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Prologue
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A week after returning to work, following our mating ceremony, Francisca Pereira reached out to me.  She asked for a meeting with Santiago and I at our home and I agreed, knowing what it was about.  Santiago had no desire to rule and neither did I but I didn’t think that when the time came it would make a difference.  I called Meri as soon as I hung up with Francisca and asked Meri if she and Duncan would be a part of the meeting.  

Meri and Duncan arrived fifteen minutes before Francsica and Michael, I could smell the nervousness on both of them.  My mate paced around the living room as we waited for our guests to arrive.  This meeting could be seen as treason if Hugo and Dante found out.  For Santiago, it had little to do with fear and everything to do with feeling as though he was betraying Hugo.  Santiago and Hugo had been family for three hundred years.  Now he was meeting with other clan members who feared what Hugo’s mating would mean for the clan.  I was worried for my mate and what this was doing to him.  

Francisca had picked a night she knew the club would be closed.  Hugo had wanted a night to himself with his future mate.  Santiago had argued against closing the club and the financial loss it would create.  Francisca saw it as a perfect time for a gathering with Hugo and Dante distracted.  

At seven o’clock sharp our doorbell rang.  The sound forced Santiago’s feet to stop their forward movement.  I looked at the security screen seeing it was Francisca and Michael.  I could see a few other bodies behind her, one was Kabel, which meant Abel was there as well.  I opened the door to greet our guests.  

“Hello, Savannah,” Fancisca greeted me with a bow.  

“Come in,” I stepped to the side, opening the door wide.  

The group consisted of the vampires who had been with us on the raid of H&W Clinical Research.  Each bowed as they entered our home.  Kabel was carrying five boxes of pizza, he gave me a warm smile as he entered, as if this was a normal gathering.  

“Thanks for having us over for a game night,” he said as he entered.  Game night?  Really?  I thought.  

“Happy to have you,” I answered, not sure of what else to say.  

Abel was behind him with a case of beer in his hands.  

“He made me bring this,” Abel nodded at the beer.  

I just nodded.  Santiago led the group into the dining room as I locked the door and set the alarm.  

I entered the room, Santiago sat at the head of the table closest to the kitchen.  I took the seat on Santiago’s right.  I could see the lines around his eyes were deep with worry.  The smell of acid in the room was thick, coming from all around me.  I scanned each of the faces seeing fear and worry.  Francisca stood up as the spokesperson for the group.  Her tall figure drew all eyes to her.  

“With the mating of our leader, it has put wheels into motion that I am afraid cannot be stopped now.  I have feared the actions of the past year combined with the visions I have seen.”

“Tell us Francisca, what have you seen?” Santiago asked.  

“Dante will kill Hugo and take the throne.”

That got my attention.  Santiago sat forward, leaning harder on the table.  Francisca had previously told Santiago and I we would lead the clan.  What she had failed to say was that we would be dealing with Hugo’s death as well.  

“Are you certain?” Santiago questioned.  

“Yes.”  

“We need to stop Dante before he can kill Hugo,” Liam spoke up as Francisca sat back down. 

“There is nothing to be done.  Hugo has made his decision, he will be mating Dante.  Our objections to this mating will not matter,” Santiago countered his head dropping slightly as he looked at the table.

The fear that had been present in the room was now at a fever pitch.  No one said anything as we let Francisca's revelation sink in.

“Can he take the throne by killing Hugo?” I asked, breaking the silence.  

“Yes.  Usually the fallen leader’s mate has the right to the throne upon his death,” Michael answered.  

I knew vampire law fairly well but this area was new territory for me.  I was still fairly new to being part of a clan.  This part of vampire was not an area I dealt with.  

“If we cannot prevent the mating, how do we stop Dante from taking the throne?” Ainsley questioned.  

“We could kill him,” Kabel offered with a shrug.  

“Aye, that sounds like a solution to this mess.  I could take care of it for ya,” Liam added.  

“As much as I would like to see Dante dead, I don’t think that’s an option,” I added.  

“No, it is not,” Santiago agreed.  There were grumbles around the room.  

“Santiago, you could challenge Hugo for his seat?” Cristian offered leaning forward from the other end of the table. 

“I will not do that!” Santiago refused vehemently. 

The room was silent as all of our brains worked towards a solution. 

“Do we know for sure he can take the throne?  His status alone should prevent him from it,” I said.

“He will be Hugo’s mate, how could he be denied?” Michael pointed out.

“He’s a guard, that’s how?” I said.  My words seemed to stop the room.  Santiago looked at me confused at my statement.

“What do you mean, Mi Amor?”

“Well is he giving up his position as a guard?” I asked. 

Santiago looked at me as if I had lost my mind.

“Why wouldn’t he?” Liam inquired.  

“I do not know.” Santiago glanced at Kabel.  

“He hasn’t said anything about a replacement for his position.  Usually, if he has something to brag about he does,” Kabel answered.

“If he doesn’t before they give their oaths, technically he couldn’t take the seat,” I pointed out.  

“Wouldn’t Dante becoming Hugo’s mate mean he resigns as a guard?” Meri said.  

“We would have to check the writing of the laws but Clan law says anyone of low rank, such as a guard, must remove the second before he is able to challenge the leader of the clan.  Generally speaking you have to resign your post and that is only done when a member is leaving a clan.  Again it all depends on how the laws are written,” I said.

“But his status as Hugo’s mate would override his status as a guard. It would not matter if he resigned or not?” Michael responded.  

“Not necessarily.  I deal with laws everyday.  Laws are written ambiguously.  They have loopholes either because no one thought of a specific situation or to create loopholes intentionally,” I explained.  
“Please give me a moment,” Santiago said as he stood up and left the room.  
We looked at one another as we waited for Santiago’s return.  It took several minutes but when Santiago returned, he came back carrying a thick, leather bound book.  The leather was clearly old and had been handled by many hands in the past.  The tree emblem of the clan was emblazoned on the front of the heavy tome.  Santiago placed the book on the table and began to turn the pages quickly.  It was another several minutes before he found whatever he was looking for.  I watched as his eyes read through the page and then again.  It seemed he wanted to read it one more time before he spoke.  

“She is right.  There is a loophole in our laws,” he said.  

“What kind of loophole?” Kabel question.

“It is not just his status that will prevent him from taking the throne.  Obsidian is our kingdom.  It is where we have clan events, meetings, where the throne sits.  As such, when Hugo and I created the clan he placed the club in both of our names.  He wanted us to rule together because we have been family to one another for many centuries.”

“Which means what?” I asked.  

“It means, I own part of the kingdom.  I run all of the businesses and Hugo is the face of the clan.  I defer to him only out of respect for his seat.  If Dante kills Hugo, he must kill myself and you, Mi Amor, before he can take the crown.”

That seemed to stop the room as a whole.  I wasn’t even sure if anyone was breathing.  

“Wait... He would have to kill both of us?” I spoke slowly.  

“Yes.  I made you my sole heir to everything, which includes my ownership of the club.”

“So as long as Hugo doesn’t make him his heir, then he can’t take the throne?” Kabel asked.  

“Correct,” Santiago answered.

“How do we know he won’t?” Meri questioned.  

“Because of a vow Hugo made me many years ago.”  

There was some chatter at that point.  I was still stuck on the fact that Dante would have to kill both of us to obtain the throne.  Good luck to him on that front.  Dante was a weak vampire.  He had no other abilities other than fighting dirty.  I, on the other hand, had my magic and no issues fighting dirty if necessary.  My mate would rip him limb from limb if he thought about harming me.  

“Then we must ensure the two of you are protected at all times,” Francisca said.  

That diverted my attention off of Dante.  

“I can’t have a guard detail with me everyday.  I have a job,” I pointed out.  

“Meri works with you now.  Am I correct?” Francisca questioned.  

“Yes,” I answered.  

“Then you should hire one of us to work with you as well.”

My head was starting to hurt.

“First off, not going to happen.  Secondly, Meri is not a guard nor will I ever allow her to put her life on the line to save me,” I argued.  

“What you’re failing to understand is I won’t allow that piece of shit to kill you,” Meri all but growled at me.  “You’re my family and have been for longer than you’ve been part of this clan.  So you better believe I would take a bullet for you.”

“You need one of us with you at all times, Savannah,” Michael tried to reason with me.  

“And I’m telling you it’s not happening,” I said.  

“Mi Amor perhaps we...”

“No!”  My voice was rising the longer this conversation went on.

“As part owner of our company, I say we are doing this,” Meri said.

I looked at her with shock. 

“We’re partners, you can’t just make that decision unilaterally ,” I argued back at her.

“You have sat there and said no three times without even considering what Francisca is saying.  Between Dante and Matthew, one of them is bound to come after you.  Do you get that!?  Dante may not realize he has no right to the throne yet but he will eventually.  Then what?  We don’t always work the same cases.  What if you go out on a hunt without me and Matthew shows up?  Or Dante sets you up?  You may be a hybrid now but you can still be killed or taken,” Meri argued.  

“Meri is correct,” Santiago said.  The feeling of betrayal was towards Meri and my mate was harsh.  One of them should have been on my side instead they were both arguing against my stance.  

“Who is Matthew?” Kabel asked, looking lost..  

I looked around the room seeing all the other vampires were just as confused except for Duncan.  Well shit!  I gave Meri a look that said how pissed off I was at her, which she gave right back at me.  She turned her head to Kabel.  

“He’s a vampire who is connected to Dante and has been stalking Savannah for over a year.”

That got a reaction from the room.  Loud chatter broke out around the room as everyone spoke over each other.  There was a mixture of scents filling the space; anger, fear, and indignation.  Santiago took my hand giving it a soft squeeze.  He leaned towards me placing his face next to mine.  

“Meri is right.  I know you do not wish to hear this but she is.  Please hire one of our people.  I need to know you are safe when you are outside of these four walls.  I cannot continue to live with the fear you may not return to me.  Please, Mi Amor.”  I pulled back enough to see his face.  

How was I going to do this?  I wasn’t a child who needed to be protected.  I could handle protecting myself.  Dammit!  With that thought came the thought of Robert and what I had endured.  Santiago and Meri had helped me get justice.  They had kept me afloat through it all.  They both were asking me to do this.  They both lived with the fear as much as I did, that Matthew would come for me.  I looked at the room wondering who’s life I was willing to put on the line for mine.  Could I live with myself if one of them died trying to save me?  If Dante succeeded in his ascent to the throne, then it wouldn’t matter.  He would kill as many of us as he could, starting with Santiago and I.  

“Yes,” I said to my mate.  “But you must have one of them with you as well.”

“I do not...” he started.  

“No!  You do not get to do that.  You do not beg me to take on protection while you sit back with none.  No!” He saw my resolve before he kissed me on the cheek.  

“Very well,” he conceded.  

I stood up, which got a few heads to turn towards me.  

“OKAY,” I spoke loudly.  There were some who stopped talking, looking at me.  I tried once more.  “Hey!  Everyone stop talking.  NOW!”  I yelled over them.  I waited until everyone was looking at me.  “I will hire one of you to work with Meri and I but one of you must guard my mate as well.  I will not lose him because all of you only focused on protecting me.  Do you understand?”

There were several nods in my direction.  

“Now tell us about this Matthew,” Francisca said.  
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Chapter One

One Year Later
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The night was cool for early September, completely different than the previous year.  Fall was already setting in and had been for weeks.  Winter would be in full swing soon enough. Tonight was all about formality as we all watched Hugo give his vow to Dante to forever be his mate and Dante return the vow.  This wasn’t the real ceremony, it was just a show Hugo was putting on for all the big wigs of the city.  The private clan ceremony had taken place the month before.  As a clan, we had watched as he gave an oath to the most devious and underhanded vampire I have ever known and that was saying something.  We watched as they fed from each other’s wrist before going to their now private quarters and consummating their mating.  We all held our breath as they took from one another.  I was wishing for a natural disaster, a storm, an earthquake, the roof caving in would have done the job.  Unfortunately, there was none of that, fate had allowed the mating to happen to all of our great disappointment.  Sometimes fate could be a real bitch.  Santiago, my mate, had taken the oath from both of them.  The disgust was clear in his dark eyes as we watched the ceremony.  

Tonight just sealed the deal.  Hugo had picked the same venue Santiago and I had the year before for our mating ceremony.  The twinkle lights were the same with the long tables draped in ivory instead of white as Santiago and I had chosen.  The plates were cream and silver, another difference.  Hugo wore a three piece suit, black pants and jacket with silver vest and tie.  Dante and his skeletal build matching his mate.  Santiago stood at the front of the guests as Hugo and Dante once more took the oath to one another.  There was no blood exchange this time, just a simple kiss shared between the happy couple.  The applause started as the couple turned hand and hand, smiling at their audience.  Hugo’s handsome, fair face glowing with pure joy.  His blond hair was slicked back, away from his face.  His black eyes, alive with happiness and love.  Dante on the other hand, smiled but he was less happy about the mating.  It was a smile of victory.  He had been trying for the last two years to get his hands on the throne.  His first plan, I had stopped when he had hired another vampire named Matthew to kill three human women.  The plan had been to ruin Santiago and end the treaty with the wolves.  It all failed when I caught the werewolf who had been involved with Matthew.  Danial Adams died that night and Matthew fled town.  His second shot was when I had been attacked by one of Damian’s wolves.  Dante had used the attack, thinking either Santiago would leave or I would when I was forced to join the clan.  That plan failed when I willingly mated Santiago and joined the clan.  Hell, I even became a hybrid to secure my place as Santiago’s mate and my seat in the clan.  Becoming Santiago’s mate had given me new status as a ranking member of the clan.  It had also meant Dante was lower ranked than I was.  It was something that caused him to hate me a little more. 

This was Dante’s newest attempt.  He had gotten Hugo to fall in love with him so he could take the throne.  According to Francisca, who could see bits and pieces of the future, this was the end of the line for Hugo.  We didn’t know when or how Dante would do it but he would kill Hugo to try to take the throne.  We had no clue if Dante realized there were a couple legal issues that would stand in his way but we would deal with it when the time came.  

My male had tried to talk Hugo out of the mating Dante to no avail weeks before the ceremony.  Hugo would hear none of it.  This entire situation was taking its toll on Santiago.  In the last two months, my mate had become short tempered with all of us.  He snapped at the smallest of things when it came to our new guards.  Santiago would grow frustrated with Kabel and his loudness or with Liam for insisting on doing his job.  He was even distant from me.  It pained me to watch as my mate suffered with the impending doom that was meant for Hugo.  It felt as if it had been forever since Santiago and I had been together.  We had been taking a night off once a week to spend together but that stopped two months ago.  Trying to get Santiago out of the club was becoming increasingly more difficult as time passed.  I missed my mate more than words could say.  Hugo and Santiago had been together for three hundred years.  They were family.  Watching your family sign their own death warrant was hard.  

Dinner was served after the “I Do’s”.  I sat next to Santiago during dinner, chatter filled the space around us.  Hugo sat on the other side of Santiago, talking, his voice light with happiness.  I watched as Santiago sat and ate with perfect manners saying nothing to anyone.  I slid my hand into his under the table.  It was enough to draw his attention to me.  A tired smile spread across his face.  I leaned into him, kissing his beautiful lips.  His hand came up touching my cheek.  I pulled back from him enough to whisper to him.  

“Dance with me?” 

“Of course, Mi Amor,”  he whispered back.  

The last time we had danced had been months ago.  Dancing had always been something he and I enjoyed.  It was how we had fallen in love with one another.  I was hoping I would be able to bring my mate back to me, I didn’t think a dance would do it but maybe it would help.  As always for any formal event I wore a dress.  Santiago had always loved seeing me in dresses and I liked wearing them for him.  A black halter dress with beading down the front.  The dress hit me mid thigh and flowed out slightly.  Red could be seen at the bottom of the skirt giving a splash of color.  I wore my hair down in loose curls.  Santiago had on his customary black on black suit, which went beautifully with my dress.  

As soon as Santiago took my hand and spun me towards him, I felt better.  He held me close with an arm around my waist as he moved us around the dance floor.  It felt good being pressed against him as we moved.  Our meeting with Francsica and the other vampires a year ago had been hard on both of us.  It became clear that we would have to assume the role as leaders of the clan when Hugo died.  Neither of us wanted to rule but it was that or let Dante have the clan.  That was a death sentence for all of us.  

“Can I do anything for you?” I asked.  

“No,” Santiago paused before he went on.  “I am sorry, Mi Amor.  I have not been the easiest to live with as of late.  All of this has been... difficult.”

“I know it has.  I hate seeing you like this.”

“This helps.  Your being with me, helps greatly,” he said with a smile that didn’t quite touch his eyes.  

“Anytime you need this, all you have to do is ask.  For the other part, I’m not going anywhere.”

He kissed me as we danced.  His lips were gentle against mine.  I could hear as others joined us on the dance floor.  There was a tap on Santiago’s shoulder interrupting us.  Santiago spun us slightly to face Hugo.  

“My dear Santiago, may I dance with your beautiful mate?” Hugo asked.  

I could feel Santiago’s grip tighten around my waist.  The mate in him said no.  His words said differently.  

“But of course, Hugo.  I will see if our sweet Siohban would like to dance.”  Santiago gave me a kiss on the cheek before he released his hold on me.  Hugo stepped in taking my right hand into his left and placing a loose arm around my waist.  Hugo glided us around the dance for almost a minute before he spoke.  He was light on his feet but not quite as graceful as Santiago. 

“You look lovely tonight, Savannah,” Hugo said.  

“Thank you Hugo.  You look dashing, as always.”

“You are so kind,” Hugo smiled at me.  

I smiled back at him.  Hugo was a charmer and he liked to flirt.  

“I wanted to dance with you because I need a word.”

“Why didn’t you ask me to come see you?  I am a member of your clan.  It's not like I can say no to you.”

“Because our dear Santiago would have wanted to be there,” he answered.  

That made me nervous.  What didn’t he want Santiago to know about?

“I know Santiago does not approve of Dante but I love him.  He makes me feel alive.”

“He worries for you.  Santiago doesn’t want you to get hurt is all,” I reasoned.

“For so long he and I have been family.  He is my family in every sense of the word.”

“I know he is, Hugo,” I replied.

“If something were to happen to me, I need you to promise me you will look after him.”

Alarm bells were going off in my head.  Did Hugo realize the danger he was in?

“Hugo...” I started.  

“Please, Savannah, I worry for Santiago.”

“I would never leave him, Hugo,” I reassured him.

“I know you would not but he can be as stubborn as you,” Hugo explained.

“I know he can,” I agreed.

“I worry he will push you away.”

It had felt a bit like that in the past month.  I tried not to take it personally but it was hard.  Santiago had been working nonstop and he had had more than one argument with Dante.  Hugo had to step in and explain Santiago was still his second.  Dante had not liked the fact that Hugo had sided with Santiago but he appeared to have accepted it for now.  It had felt as if Santiago was going through his own mourning process.  It had been difficult to watch.  It probably didn’t help that our home was currently under construction.  

With the realization that Dante could not take the throne in the event of Hugo’s death, I had gotten my own personal guard and so had Santiago.  Kabel had joined Meri’s and my company so he could be my personal bodyguard at crime scenes, at all times I was with a vampire.  The police department knew Kabel was an apprentice under Meri and I along with Watts.  

Santiago had his own guard as well, Liam worked protecting my mate everywhere he went.  We were now adding on to our home, building a guest house that had a direct entrance into our home.  For now the two vampires had a room in our house.  It didn’t give us a lot of privacy.  The guest house would be done in the next day or two and I was hoping it would take some of the pressure off of both of us.  

“I swear no matter how he may try, I’m not going anywhere Hugo.  He is my life and I am his,” I said.  

“Thank you Savannah,” he smiled at me.  I looked across the dance floor as Santiago held Siobhan close as they danced.  The little hybrid was smiling and giggling.  He had helped me secure a home for her with Ainsley, after we had rescued Siobhan from a research facility that was conducting science experiments on hybrid young.  Ainsley and Siobhan had fallen into a mother and daughter relationship, as if they were made for one another.  It had been a happy ending for little Siobhan after such a terrible start to her life.  She had no family and no one had wanted her until Ainsley.  She saw Santiago and I as her uncle and aunt, which meant our family had grown.  I looked back at Hugo.  

“Hugo, are you worried something will happen to you?” I asked.  

“I have ruled this territory for over sixty years Savannah, there is always a threat to my life.  I want to make sure my family is well looked after.  With you and Santiago, I know it will be.” The song ended and Hugo stepped away from me.  I bowed my head to him.  “Thank you for the dance.  I must go and find my mate.  We have hosting duties.”  

I watched as the vampire walked away with his head held high.  I didn’t like the feel of the conversation Hugo and I had had.  Another song began to play as I approached Santiago.  He set Siobhan down.  She ran to her mother.  Santiago pulled me against him without saying a word.  The smell of acid was thick in the air as we danced.  

“What is the matter?” he whispered.  

“It’s nothing,” I tried to lie.

He looked at me knowing I was lying to him.  

“What did Hugo want to speak with you about?”

I paused, not wanting to answer.  Lying was out of the question because Santiago would know I was lying.  I also didn’t want Santiago to be upset either.  Looking into my mate’s eyes I knew I didn’t have a way out of this conversation.  

“He wanted to make sure I would take care of you if anything happens to him.”

“What?” Santiago's dark eyes were hard.

“He’s worried about you.”

“Did you tell him about Francisca’s vision?” he questioned.  

“No, I did not.”

“Then why would he think he needed to speak with you?” he almost growled.  I stopped moving and took his hand, leading him away from the dance floor.  I said nothing as we moved to the building that held the dressing rooms.  I found a vacant one and shut us in.  Santiago stepped deeper into the room as I put my back against the door.  I had been patient with his moodiness and ongoing growling.  I was done.  I threw my small purse onto a nearby chair. 

“Because he sees the pain and mourning you’re going through right now.”

“What do you mean?” he snapped.  Santiago started to pace the small room.  

“For the past two months, you have been short with not just Hugo but everyone, including me.  He’s worried you will push me away and I will leave you.  He’s not the only one who’s worried about you.”

“I am fine,” he snapped again.  I could smell the lie as it rolled off of him.  

“You are not.”

“Yes, I am!”

I approached him, forcing him to stop moving.  His hands were on his hips as he looked down at me.  

“No, you are not.  I love you and I am not going to walk away from you.  But you need to pull your head out of your ass,” I snapped.  “Hugo is still alive and hopefully we can keep it that way, at least for a little while longer but I need you to stop acting as if he’s already dead.  I need you to talk to me.  Stop snapping and growling at me and everyone else,” I demanded.  

“Between this and Matthew I do not know what you want me to do!” Santiago was almost yelling now.  

“I want you to talk to me,” I demanded.  “For the past month, you have distanced yourself from me.  I have been patient letting you work through this but still you have pulled farther away from me.  I miss my mate,” I said in a softer tone.  

My demand must have hit him hard because he sagged slightly.  

“What if we cannot stop it?” Santiago’s voice softened as well.

“Then we do what we must to stop Dante from killing anyone else.”

“I do not want to lose him.”

“I know you don’t, neither do I,” I replied.  

I stepped up, placing my arms around Santiago giving him what comfort I could.  He returned the embrace. We stood holding each other for a while.  Sometimes the best healing came from being held by the one who was your home. 

“I am sorry for my recent behavior,” he whispered.  

The tension I had been feeling seemed to float away with his words.  

“I would say it’s okay but you yelled at Kabel for being Kabel today.  And growled at me on the dance floor,” I said leaning back.  

“I am sorry.  I should not have behaved in such a way towards you.”

“And Kabel?” I asked.

“I love that he keeps you safe but he can be very difficult to live with.”

I had to agree Kabel could be difficult.  He had so much energy all the time and had no clue what to do with it.  He was loud and didn’t have the manners Santiago did.  It could be a bit much at times.  

“You still owe him an apology,” I said in all seriousness.

“Yes...Yes I do.  I believe I owe Liam one as well.”

“Do I even want to know what for?” I asked.  

“I snapped at him earlier for performing his job as my guard.”

“This is exactly what I am talking about,” I took a step back from Santiago.  My hands on my hips.  Santiago had the grace to look embarrassed at his behavior.  

“I will apologize and as you put it remove my head out of my ass,” he said.  

“Good,” I said as he pulled me against him. “I have missed my mate for the last two months.  Only one of us is level headed most of the time.  I can’t do it full time.” 

He laughed as he held me.  

“I could not have been so terrible that you have been forced to be the level headed one,” he said.

“Yes, you have,” I replied with a smile before becoming serious once more.  “I can’t even remember the last time we were together.  You haven’t had a night off in weeks.”

His body sagged a little more.  I could smell the sadness that was flowing from him.  Santiago had been so in his head that he hadn’t realized what he was doing.  

“I am truly sorry, Mi Amor.  Please forgive me and allow me to make it up to you,”  he said as he placed a hand on the side of my face.  I looked at him.  I could see the pain in his eyes.  

“I accept your apology.”  Santiago smiled at me before his lips captured mine.  The kiss was slow as he gave me just his lips.  Santiago pulled back and looked at me.  I smelled his scent as it grew stronger.  

“May I make things right between us?” Santiago whispered.  

“They already are.”

He bent down and kissed me again slowly before he moved to my neck and ear.  

“Are you sure I cannot make it right?” he whispered.  My body responded.  I felt his cock grow hard.  It had been weeks since I had felt his need for me.  I had missed him in so many ways.  He kissed down my neck slowly. 

“Well if you insist,” I breathed. 

“I most certainly do.”

Santiago walked me back towards the wall.  As soon as I was against it, his hands found my neck and face and pulled my face up to his.  We kissed as one of his hand moved slowly down my body finding my breast.  His hand stroked the top of my breast.  He began to kiss his way down my throat once more, falling to his knees as he went.  He laid a kiss in the center of my chest before he looked up at me. 

“Have I told you how beautiful you look tonight?” he said as his hands moved down my body.  

He slipped his hands under my dress finding the edge of my lace panties.  He pulled them down slowly.  Santiago ran a hand down the back of one of my thighs bringing it up over his shoulder.  Exposing my wet sex to him.  My breath caught as he slowly moved lower with his mouth.  He kissed up my inner thigh until he found the top of my core and gave it a slow lick.  His large hands grabbing my ass, pulling me closer to his mouth.  His tongue moved slowly down my slit until he found my opening.  From there he took no time entering me with his tongue.  I was having a hell of a time staying focused enough to stay upright when he licked deep into me locking his lips.  He began to suck at my core as his tongue drank me in.  My hand found his head, holding him against my sex until I was coming against his mouth.  It didn’t matter to Santiago as he kept going with his tongue, licking in and out of me.  I was biting my lip trying not to make any noise.  

He pulled his mouth from my body finally and looked up at me.  

“Am I forgiven?” he said, his voice heavy.

“I need you,” I panted.  

Santiago swung my foot down to the floor as he stood up.  I watched as he undid his belt and pants.  They fell down to his ankles as he picked me up.  He slid inside of me and moved slowly.  I had missed this part of us.  It took no time for me to orgasm again.  The sensation of his erection deep inside of me was the best feeling in the damn world.  I heard as my phone began to ring in my purse.  At that moment I didn’t care.  Whoever it was could go away.  Santiago claimed my lips as he began to move faster.  I moaned into his mouth.  He broke the kiss nipping at my neck.  I wanted him at my vein so badly.  His rhythm was picking up as his need grew.  

“Please, Santiago,” I panted as I moved my head to the side.  

“Not ...here, Mi Amor.”

“Please,” I pulled his head into my neck.  I could feel his restraint.  “Santiago, I need all of you,” I breathed.  

I had said the right thing.  All at once, he bit me as I came again.  He kept moving deep inside of me as I continued my release around him.  When it started it had been slow and gentle, in that moment it had changed, becoming urgent as he pushed deeper and faster into me.  He drank from me more intensely, causing me to come harder around him.  

“Santiago,” I panted.  He came with me this time.  I felt as his cock pulse deep inside of me.  He released my vein, licking the bite mark closed, stopping the bleeding.  

“Am I forgiven?” he asked with a smile.  

“Yes.  One hundred percent forgiven,” I said, breathing hard.  He laughed as he disengaged our bodies and set me back on my feet.  I watched Santiago as he pulled up his slacks.  He was still hard and I wanted more of him but I knew it would have to wait until we got home.  Santiago went down on his knees once more and picked up my panties.  He touched one leg and then the other for me to lift my foot, I did as he wanted as he slid them back into place.  He stood up and brushed his pants off.  I pulled his hand away from his pants and brought him against me.  My arousal rose again, so did his.  

“We must stay a little longer but then I want to take you home and to our bed,” Santiago said as he pulled my head up.  I kissed him letting him feel all of my need for him.  There was a knock at the door that ended our moment.  

I picked up my purse before I pulled the door open.  Kabel was standing there in his tux looking guilty.  

“Sorry, I hoped you two were done...”

His words meant he had known exactly what we were doing.  I could feel my face go red as Kabel smiled at me.  

“What is it, Kabel?” I groaned.  

“Cain called, they need us.”  

“What do you mean they need us?”

“Cain said they have a case they need you on.”

“Why didn’t they call me?” I asked.  

“Well ...uhm ...they did but you were busy,” he said, eyeing Santiago and I.  I flushed again.  I had a feeling Cain knew why I hadn’t answered.  I dropped my head and rubbed my forehead.  

“How many of us do they need?” I asked.  

“Just you and I.”  

“Okay.  Let's say our goodbyes and ...” I started before I realized I had no car. We had brought Santiago’s tonight.  

“Liam will drive us home so you may have your vehicle,” Santiago said from behind me.  

I turned to face my male and gave him a quick kiss.  

“Thank you.”

“I’ll go find Liam,” Kabel said.  

“I’m sorry about this,” I apologized.

“I am happy to be leaving.  Besides I can wait for you at home,” he replied as I smelled his arousal once more.  “I will be in bed waiting for you.”  

God I prayed this was a quick scene.  
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Chapter Two 
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We said our goodbyes quickly to Hugo and a few of the other guests.  Santiago took his time with Damian as the wolf pulled him into an embrace.  I watched as he whispered in Santiago’s ear and Santiago responded.  I had no clue what the two were discussing but it looked serious.  Maybe it was about Natalie, Damian’s newly adopted daughter.  Natalie was a hybrid we had saved from H&W Clinical Research a year ago.  She wasn’t just any hybrid she was a mix of wolf, vampire, and witch.  She was the only one of her kind and Damian had taken the female into his home.  At the time, I had no expectation that he would adopt her.  I actually assumed one of the wolves within his pack would.  Damian’s life had taken a dark turn a couple of years ago, I played a part in some of the darkness that had surrounded the wolf.  His mate had helped set me up to be raped and murdered by her brother, Robert.  I had escaped before Robert could succeed in his plans but not completely unscathed and neither had Damian.  He had accused me of lying because of one night Damian and I had shared.  Damian and I had loved each other at one point in our lives and our love led to us almost destroying one another.  I still had love for Damian but in a completely different way.  I still felt a little responsible for the role I had played in all of that happened to Damian.  

When Damian met Natalie, he was just putting his life back together.  Now he had a daughter and was dating again, kind of.  He was dating one wolf and I was happy for him.  Tess had been his second in command for years.  At some point in the nightmare that had become Damian’s life she had fallen in love with her Alpha.  She was a strong female who could handle herself and I was guessing him as well.  He would have never seen it if I hadn’t given him a push in Tess’ direction.  It was my way of making amends with him and the fates.  We were in the beginning stages of rebuilding our friendship.  A relationship that was built on respect and friendship, not dreams of an undying love that didn’t exist. 

Santiago joined Kabel and I with Liam trailing him as we stood on the outskirts of the party.  Santiago fell into step next to me taking my hand.  Kabel walked in front of us with Liam behind us.  I waited until we reached the car before I asked.  

“Is everything okay with Damian?” 

Santiago stood holding my door open as the other two climbed in the front of the vehicle.  Liam would be driving while we rode in the back.  Santiago’s Porsche had gone through upgrades in the past few months.  The frame had been reinforced with more metal in order to support the bullet resistant panels and windows.  Santiago had ordered the panels a year ago to be changed out.  Liam had followed orders while I bitched about the entire thing.  I was fighting against the upgrades feeling it was all overkill.  

I had fought against having a bodyguard, feeling I could take care of myself until Santiago had made a valid point I couldn’t fight against.  I had accepted having guards in our home and our lives at every moment of every day.  Hell, I did more than accept it, I was now more on board than ever because of the affection I had for both of the males.  They had become part of my family.  Kabel was funny, loud, and loved game nights.  He was good as an apprentice, as well.  He learned quickly and was more observant than most realize.  His bright green eyes and blond hair made him a dream boat to most females.  Add his dazzling smile and sense of humor no female could resist him.  Males saw him as nothing but a pretty face.  Kabel was more than that.  He had a big heart and was intelligent.  

Liam was the opposite of Kabel in many ways.  He was tall and lanky with red hair.  His soft green eyes were always serious.  Liam was muscular but in a less obvious way than Saniago.  He could blend into a crowd as well as I could.  He was smart and observant, his eyes were always watching those around him.  He knew how to read people in a way most could not.  Where Kabel made most feel at ease, Liam made them nervous.  He smiled only on occasion and rarely joked around.  The two were night and day but I loved them just the same.  They were more than body guards, they were my family.  It was what happened when you lived with individuals long enough.  The fact that they were there to protect us meant little to me.  If Matthew or Dante came after any of us I would do all I could to protect them, as they would to protect me.  

“I will explain in the car,” Santiago said softly, dropping his head.  

I climbed into the car and waited for Santiago to move to the other side of the car.  As soon as Santiago was inside the car we were off.  

“Now, what did Damian want?” I asked.  

“He has asked for a meeting with us.”

“With the clan or you and I?” I questioned.  There was a big difference.  A meeting with the clan would be Santiago, Hugo, and a few others.  It would be more of an official meeting about adding new terms to the treaty.  A meeting with just Santiago and myself would be less official and concerning things that would never reach the clan.  

“With you and I,” Santiago answered.  That made me nervous.  

“This can’t be good.”

“No, I do not believe it is good news he is bringing us.”  

The weariness my male had felt before our tryst in the dressing room was back.  I took his hand, which brought his attention to me, I had no words at that moment I could give Santiago to comfort him, instead I leaned in and pulled his face to mine.  I kissed him deep and long.  His hand found the back of my neck and held my lips to his.  I licked into his mouth, which brought a growl from him.  

“Just a reminder we are in the car with you,” Kabel announced from the front seat with a chuckle.  That ended the moment.  I pulled back trying not to smile.  

“Bloody hell!” Santiago cursed.  

“The new guest house is almost complete, remember that,” I reminded him.

“Not soon enough.”

I laughed as I sat back in my seat.  

*****
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THE DRIVE HOME TOOK no time at all.  We were already late to the scene so Kabel and I had no time to change.  I grabbed my keys, kissed my mate goodbye and headed for my Suburban.  Kabel fell into step next to me as we moved.  

“You want to give me those keys or do I have to take them from you,” he said as we reached the garage.  

“We have had this discussion before Kabel, I can drive just as well as you can.”

“Maybe but as your partner and protection, it's my job to make sure you get from point A to point B in one piece.”

“You can be just as effective riding shotgun as you would be driving,” I replied.

Kabel and I had been arguing this point for weeks now.  He felt he should drive and delicate, little old me should ride in the back.  Santiago was still driving on most occasions and no one felt the need to tell him he couldn’t.  The only time he didn’t was on occasions like tonight when we were together.  

“No I can’t, so give me the keys,” Kabel demanded, all laughter gone from his face.  

I looked at his handsome features.  His emerald green eyes were usually full of humor and smiles.  Right now, they were serious, reminding me of who I was talking to.  His large build made me look like a little kid instead of an adult.  I gave him back the same look he was giving me.  I outranked him.  Had he forgotten who he was talking to?  

“I think I’ll drive. Thanks,” I answered, trying to step up to the driver's side door.  He moved quickly, blocking my path.  

“You will give me the keys one way or another.” 

“Do you forget who you’re speaking to?” I spat at him.  

“You may outrank me within the clan but I take keeping you safe seriously.  And so does your mate, may I add.  So give me the keys,” Kabel held out his massive hand.

He had played the one card I couldn’t fight, the mate card.  If Santiago saw us arguing he would want to know why.  Things may have been rough lately but he would side with Kabel on this one.  

“Fine,” I slammed the keys into his hand and headed for the passenger side. 

“No front seat for you. You ride in the backseat,” he said, opening up the back door.  

“Look, I'm giving you the keys.  You won.  I’m riding in the front.”

“Not until we get the bullet resistant glass installed.  You will sit in the back,” Kabel smiled at me.  I growled at him.

“This is ridiculous,” I said.  

“Come on,” he coaxed me.  

I grumbled as I climbed into the backseat.  Kabel had been trying to force me to give up my keys to him for months.  I had resisted and it resulted in many fights where Santiago had to intervene.  Why should I have to give up driving?  

“As soon as the glass is installed tomorrow you can drive as much as your mate,” it was as if Kabel knew what I was thinking, which only pissed me off more.

I crossed my arms over my chest and sat in the back, pissed off at all of it.  Fucking Dante!  This was all because of him.  Part of me hoped he came for me just so I could kill him.  He may play dirty in a fight but I was a helluva lot tougher and stronger than I looked.  Killing Dante would solve at least half of our problems.  Maybe I shouldn’t have shot down the idea so fast when Kabel suggested it months ago.  

“You know I love you like a sister,” Kabel said as we drove.  

“What?” he stopped the complaining I was doing in my head.

“I’ve gotten close to only a few in the clan.  Abel is like my brother and he is the one I’m closest to.  Since I started working for you and Santiago I’ve grown closer to Liam.  He’s a tough nut to crack, like Abel was.  I trust him with my life.  Then there's you and Meri.  I loved working at the club because I got to meet all kinds of females.  Working for you is better.  You never know what you're going to get into and I get to fight on a regular basis.  You and Meri are like my sisters.  If anyone fucked with either of you it wouldn’t just be your mates’ they would have to deal with.  I love you guys.”

Okay that was sweet. I sniffed the air, finding no lie in what he was saying to me.  Damn him for making me feel bad.  

“Fine, I will drive less and let you do more of the driving,” I caved.

“Glad to hear it,” he smiled.  

“Well played, asshole.”

“I also respect the hell out of Santiago.  I can’t let anything happen to you.  The last time he thought you were going to die he broke my arm in three places.  I would hate to see what he would do if I failed to protect you.”

That made me laugh.  The rest of the drive was nice.  We BS’d as we made our way through town.  It took us almost an hour to arrive at the scene.  Ryan was not going to be happy with our late arrival but he could deal.  

When we finally arrived Cain was standing outside the scene.  There were still a few police cars and the morgue van parked in front of the house.  The neighborhood was an upper middle class neighborhood in The Gallery.  The home was well kept from the looks of the outside.  The sloping lawn was green and well manicured, I could see as the grass was losing its green, slowly turning yellow with the onset of fall.  The brick front looked perfect with its white trim.  I opened the car door myself as we both climbed out and headed to the back of the Suburban.  I pulled my bag towards me and pulled out two pairs of gloves, double checking I had a pair from each box.  With the addition of Kabel and Watts to the team, I was now carrying two sizes of gloves, one in small and one in x-large.  I also grabbed two pairs of booties.  Paper booties were hard to find that would fit Kabel’s big boats.  I had to start ordering them online.  The ones I used now were more expensive but they were thicker and fit over Kabel’s size fifteen feet.  We both gloved up and got our booties on before we approached.  

“Well, look at you two.  I didn’t know murder scenes were formal attire events now.  I’m underdressed,” Cains grinned at me as he ran a hand down his tie.  “De los Rios, you clean up nice,” Cain gave me a once over.  

“I look good, don’t I?” Kabel said, getting Cain’s attention.

“Well you’re a handsome male after all,” Cain smiled.  

“We were at a mating ceremony,” I informed Cain, trying to end the banter between the two.

“Is that why you're more than an hour late?”

“Sorry to have kept you waiting, Cain.  I know how precious your time is,” I retorted. 

He swung the front door open for us.  We walked into a living room that was well organized, with warm tan colored walls.  The furniture dated back to the forties, it had sharper lines, the sofa was more rectangular.  The wood end tables were larger than what you would find in any store today.  I was guessing they were solid wood.  There was no blood on the plush carpet or on any of the furniture.  There was a smell of vampire in the house, from what I could tell more than one.  A female and a male.  The male scent was faint and hard to identify.  

“Where’s the body?” Kabel asked. 

“Down in the basement,” Cain pointed to the stairs off to the left of the living room.  

“Lead the way, Sergeant,” I said.  

Cain went first with me following and Kabel behind me.  As soon as we were on the stairs I could smell the death we were walking into.  The smell was faint at first, growing with each step we took.  The sick, coppery smell was strong enough that I wanted to cover my mouth and nose along with another scent, one that was spicy.  The smell of death covered it mostly but not completely.  

I had been a hunter for twelve years.  I had smelled death before but since becoming a hybrid, I could smell everything from individual scents to emotions just as Santiago could.  The smell of death was worse now.  It was as if I was eating rotting meat the way it filled my senses.

I could hear voices and someone pacing around.  I had my money on the pacing being Ryan.  He had a very distinct stride I had learned in the last year.  Not only had my sense of smell improved but so had my other senses as well.  It had taken some adjusting to all the changes.  The first few weeks of being able to hear footsteps in the next room freaked me out.  I kept looking around for who was making the noise.  I have learned to appreciate the improvement of my hearing.  The first hunt I went on after the change made catching my prey so much easier.  The male I was hunting had a death warrant.  He had raped two women and drank from both.  I had found him living in a small one bedroom house.  He had tried to give me the slip but had failed because I could hear him moving across the property.  I had beaten him at his own game because of the improvement of my senses.  

Not only had my senses strengthened but so had my magic.  Being a hybrid had not only affected how my magic worked but how strong it was.  The fire I could create was no longer a ball in my hand but consumed my hand all together as if my hand was the fire.  My shield was different, before my transition it had been like a bubble now it was like a wall that formed around me.  I could move all I wanted with it up and had no issues with it.  I could also carry more energy within me than I ever did before.  The lines themselves seemed more drawn to me than ever before.  I could taste each line within our city.  All of them tasted different, ones that were closer to pack land tasted like the woods, where the ones that ran through The Gallery had almost an animal taste to them.  It was like some weird combination of the three species of hellborns mingled in the line.  

We reached the bottom of the stairs to see only four bodies in the basement.  Ryan was the one that was pacing around the body.  He looked at me as we came in.  I could see the impatience in his face.  Two morgue techs stood off to the side, one of them looked at his phone.  The last was detective Eugene Houser, he had been with the unit for a while now.  Most days he was used to pushing papers.  Since Watts had resigned and become a hunter, Ryan was forcing him into the field more.  The detective had been on the job for twenty-five years.  I was never quite sure of him.  He was less than six feet tall and had a narrow frame.  Not like Ryan, who was built as a runner but still narrow.  He had a bald head and not by choice.  His dull hazel eyes never moved around the room like the other cops.  I was confident he was just biding his time until retirement.  Houser looked at me before he pushed past us and headed for the stairs. 

I moved my eyes away from the men in the room and took in the basement.  It was an unfinished basement with drywall covered walls and concrete floor.  In the middle of the floor was a naked female body with no head.  

“Glad you could join us,” Ryan said irritation coated his voice.  

“Sorry, I was at a mating ceremony when you called.  I didn’t hear my phone,” I apologized.  

Kabel chuckled at my excuse.  I shot him a look.

I turned my attention back to the dead female.  Her legs were spread wide with her ankles chained to the floor.  One knee was slightly bent.  There was a thick steel cuff with heavy chains bolted to the floor.  The chains looked to be no more than four or five inches in length.  I placed my bag next to the stairs.  Her wrists were also bound in the same fashion.  I could see blood had run down her arms from the steel.  The blood was dry, leaving just dark brown stains on her arms.  

A pool of blood had formed where her head had been and to one side a small amount of splatter could be seen.  They had bent her side ways to cut her head off.  The cut on the neck was jagged with pieces of tissue and muscle hanging loose from the neck.  The perp had to saw back and forth with whatever knife they had used.  It had taken a number of minutes to get through the neck.  More than likely at least three to five minutes, which meant for at least two of those minutes she had screamed.  Did anyone hear her?  I bent over the body as the smell of vampire filled my sinuses.  It was the same as what I found upstairs.  She had been a vampire.  Which led me to a number of questions.  The first was how did our killer get a vampire strapped down as she was and then behead her?  

There were other smells as well on the body, the smell of sex lingered on the corpse with the scent of another vampire.  One that didn’t match hers.  It was that spicy smell I had smelled when we were descending the stairs.  It was something like cinnamon but I couldn’t be sure.  The smell of sex and death was far stronger.  

I moved down the body looking at her vaginal area.  The smell was strongest there.  Whoever had killed her had had sex with her or had raped her first.  The thought made me sick.  

“How was she found?” I asked.  

“It was called in as an annoyance tip,” Ryan said.  

“Anyone have the keys to these?” Kabel asked, pointing at the chains.  I could smell the anger as it rolled off of him.  The smell of burning wood was there.  

“We found them hanging by the door,” Ryan handed them to the vampire.  

I helped Kabel unlock each of the cuffs.  The skin where the cuffs had been was deep red with large welts.  She had been alive for some time as the steel burned her flesh.  

“I take it, can we move her?” I asked.  

“Yeah,” Ryan answered.  

Kabel helped me lift her from the floor as we looked for any other marks on her.  Her body was stiff but not fully in rigor.  Between the smell of death and the stiffness I would say she had been dead for over twelve hours, probably closer to twenty-four hours.  Chances were good the body had already moved out of rigor and was just decaying now.  

The female’s thin body had abrasions on the thighs that were round as if she was hit with something.  There were no other marks on her including a clan mark.  It meant she wasn’t one of ours.  I said a silent thanks to the fates that she was not one of ours.  We laid her back down gently.  What the hell had happened here?

“What do you think?” Ryan questioned.  

“She was a vampire and not one of ours.  She’s been dead for over twelve hours.  She either had sex before she died with her killer or she was raped,” I said.  

“Tell me something I don’t know,” Ryan replied dryly.  

I studied her hands finding her nails were perfectly manicured.  There were no chips in the polish.  No broken nails.  So she didn’t fight when she was chained down.  

“A vampire did this to her,” Kabel said.  

“Agreed,” I said.  

“The smell on her is all vampire,” Kabel answered.  

“And there is no way a human or a witch could do this.  Most vampires won’t sleep with wolves so that leaves vampire,” I added.  

“Why would a vampire kill another vampire?” Ryan asked.  

“Could be for a number of reasons.  She could have angered one or crossed a line,” I said. 

“Or it could just be a situation where you have bad vamps just like humans,” Kabel said.

“Do we have a name for her?” I asked.

“Not yet.  Can you check with your clan if they may have known her?” Ryan asked.  

“Yeah I can do that.”

“What else can you tell me?” Ryan asked. 

“She didn’t fight when our guy chained her to the floor.  She also looks like she was hit with a round object.  Look at the abrasions across her legs.”

“What do you think that means?”

“I don’t know.  Maybe she asked to be chained down?  Or maybe he threatened her in some way,” I answered.  

“Have you found her head?” Kabel asked.  

“No, not yet,” Cain answered.  

I nodded my head, not sure what to think of the scene.  She didn’t fight when he chained her.  She would have fought as he beheaded her, which explained the jagged cut.  Where the hell was her head?  And why didn’t Ryan have a name?

“Send me the recording from the call and anything else you have?” I directed my request to Cain.  “Do you mind if we look at the rest of the house?” I asked Ryan as I stood up.  

“I’ll walk you up.” Ryan said.  

We headed up the stairs as the morgue guys stepped over and began to prepare the body to be transported.  I gave the dead female one final look before I headed out with my bag on my shoulder.  I pulled my bloody gloves off and began to
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