared for you, Hope.”

      “Laura, you know I’ll be fine. I’ll figure it all out.” I patted her hands.

      “I don’t know.” Her eyes turned down. I appreciated how much she cared for me.

      “Come on, we’re supposed to be having fun tonight. Let’s go to the club.” She dropped her arms from around me, and I stood.

      Laura hesitated. “Have you been able to use your power?”

      “No, so I have nothing to worry about. Tonight, we’re dancing. I could use a good Long Island right now. How about you?” I asked, trying to keep Laura from worrying.

      “I guess.”

      I pulled her behind me. “Good, cause it’s time to have some fun.”
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      The lights flickered across the dancefloor. Green, pink, purple, and blue lights rotated around the shifting bodies, moving to the beat. The DJ stood at the front, behind the equipment. He looked like he was vibing to the beat as much as the dancers were. I’d chosen to sit in one of the booths near the dancefloor instead of going upstairs.

      “Why don’t you want to be in VIP?” Laura shouted over the music.

      “We’re here to dance.” I pulled her onto the dance floor. My hands rose, and I twisted them in the air as I swayed through the bodies in the crowd. I turned and Laura was there, rocking her hips to the beat. I felt the beat come up through my toes and fill my whole body as I moved, as though there was an invisible string connecting me to the music. I felt entranced. Another one of those vampire perks. When you let go, you could feel the pulse of the universe around you. It was all-consuming, and I loved every second. For those moments, I was connected to everything.

      Hands slid around my hips. My back was pulled flush against a hard chest. His hot breath blew against my neck. “Having fun?” Vincent asked.

      “Yes,” I breathed, lost in my connection. Vincent matched my rhythm, his hands placed firmly on my hips. I felt every nerve ending in my body pulsing from where his hands touched me. I wasn’t sure what it was about Vincent, but when he was near, my entire body responded to him. I turned, my eyelids opening to find him gazing back at me. The heated look in his stare sent a shiver through me. I wasn’t sure if my senses were this heightened because of being a vampire or because of him. He pulled me flush against his body, our hips still swaying to the music. I could still feel the energy of everyone around me mingled with him. I didn’t make a move, and neither did he. We stayed like that, capturing our moment in time. When the song ended, he pulled me closer, dropping his lips an inch in front of mine.

      “I want you, Hope. It’s been a long time since I’ve wanted someone as much as I want you.” His words were a whispered breath against my lips.

      He waited, impossibly close to me. My heart raced in my chest. I wanted him too. The kiss from the last time we were on the dancefloor had me reeling. But tonight wasn’t about my lust. Or was it?

      He began to pull back, hesitating. I knew then. I pressed my lips to his, wrapping my arms around his neck. My fingers ran through his hair. I opened my mouth and his tongue delved inside. He tasted like a slightly sweet apple. I wondered if he’d been drinking an Appletini or something. His hands pulled my body impossibly close to his. I could feel his excitement against me. I wanted nothing more than to strip him naked right here, with the energy of the dancefloor enticing me on. A voice in the back of my head reminded me that would cause quite the stir. I wondered if we could charm the crowd so they couldn’t see us. Vincent sucked on my bottom lip, pulling it into his mouth and scraping his elongated fangs until my blood pooled into his mouth. Any thoughts I had scattered.

      A flash of Cassandra slicing my throat jolted me out of the kiss. I pushed back, gulping for air, my hand flying up to my neck.

      “Hope, what is it?” Vincent gently touched my elbow, an alarmed look on his face.

      Laura turned to see me, still wide-eyed, with my hand to my throat. “Come on, let’s get some water.”

      They both guided me off the dancefloor and to our private corner. Vincent’s hand rested on my back as he led me to the booth. Vincent slid next to me, and Laura motioned for the waitress. A peppy blonde with a high ponytail and shorts that hugged her hips was in front of us in an instant. Before I knew it, a glass of water was pushed in front of me. I was trying like hell to calm my racing heart, but the memory sent me into sheer panic.

      “Hope, try to drink this. It will help.” I nodded lamely and lifted the glass to my lips. After a few sips, I nodded, thankful for the cool liquid to distract me from my thoughts.

      “Are you ready to tell us what happened?” Laura slid across from me.

      I took a deep breath. Was I ready to share? I wasn’t sure. I didn’t want to relive that moment. I thought I was fine after everything. Why was this coming back now?

      “I saw her, she sliced my throat again.” I dropped my head, studying the lines on my hands. I didn’t really want to talk about it. The memory had been overwhelming on the dancefloor. What triggered it?

      “Who? Who sliced your throat?” Vincent’s eyes blazed with fury.

      “I have some things I should probably explain. I’m just not sure here is the best place to explain them.” I met his eyes. He looked ready to fight anyone who dared harm me. It was sweet to see how fired up he got. He didn’t know all the details of what happened. He only knew I’d been injured. Reed wouldn’t let him near me. Since Vincent hadn’t made his intentions known, Reed had every right to stop him from seeing me. I hated the stupid, archaic vampire rules.

      He nodded once. “I have sound-proofed rooms upstairs we can use. I knew something bad had happened, but I was told to stay out of it, to stay away from you.” He looked ashamed. “I hadn’t let my intentions be known, so I had no claim to make about your well-being. I don’t know what happened after the club.” His voice held a touch of sadness and regret.

      “I do love the VIP treatment here.” Laura beamed.

      I smiled. “Come on, goth pixie, let’s go talk upstairs.” I pressed my lips together to suppress my smile. In Laura’s current outfit, she reminded me of a pixie, but with eclectic tastes.

      “Oooh, goth pixie, I like it. Maybe I’ll start a female punk band.” She looked a little lost in her thoughts. I couldn’t help but smile as I watched her mull over the option, as she would a case, with serious contemplation.

      Vincent led us upstairs and held the door open to one of the lavishly decorated private rooms. “This is where I meet with exclusive clients,” he explained as he closed the door behind us. I noticed the decor was similar to the VIP areas, with an electric blue couch and two silver chairs to the side. To the left of the sitting area was a small conference table with eight chairs surrounding it. What looked like an old-fashioned rolling cart held bottles of amber and brown liquid. “Would anyone care for a drink?” he asked, stepping closer to the phone positioned on the table. I walked over and took a seat on the sofa.

      “I’d like an appletini. I suddenly have a taste for one.” Vincent’s eyes flashed to mine.

      “I’ll take the same.” Laura waved before taking a seat in one of the silver chairs.

      Vincent called in our order, and I was again astonished by how fast our drinks arrived. The blonde from earlier dipped her head as she sat the drinks on the glass table before us. Vincent stood near the conference table pouring himself a whiskey over a ball. I wondered why he’d tasted like an apple when he was drinking whiskey. When he was finished, he joined me on the sofa. Looking at him as he took a drink of the amber liquid, I realized I didn’t know much about him. “Hope, would you like to share what happened?”

      “On the dancefloor, or when I left you at Dakota?” It was stupid, but I needed to figure out how I was telling this story. So much happened after I followed Cassandra outside. I’d left him there. He should have been bombarding me with questions. Why hadn’t he?

      “Whichever you prefer.” His eyes focused on me. I felt like a suspect in one of my interrogation rooms. I didn’t like being on this side of the glass.

      “You should start with the beginning,” Laura chimed in.

      I dropped my eyes to my hands. Why was I so hesitant to share what happened? I was never like this in my work as a detective. I was a strong-willed, take-no-shit, detective. Yet, somehow, being a vampire was
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