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Аннотация
Angler - 2.5
Once she catches her prey, God help him. 
Almost a year ago Gwen had met her mate in the fury of battle. Like most shifters, they knew upon contact. Unlike others, Colby hadn�t stuck around to bond. Never one to surrender, Gwen had left her pack to find out exactly what sent him running. Hopping from country to country, she chased him until she lost his scent. 
Not willing to return home with her tail between her legs, she takes a job guarding the newest member of the Nosferatu clan in New York City where she discovers fresh traces of her mate. Hope returns and she takes up the hunt once more. 
A slayer�s job is never done and Colby is hunting the vampire who kidnapped a member of his team, but every turn he takes keeps leading him back to the one person he�s been trying to avoid. Gwen.
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Chapter One

Urban jungles didn�t differ much from the wild when it came to hunting. I had to use all my shifter senses to track my prey and stay safe in both these places. Only my tactics differed.
Loud music thumped against my sensitive ears, masking most basics sounds, but I�d been trained to hunt during the intense thunderstorms that rolled off the oceans in my native Brazil. I knew how to deal with distractions.
Most of the people boogied, as my American friend Connie would have said, on the dance floor or gathered around the central bar. I wasn�t interested in them. The one I watched, from my empty table, sipped a drink while he stood at a bar in back of the club. Only couples seeking privacy surrounded us. They paid him no heed.
Or me.
A perfect place for a vampire to hunt.
I took a sip of my soda and leaned back as I propped my boots on a chair across from me. Surveillance was boring, but I couldn�t afford to make a mistake. I had to be sure this was the right guy.
�Casually pointing my phone in the vampire�s direction, I took a few pictures then texted them. The person looking for him couldn�t provide a photo, so I had to hang back and wait for confirmation. The vampire fit the description I�d been given perfectly.
Sashaying into the back of the club, a woman made a direct line for my mark. I noticed a few stray glances in her direction from men already occupied with dates. Even though I didn�t care for women, I had to admit she was beautiful. She flipped her long, wavy brown hair over her shoulder and gave the vampire a dazzling smile. Leaning over the bar, her dressed strained against her ample cleavage as she ordered a drink. She couldn�t be more obvious.
Things were looking up. My boring assignment might turn into a rescue. If I had to tear this vampire from her pretty neck, I�d let my prot�g�, Mutt, spank her for being so stupid and easy.
I balanced my chair on its back legs. Where the hell was my prot�g�? Mutt was the one looking for this jerk. It had been a long night of tracking in bars and I longed for my bed.
The vampire�s gaze lingered on the floozy's legs as it skimmed along her body. He obviously wanted a meal, and she was now on the menu. I couldn�t stop him from feeding. Not unless he meant her harm. According to the Vampire Nation�s law, as long as he didn�t damage her, he could feed then wipe her memory. Heck, many vampires kept human companions.
Who was I to stop him from a meal? I just wished Mutt would move his ass and get here to see if this vampire was his missing friend. Then I could put an end to this night, find my bed, and return to my book.
My phone vibrated on the table top and I read the message. Mutt couldn�t be sure if this was Alcide from the pictures. He was on his way. I hung my head and said a silent farewell to a quiet night spent at home.
From the corner of my eye, I noticed the vampire sidling next to the pretty woman and whisper something in her ear. She twisted a strand of her hair around her finger and gave him a come-hither smile.
I rolled my eyes. Thank the full moon I�d been born a shifter. I couldn�t imagine having to seduce each of my meals. I�d starve to death.
The couple emptied their glasses, and strolled arm in arm toward the exit. I blinked. That was fast. The vampire�s tongue must be made of gold.
Gathering my phone, I tossed a few bills on the table to cover my soda and texted Mutt to follow the GPS signal on my phone since I was on the move again. I waited until the door closed behind the couple before jumping to my feet and following.
Not to be obvious, I turned into an alley and tracked them from behind the stores. Their scent traveled on the wind and made it easy for me. I didn�t want to collar the wrong guy. My master was already pissed and I didn�t need to add to his list of grievances against me.
Mutt was my punishment for not returning to my duties as promised. I�d been assigned to teach the young Nosferatu and keep him out of trouble. This was the price I paid for my pride. My pack served the Nosferatu clan leader, the most feared group of vampires. They were more monster than man and ruled the Vampire Nation.
I headed security. Well, I used to. My brother did it now. A few months ago, while trying to discover who had attempted to kill my master, I�d encountered a male shifter named Colby. He turned out to be my mate. Before I could say jumping-jack-flash, he ran. For a month I tracked his trail until he vanished in Beijing.
Bastard was a slayer and knew what he was doing when it came to hiding. How could I return to my pack when my heart lay shattered within my chest? My own mate didn�t want me. Why would my pack? I could barely stand myself since then.
Between the buildings, I glimpsed the couple crossing the street to a cheap motel.
I pulled out my phone again to text when a presence suddenly fell over my senses like a shadow on the wind. Spinning around, I struck out and hit something made of stone.
�Ouch. What the fuck, Gwen?� Mutt rubbed his chest where my punch had landed. He loomed over me in his worn jeans and scuffed running shoes. An old winter cap hid his bald head and pointed ears. Most people would think he was a twenty-something street thug. They wouldn�t be too far off with his age. He was closer to thirty-something. Baby-vampires were dangerous. Baby-Nosferatu could be nuclear.
Assessing my knuckles, I tried to ignore the sharp pain in my joints as I moved them. They didn�t appear broken. Why the Nosferatu clan would give such power to a kid was beyond me. They normally chose a vampire of age and distinction to bestow their dark kiss upon. �Don�t sneak up on me like that.� I tossed him a sharp look. �What took you so long?�
�You texted me minutes ago. Do you think I can teleport?� His blue eyes grew wide. �Can I?�
�No.� I shook my head and returned my attention to the motel. �At least, I don�t think so. You have to ask one of your brothers.�
�I wish you�d stop calling them that.� He came next to me, his hands buried in his pockets. �They�re not around to ask. They just pop up when they want and dictate things to me.�
�Humph.� Sounded just like the clan. Time worked differently when a creature didn�t age. They probably thought they were here often enough, especially with me around to take care of Mutt on a day-to-day basis. I pointed at the motel. �I think I saw your friend enter with a female human.�
�Why doesn�t he answer his phone or return home?�
�All good questions that we can ask him. Let�s go.� Sticking to the shadows, I strode across the street.
Mutt�s friend had disappeared last week and being the bleeding heart that I am, I finally agreed to help Mutt look for him. Vampires vanished all the time, changing identities and such things. Mutt had to learn these lessons. Keeping friends was detrimental for his kind.
I couldn�t control the sneer on my lips as a human bumped into my shoulder. New York City was filled with them and their stink. Why my would-be mate associated with them, I couldn�t imagine. Feeble and nose-blind, most were nothing but prey for the vampires.
The city proved even worse than I�d been told. Territorial battles were still secretly being waged by the clans, while the Nosferatu watched that no vampire laws were broken. Chaos reigned in every burrow. Vampire slumlords, rich crazies, and gangs battled for dominance. Did the humans notice? Not at all. The Nosferatu made sure of it.
In the middle of this, I was expected to help raise Mutt. Teach him how to hunt and to kill, since in essence that was what Nosferatu did. They maintained supernatural laws with capital punishment and were every vampire�s nightmare.
At least Manhattan seemed stable. Overlord Cesio resided there and kept a tight rein on the dramatics.
As we approached the motel, a scent caught my attention. My heart stilled as well as my feet. �It can�t be,� I whispered.
�What is it?� Mutt hovered over my back, attempting to look in two directions at the same time.
I gestured for him to be quiet and inhaled deeply. Something knotted in my gut uncoiled, luxuriating in the scent. Easing my gun from its holster at the small of my back, I caressed its familiar shape in the palm of my hand. �There are slayers inside.�
�How can you tell?�
�I smell the one I�m familiar with. Chances are he knows we�re here.� Fuck. Colby led a group of misguided slayers. I hadn�t been this close to him since the night he�d run. This time when I caught him it would be for good. Stepping around the puddles, I drew closer to the door.
�While tracking Colby around the globe, I had memorized his scent. He�d dodged my every move, escaping for good without a trace. I had dreamed of cornering him alone one day and demanding an explanation as to why he found me so repulsive. It looked as if I�d finally have my chance. I rolled my head and cracked my neck. Without hesitation, I kicked the door open, weapon clutched in both hands.
A woman�s sharp scream stabbed my eardrums. I blinked and tracked the vampire as he lunged at the female with supernatural speed, placing his body between me and her. His value rose in my estimate.
The female retreated to the far wall, her well-manicured hands over her mouth. Her beauty and flirtatious manner were perfect for bait. A vampire searching for someone sweet and sexy to nibble on would follow her straight to her slayer employer.
Colby. He�d used this tactic before.
Stupid-headed vampire, didn�t he wonder what a fresh thing like her was doing in a slum? He deserved to be staked for such idiocy.
To my left, a black-haired giant leaped from his hiding place in the closet with a battle howl remarkable for a human. I easily sidestepped the attack and elbowed him behind the ear. He fell to the ground in a limp pile.
Colby stepped out of the bathroom. His green gaze met mine from across the room, and a frown slashed across his cold expression. Stake in hand, blond hair disarrayed, and sporting a five o�clock shadow, he devastated me on levels non-shifters couldn�t ever understand. �Gwen?�
Trying to breathe with lungs that didn�t work, I nodded. A part of me hoped I had the same affect on him. Wolves mated for life. If Colby thought out of sight would lead to him being out of my mind, he was dead wrong. I�d struggled my whole life training as a warrior, fought up the pack ranks until I led Master Tane�s personal shifter guard, and became the first to head a successful hunt on a crazed Nosferatu vampire.
And lived.
I didn�t know how to yield. Even with my disability, I showed those who thought me weak that I was twice the beast they were.
Colby belonged to me, no matter how fucked up or lost we both were. He raised an eyebrow as my gun trained on him. I couldn�t let him kill this vampire without cause. As far as I knew, no kill-orders had been issued within New York City and since I was training the local Nosferatu brat to hunt vampires�I think I�d be in the know.
Mutt�s friend finally seemed to register that the human female wasn�t going to be his date and that a slayer had stepped in the room. His mouth formed an O before he tore across the room and crashed through the back window.
With the speed of our race, Colby leaned to the side, dodging the human female to leap after his escaping prey. He never made it.
Mutt had pushed past me and shoved Colby mid-leap. The young vampire�s speed and strength surpassed those of shifters. His lack of skill and finesse caused Colby to crash into the wall, leaving a slayer-shaped dent in the drywall.
I holstered my gun as I rushed to his motionless body. �You�d better not have killed him.� His chest rose when I rolled him on his back. Running my hands over Colby�s scalp, I checked for depressions. I breathed a sigh of relief. Damn, the male had a hard head.
A sob broke the hushed silence blanketing the room. I glanced over my shoulder at the human female whose gaze was riveted on Mutt. His hat had shifted to expose an ear, and one fang extended past his lips.
�You�d better glamour her.� I gestured for him to hurry before the human�s sobs turned into screams. My gaze returned to Colby, who showed no sign of distress; however, I still felt short of breath. For three months I�d thought of him. Wondered where he hid and why he ran. Brushing a wayward strand of hair from his forehead, I stared at his male beauty. I could get my answers. Finally.
�Uh, Gwen?� Mutt held the human by the shoulders. �I can�t get inside her head.�
The human glared in my direction, her arms crossed over her chest and tears drying on her cheeks. �Who the fuck are you?�
I blinked and remembered Colby�s favorite tactic in hunting vampires. �Are you bait?�
Her eyes grew wider.
That was all the answer I needed. My master�s blood slave used to be Colby�s last bait girl, so I knew the drill quite well. �Her mental shields will be stronger than most humans. Bust through them.�
�I�I might hurt her.� Mutt winced as I shot him a frustrated look. �I�m just learning this shit. I might scramble things inside.�
With a few practiced moves, I maneuvered Colby so I could carry his unconscious form fireman style. It took more effort than I�d expected. Three months away from the gym was taking its toll on my body. I glared at the human female with the curves and softness I lacked. �What�s your name?�
Setting her hands on her hips, she met my gaze, the frightened female of seconds ago fading fast. �Rose.� The name sounded tender and delicate, just like the woman appeared. Cute little body with soft hair tumbling down to her waist, she embodied everything I�m not. She wagged a finger at me. �Put him down. He ain�t goin� nowhere with you.�
A growl rolled in my chest. �Move aside. I have no qualm with you, but that doesn�t mean I won�t tear you apart.� She probably had no clue what I was. Shifting my mate�s weight on my back, I palmed a throwing dagger. �Where�s Red? He can vouch for me.� The big redhead was Colby�s second in command and had fought alongside me in Rio.
I received a blank stare for an answer. Maybe he�d quit. If I recalled properly, his hair had been turning white around the edges.
�This is a private matter between me and Colby. If I wanted him harmed, he�d already be dead.� I gestured to his unconscious form on my shoulder. �My name is Gwen. Maybe he�d mentioned me?�
Nothing.
Like I�d thought, Colby kept his crew in the dark. They knew nothing of his heritage or what transpired between us in Rio. Coward.
I approved of Red. If memory served right, he didn�t follow Colby blindly. As a shifter, he would have made an excellent hunter. Wish he were here to clear this matter. �I won�t harm your leader.� I gave Rose a weary smile. �We just need to have a talk.�
She snorted. �Are you the reason we�ve been country-hoppin� like it�s a new sport these last few months?�
�Yes.� Every time I�d been close enough to catch Colby, he�d vanish. I�d expended every favor and dime I�d owned hunting him down. I allowed my irises to change to their wolf color and shape. It was the only part of my body that could shift.
Rose�s stare riveted to my eyes. She swallowed and stepped out of my path. �Once he wakes, you won�t be able to keep him. You know that?�
�I do, but it�ll give me a few minutes to at least speak with him once more.�
The human female stomped her high-heeled feet. �You don�t understand. We need him to catch that vampire.�
I glanced over my shoulder, the muscles in my back aching from the extra weight I carried, and snarled. �I need him more.�
Mutt slipped his arm around the human�s shoulder. �It�s all right, Rose. She won�t eat him.�
If our evening hadn�t been turned inside out, I might have laughed. �Your friend�s scent is still fresh. Your sense of smell should be strong enough to follow it. Go find him.�
Rose shrugged off Mutt�s hand. �What about me?�
I ground my teeth. How did the alpha role always fall on my shoulders? �Stay here until you hear from Colby, and take care of gigantor.� I eyed the unconscious human on the floor by the closet.
I strode away from the motel to my parked car and dumped my mate on the backseat, leaving Mutt alone with Rose. He�d have to find his friend on his own now.
Colby had been hanging out with humans too long and it was time he came home to be with his own kind. I leaned over him and brushed his shaggy hair from his face. The touch of skin upon skin sent tingles over my fingertips. Something I�d experienced only when we�d first met and fought.
My breath caught in my throat. I had him.

Chapter Two

Parking in an unlit corner of my hotel�s back lot, I exited the vehicle and swept my gaze across the area. I chose this place because it lacked traffic. No hookers or drug dealers seemed to have taken residence, and the only cars were in the front of the building. Curious onlookers would probably call the police if they watched me drag an unconscious man in my room.
I opened the back door and slid Colby out. His head lolled to the side as he remained limp.
Sweat coated my palms and waves of nausea assaulted my stomach. Checking his neck with my fingertips, I found a thready pulse. His chest rose with shallow breaths. Had he hit his head too hard?
Hands under his arms, I dragged him inside and laid him on the carpeted floor. I rushed to the bathroom and wet a facecloth with cold water before kneeling by his side. The last thing I wanted was to hurt him. I had only wished for Colby to see me one more time. To be sure he truly didn�t desire me before returning to my pack with my tail between my legs.
My stomach rolled again at the sight of his limp form. I ran the cloth over his face. �Colby?� I shook his shoulder. The hit he received shouldn�t have knocked him out this deeply. �Colby?� My voice shook. What should I do? Human hospitals didn�t understand shifter physiology, and the only pack physician I knew was in Rio.
With trembling hands, I withdrew my cell phone from the side pockets of my cargo pants. Searching through my contacts, I dialed the only person I knew in this stinking city besides Mutt�the overlord of Manhattan, Cesio Nucci. The only reason Cesio associated with me was my connection to the king of all vampires.
�Yes.� He answered on the first ring, his voice carrying a mild Italian accent.
�Is there a shifter physician in this city?�
�Who is this?�
�Gwen Fatima Brizido. I belong to Master Tane.� I wanted to snap at him to hurry, but nothing would make a vampire more silent than a subordinate shouting orders.
�Oh yes, you�re the one he sent to take care of the dog.� He chuckled. �How is he doing?�
I gaped at the phone. Did he just refer to a Nos as a dog? Either this overlord was an idiot or powerful enough to not worry about retaliation. �Your young master is doing well in his studies.�
He cleared his throat. �Are you in need of assistance?�
�I need a shifter doctor. Do you know where I can locate one?�
��Why would I know this?� He didn�t bother hiding his surprise.
Cesio was an old-world vampire. Not all of them were as forward-thinking as my master. I sighed in frustration. Obviously, Cesio didn�t deal with the local pack. He�d probably watch one of us bleed to death before helping. �A fellow shifter is injured.� The racing of my heart should have been audible over the phone. I�d allowed my mate to get hurt. What kind of female was I? No wonder Colby didn�t want me.
�Is he still breathing?�
I stared at his chest and waited�and waited. It rose, and I sucked in a breath of my own. �Yes, but very shallow.�
�Do you know CPR?�
�Sort of.� I�d been in battles and had performed it a few times, never successfully.
�That�s all I can offer you.� He disconnected our call.
Tossing the phone, I watched as Colby�s chest rose and fell. I leaned over him, ready to take control when and if I needed to. I didn�t know what the fuck I was doing.
Give me a gun, sword, or any kind of weapon. I could fight with the passion of a thousand demons. I took lives but didn�t know how to save one. Sure, if a comrade went down during a fight, I knew how to dress a wound and apply pressure. This was different.
I pressed my hand to my aching stomach and leaned over his face. �Please.� The plea hurt my ears. In my life, I�d never begged for anything. With a snarl, I thumped his sternum with the flat of my hand. �Wake up, damn it.�
His eyes popped open.
I gasped and landed flat on my ass. If he had cried boo, I wouldn�t have been more surprised. Rolling onto my knees, I reached for him as he rose on his elbow.
He swatted my hand away. �You!� As if shaking off cobwebs, he shook his head and winced. �What hit me?�
Instinct warred with logic. Every fiber in my body cried to care for him, but he appeared less than thrilled to see me. I should give him space but drew closer instead. I couldn�t stop my hands from supporting him. �A two hundred and fifty-pound Nosferatu baby.�
Roaring, he leaped at my touch and pinned me to the floor. Injured or not, Colby was formidable, a perfect mate for a warrior. He scanned the room. �Where�s my team? What has he done to them?�
His strong fingers circled my wrists, and I soaked in his touch. Shifters shouldn�t be separated from their mates for so long. I hadn�t realized how much I�d ached for him these last few months. �Nothing.� The word came low and husky. I had him right where I wanted him, in my room, touching me. �We left them at your motel still intact.�
�He hit me.�
I shrugged while pinned. �You were trying to stake his friend.�
He made a noise of disgust and shoved himself off of me. �The vampire I was trying to catch escaped?�
The tingles from his touch faded. �Yes.�
�You compromised my mission, Gwen. What do I have to do to get you off my tail?� He rose to his feet, a flush of color tingeing his pale face, and crossed his arms over his solid chest.
I sniffed the air. He stank of anger. This was how I�d expected our reunion to go, but I�d hoped once we were alone that Colby�s shifter instincts would take over. In Rio he�d been accused of an assassination attempt on my master. Both of us had been too focused on events to investigate this call of nature. Then he ran�
Standing, I faced him. �I wasn�t after you. I was tracking the same vampire. So?�
�He has Red.�
My stomach took a nosedive. �Oh.� I took a moment to let that sink in further so my guilt could take firm root. I�d interrupted a rescue. Awkward didn�t describe my position well enough. I didn�t know any of Mutt�s friends, but he�d never mentioned them being criminal in nature, let alone having balls big enough to abduct Colby�s second in command. My temples pounded with a promise of becoming an epic headache. �Did you petition the city�s overlord?�
Colby�s gaze narrowed. �I can�t imagine what kind of reception I�d get if I showed up at Cesio�s front door without any proof of the abduction.�
I wasn�t used to thinking like an outsider. My whole life had been within the vampire nation. As a human, Red had some rights, but we�d have to prove that a vampire held him against his will. He�d need someone inside the nation to petition for his return. �I can call my master. He�ll get him released. What did he do?�
Jerking his head back, Colby let his arms fall to his sides. �He was doing his job!� He began to pace the room. �We�d heard some shady stories about increased vampire population in the city. I sent him to investigate. He never came home.�
�Vampire procreation is strictly monitored by the Nosferatu.� Unsanctioned making of new vampires would be punished by death. �If you have proof, we have to report it at once.�
�That�s the point of finding Red.�
I grew still. Would have thought Red being his friend was a good enough reason to find him, but apparently not for Colby. �How do you know it�s that vampire?� There were literally hundreds of them in a city like New York. All of them fed from humans, but none were allowed to kill one or turn one into a vampire without permission. If they did, it would compromise their secret existence. The Nosferatu monitored their people closely. Even vampires had something to fear.
Colby tossed a look of exasperation. �He�s the last vampire Red reported on before he went missing.�
I nodded. �And the girl was to lure him to you for questioning? Before or after you staked him?�
�Gwen.� He used my name as if swearing. �Did Rose get hurt?�
I hoped he missed my sharp intake of breath at the mention of her name. Searching his face, I detested the concern evident in his gaze. �She seemed fine.� I took a step closer to him. He�d best not think to replace me with a weak mortal meat sack. �Why?�
�Soldiers are a dime a dozen. Good bait is hard to find.� He made a sour face.
I trembled from the effort not to snarl. Colby made it impossible for me to be civil. Every chance he had, he tossed hurtful things in my direction. It was like listening to a porcupine shifter, each word stinging. Rose could make any male happy, but she wasn�t allowed around mine. �Are you sleeping with her?�
His eyebrows furrowed. �I don�t like damaged goods.�
The muscles in my shoulders twisted into such taut knots, I had trouble easing my arms back to my side. I was damaged. Clearing my throat, I kept from meeting his gaze. Jealousy gripped me in its tight claws. �We should return to the vampire�s trail.� I needed to change the subject before I took a bite out of him. Colby wound me up so tight I feared if I sneezed I�d break apart. Hunting sounded like an excellent release. �Only a few hours of dark remain, and his scent should still be fresh enough to follow.�
The wind blasted out of my lungs as Colby slammed me against the wall, his forearm across my throat and his thigh between my legs, preventing me from kicking. �No, you and I have unfinished business.� His dirty blond hair stood up in odd angles as if he ran his hands through it constantly. Piercing green eyes bore into mine. They were what I�d noticed the most about him the first time we fought.
His forearm dug into my throat, and I gasped for air, clawing at his arm. I couldn�t budge it. Mates didn�t hurt each other. Maybe I�d been wrong about us all along.
�Stop following me.� He drew closer until his nose was buried in my hair and inhaled deeply. �Go back to your life with Tane and your pack. I�m not what you want.� With a jerk, he released me and paced to the door.
I rubbed my throat. �How would you know what I want?� My voice came out rough. From bad handling or emotion, I couldn�t tell.
He stopped before exiting and glanced over his shoulder. �What do you know about shifters who can�t shift?�
The blood drained from my face. How did he know? Only my parents and brother were privy to my deepest secret, my darkest shame. I�d never been able to shift. It was a hereditary trait that had inflicted a few of my ancestors. I had all the shifter strength, speed, and senses, but only my eyes changed color.
�I can see you know enough.� Sadness touched his gaze for a split second, so fast I wasn�t sure if I�d seen it. �Leave me alone.� With that parting sentence, he left me.
My knees gave away. What a rock troll could not do, a few words from Colby had succeeded. I was crushed. All my instincts cried that he belonged to me. Pretending to doubt would only hurt me more. I would follow him to the ends of the world. I couldn�t stop thousands of years of evolution, but if he couldn�t accept me as I was, then we were doomed.
I stared at the open doorway. What would I tell my parents, my pack? My brother was already furious that Colby had rejected me. He�d go berserk about this. Shifters only had one soul mate. There would be no others for me. Or Colby.
It sometimes happened that mates lost one another. Accidents occurred, since fate could be a cruel mistress. My thoughts turned to the only shifter I knew who�d lost his shifter wife ages ago�a shadow of a male who existed within our pack but did not seem to live. Was this my future? At least he�d had the chance to love and be loved by his mate before losing her. Colby had rejected me from day one.
A tear spilled unchecked down my cheek.

Chapter Three

�No, no, no. Don�t get all girly on me.� A pair of worn running shoes filled my vision until someone squatted in front of me and wiped the tear from my cheek. �Shit, I suck at this stuff.�
I smacked Mutt�s hand away. �Stop touching me.�
He wiped the tear�s dampness on his worn, dirty jeans. �That�s better. Is he dead?� He rose to search the empty bathroom. �Guess not. Where�d the bastard go? Did he hurt you?�
Mutt bore the trademark bald head, pointed ears, and the palest of pale skin of his brethren. Unlike them, however, he also owned the sweetest of hearts. I feared for him. Compared to the Nosferatu I�d worked with and others I�d met, Mutt was a newborn baby, a street kid from the 1980�s gone vampire. A few years ago, when Rurik had killed Dragos, the old ruler of the vampire nation, Mutt had undergone the transformation from regular vampire to Nosferatu badass.
I eyed the young appearing male leaning against the bathroom�s door frame and shook my head. It would take at least a few more centuries before he could stand up to the others in his clan. Until then, he was fresh meat.
�Colby left.� I got to my feet and stretched the cramped muscles in my lower back. How long had I been sitting there? �Took you long enough to return.�
Mutt frowned. �I was on the other side of town. Contrary to common belief, I can�t fly. Not yet.�
I snorted. �None of you can.�
�A little respect.� He waved at his appearance. Mutt�s clan might make most supernatural beings shiver in fear at just the mention of their name, but not me, not anymore. I�d helped kill one not long ago.
I snorted once more. �Respect is earned, not given. You�re still�too inexperienced.� He had lots to learn besides fighting. As a human, Mutt had grown up alone in this country�s foster home system. Then he�d been turned vampire to work as a soldier in Cesio�s nest. So I had my work cut out for me when it came to teaching Mutt about honor.
He grinned from ear to ear. �You know I�ll make you eat those words one day.�
�I look forward to it.� I met his gaze directly. �Did you find your friend?�
His smartass smile faded. �No. I spent more time trying to find his scent than following it. My nose isn�t as good as yours.�
�The skill comes with practice, and you�ll get more tonight. We�re going back out on the hunt. I want to question this vampire now, and I always catch what I track.�
His eyes narrowed. �I don�t doubt it, but are you doing this because of the slayer?�
I schooled my face into the emotionless mask I�d been wearing for the last few months. �Yes. Why?�
��Because this idea has PMS written all over it, and I�m not suicidal enough to screw around with slayers. It�s bad enough I knocked him unconscious. He�s probably carving my name on a stake as we speak.�
�He wouldn�t�� Then I remembered Colby�s hatred of Master Tane and, well, all Nosferatu. �It�s not like you think. I just�� What? Wanted to jump his bones? �He won�t be involved anymore.� Except we were both chasing after the same vampire.
�I know about you and your slayer problem.� He cleared his throat. �When you showed up at my home, I called Tane to confirm your credentials, and he told me about you.�
�It isn�t any of your business.�
�Not until now.� He eyed my tidy room and pointedly stared at my made bed. �I guess your talk didn�t go as planned?�
My shoulders slumped and I sat on the cheap chair by the table. �He acted like it was more of an abduction. So no, it didn�t go over well.�
�No shit. Shocking.� He sat across from me and set a syringe with a long, capped needle on the table. �Well, next time you can drug him. Just stab him in the heart and push the plunger. That should get his attention.�
A burst of laughter escaped me and I couldn�t stop until new tears rolled from my eyes. �Yes, that would be an excellent second date. I�m not even going to ask why you�re carrying that.�
�Better that you don�t.� He slipped it back in his coat. �You�ll find someone else, someone better, and have good stories to tell your pups one day.�
�You don�t know anything about shifters, do you?�
He raised his hands in despair. �How can I? I�m still figuring out what I am.�
�There won�t be anyone else for me. Colby is it.� I banged the back of my head against the wall. �It shouldn�t be this hard. Usually when mates meet, sparks fly and they�re together.� I gazed at my hands. �Something�s wrong with me.� I knew what it was. He didn�t want me because I couldn�t shift. If I bore Colby�s pups, they�d run the risk of inheriting my disability.
Mutt grasped my hand. �There�s nothing wrong with you. He�s the fucked-up one.�
If only that were true. And to top it off, I�d screwed things up for Red. A human I actually respected and liked. I leaned my forehead on our grasped hands. �I was so focused on snagging Colby that I let your friend escape. They think he�s involved in kidnapping another slayer.�
�Alcide? He�d kidnap a nice pair of shoes, but not a slayer. They�re after the wrong vampire.�
I glanced up at him. �Are you sure?�
�One hundred percent? No. Maybe the slayer was wearing nice shoes.� He gave me a crooked grin. �You�re really not any good at this getting-your-mate-to-like-you stuff. I�d love to hear about how you both met.�
I punched him in the arm. �Stop it. You�re making me feel worse.�
He laughed harder. �Is this why we�re going back out again?� Placing a hand over his big smile, Mutt tried to stifle his mirth. He did poorly.
At this point I couldn�t care. Whatever pride I�d owned had vanished when I�d bared my trodden heart to this young vampire. �No.� I rose to my feet and pulled my suitcase from under the bed. Unlocking it, I exchanged my weapons from those used to capturing vampires to things suitable for killing. Mutt might still trust his friend, but I didn�t. �If we find Alcide first, he�ll have a better chance of surviving. Colby is close to the missing slayer and might beat the shit out of your friend before asking questions.�
�This is a terrible idea.�
�How?� I stuffed a wooden stake in my back waist band. �It�s my fault he escaped. If Red dies, Colby will never forgive me.�
�So you�ll hunt a vampire to make him happy and not to save the human�s life?� Mutt�s smile turned weary.
�You�re picking at details. The point is, we all want the same thing, and I�ll make Colby happy. For once.� I stopped at the open doorway. �Aren�t you coming?�
He shook his head. �I don�t want to get between the two of you. Like you said, I don�t understand shifters and I understand you even less after this.�
�You need more combat training. This should technically be your job. To keep the existence of your kind a secret, you need to make sure vampires are following the laws.� I raised an eyebrow. �Or did you sleep through that lesson?�
�Yeah, yeah, I�ve heard it every time one of my big brothers shows up uninvited.� He pushed passed me into the night. �What�s your plan?�
I tapped my nose. �His scent should still be fresh at the motel as long as it doesn�t rain.� I stared at the clear night and watched a falling star flash across the sky. There was only one thing I�d wish for, but I�d make this wish come true on my own.

Chapter Four

On hands and knees, I sniffed the parking lot at the motel where we�d encountered Colby. The scents of gasoline and asphalt masked the natural smells of the world. I filed them away, like background noise, and searched for Alcide�s cologne-drowned tracks.
�Why don�t you shift? Wouldn�t your senses be more acute in wolf form?� Mutt sat on the curb, smoking a cigarette. He blew small rings in the air above his head and watched them float.
Twisting, I tossed a daggered glare at him. �You just want to see me naked.� I�d never confided my physical inabilities to him. The fewer who knew, the better I could work. Pity would get in my way.
He held up two fingers. �Two birds, one stone.�
�My senses are just as good in this form.� Returning my attention to the ground, I growled under my breath. Some help Mutt was turning out to be.
�What do vampires smell like? I mean, to you. I know what I smell.� I could hear him take another long drag.
�That�s a nasty habit, Mutt. Why would anyone want to kiss someone with tobacco breath?� I didn�t care to give him more information on my kind than he needed. My offer to teach him was for combat, not shifter 101.
�Are you thinking of kissing me?� He chuckled at my sharp snarl. �It hides the blood aftertaste.�
�They make mints for that.� I caught a whiff of something faint, perfumed flowers mixed with spicy wood. The human female, Rose, had smelled of blossoms.
�Mints aren�t strong enough and they upset my stomach. I need something more pungent.�
�Cigars would work better and smell nicer.� I tracked back and forth until I found the path away from the motel that smelled of only spicy wood. �Got you.� I rose to my feet and left Mutt to flood the air with his poisoned mouthwash. Now that I had the trail, I didn�t need to be so close to the ground. The trace was fainter than I�d expected.
�Hey!� I heard the heavy footfalls of Mutt�s steps follow. �You found his scent?� He sniffed the air. �I can�t smell anything special.�
I rolled my eyes. �Get closer to the ground.� He needed to learn to use his more enhanced senses. Vampires tended to lean toward their hearing instead of smell. I�d teach Mutt to use them all.
He crouched, almost kissing asphalt. �I smell tar, old gum�� He inhaled deeply then gagged. �And piss.� Rising to his boots, he shot me a disgusted look. �You�re faking.�
�I�m a shifter. This is my natural skill. I don�t need to fake.�
He rubbed his chin as we walked down the street and around the corner. �What are vampire special skills?�
�Causing trouble.� The trail went into a subway entrance. �He�s using public transit?� Vampires tended to avoid crowds. It pushed at their self-control over the bloodlust. Not to mention in close quarters it was easier to notice their pale flesh and a flash of fang. I shook my head and pushed past the humans in my way. Glancing over my shoulder, I noted that Mutt had pulled his winter hat over his head and ears. If only the humans knew that one of the greatest predators strolled among them. I gave him a small grin.
It vanished when I saw the turnstiles. I stuck my hands in my pocket and came out empty. In my hurry to capture the vampire, I�d left my wallet at my hotel. I gave Mutt a sheepish expression.
He handed me a token from his pocket and slid his own into a slot in the turnstile.
I followed suit but couldn�t keep my curiosity under reins. �Why do you carry subway tokens?�
Gesturing to his clothes, he shook his head at me in disbelief. �Do I look like I can afford a car?�
�Don�t you get a stipend or��
�No. My brothers think I should learn to fend for myself. �Make my own fortune� is how they put it.� He now led the way to the subway platform, as if he knew where the trail went. �They don�t seem to understand that I can�t just get a job at McDonald�s or even have a GED. That doesn�t leave me with much legal options.�
�Oh.� I�d never met a poor vampire, let alone a poor Nosferatu. It was another blatant reminder of his age. Such a confession from Mutt could leave me in trouble. We barely knew each other, and legal options could mean so many things. Not that Master Tane would care if Mutt broke human laws, but he�d be furious if vampire ones were even bent, and I was beginning to like Mutt. �Maybe you shouldn�t tell me anymore.�
He stopped by the tunnel�s exit and sighed. �Don�t worry. I wasn�t planning on it.�
I inhaled deeply. The scent trail grew more solid. �How did you know the vampire came this way?�
�Because a lot of us use these tunnels to travel, especially close to daybreak.� He checked the almost empty platform before grabbing my hand and jumping off.
The tug contained unexpected strength, yet I landed on my feet with some of my usual grace. Not all of it, but some. I took off after the trail until the illumination from the exit faded, leaving us in the dark, but both of us could see relatively well without light.
All sorts of sordid smells assaulted my nose. Good thing I had a strong gag reflex. I swallowed with a dry throat and fought through the sensory overload until another familiar scent caught my attention.
I jerked my head as cold, sharp metal caressed the flesh of my throat. My gasp echoed in the silence. A hard body pressed against my back, sending shivers along my spine.
�Gwen.�
The muscles in my legs wanted to melt at the whisper. �Colby.�
�What are you doing here?� He twisted so his back was against the wall while still holding me to his chest.
I stared at the empty spot where Mutt should have been standing and considered my options. Lying to my mate seemed like a bad place to start. I�d already attacked him in Rio and abducted his unconscious form earlier this evening. My stomach cramped and I tried to take a deep breath. �Uh, vampire hunting.�
Colby made a frustrated noise.
�Wait a minute, you stole my idea. You tracked the vampire�s scent like I�d suggested.� The bite of steel on my flesh kept me from facing him with my accusation. Mate or not, I didn�t like being at anyone�s mercy. Was he really capable of harming me? I didn�t know which hurt more, the knife or his distrust.
�I would have done that without you voicing it.� His grip loosened just the slightest bit on my throat.
�Not expecting any second chances with Colby and sort of surprised I was getting this one, I jabbed my elbow into his stomach hard enough to connect with his spine.
He let out a sharp gasp but clutched me even tighter; the edge of the blade dug into my skin, and blood trickled from a small knick. �Nice shot.� His voice cracked on the last word. He eased us slowly down the tunnel, keeping the wall to his back.
Cold claws of fear ran over my spine. I couldn�t break out of his hold. Not many could boast that kind of power. �I�m not the enemy. Let me go. I can help you.�
�Bullshit, you�re with a Nosferatu. What�s the game you�re playing?�
�Mutt? You�re worried about him?� I rolled my eyes to the ceiling and pleaded with the full moon to give me patience. Where had that vampire disappeared to anyway? �Looks like you scared him off.� I sensed the hesitation in Colby�s steps. �You�re a big bad slayer who helped take down Dragos. He�s just a baby Nosferatu who can�t even buy himself a car.�
�Baby��
�Yes, he was made after Dragos died. Something about keeping their power in balance.�
The blade eased away from my throat but did not leave Colby�s grip. That hurt my feelings more than the attack. His gaze darted from me to the surrounding area, and he sniffed the air.
I inhaled as well. Mutt�s scent was fading. He�d gone. I glanced at Colby once more. Perfect.
His gaze tracked back to mine and stayed locked on. �What do I have to do so you�ll listen to me?�
Crossing my arms over my chest, I ground my teeth. �Stop running, start making sense, and deal with this like an adult would be a good way to start.�
�I can�t believe you came down here with a Nos by yourself. He could have drained you dry and left your carcass in these tunnels, never to be found.� He sheathed his knife and ran his hands through his hair again.
A wave of dizziness struck me as my heart skipped beats. He cared? Pressing a knife to my neck was a heck of way to show it. Then again, I wasn�t much better at showing my affection, considering that some of the bruises on Colby�s body were from me.
He grabbed me by the upper arm and leaned in close. �You should know better.�
I blinked. �I do know better. I grew up with Nosferatu, remember? Mutt was tagging along to learn about hunting vampires. It�ll be his job one day.�
The silence around us grew thicker. Colby�s gaze trailed to where he held me, touched me, and a bead of sweat trickled from his forehead. The oxygen in the tunnel seemed to have vanished because I suddenly couldn�t find enough to breathe.
�I want to help.� My voice was husky with the lack of air. �It�s my fault Alcide escaped.�
�Why do you care?� His gaze boomeranged to mine.
�It�s important to you.� I refused to take a step forward into his arms. I was done bending and tossing myself at him since it hadn�t done anything except provide proof that I was ruled by my instincts. This male obviously wanted more.
�That�s your only reason?� He released his hold on me. �The vampire might kill more humans.�
�I know.�
His frown grew deeper.
�Th�that would be wrong.� Why did he give such a shit about another race? He bent backwards to save them, yet ignored his shifter nature. Maybe if I were human he�d want me.
�I can�t have you wandering these tunnels by yourself. So��
�I�ll accompany you and act as back-up. I am trained in multiple forms of hand-to-hand combat. And weapons.�
He grimaced and rubbed his stomach. �Trust me, I remember.�

Chapter Five

Colby kept pace with me as we tracked through the tunnels. Not many could have run at my side for so long without respite. I'd trained long and hard to be the fastest and strongest in my pack, even though I couldn't shift. The fact that no sweat marred his skin made me wonder if maybe he could outlast me.
The vampire's scent grew stronger. We were getting closer to our quarry. My heart raced. Not with exertion but exhilaration.
I now understood the connections mates held during the hunt. Even though Colby refused to claim me, I could sense every motion his body made, the way his eyes traveled to each shadow as he searched for danger, and hear the strong pounding of his heart. Without words, we moved in unison, complementing each other�s actions.
A distant sound reached my ears. Metal grinding on metal, a slight squeal piercing the air.
Colby hesitated and glanced over his shoulder.
The sound grew louder, and I stopped, crouching on the track, to face what followed us. Light bloomed ahead and shattered my night vision. I could see nothing but blinding brightness as the metallic noise filled the tunnel.
"Gwen, what are you doing?" The alarm in his voice struck a raw chord in my soul.
I twisted in time to witness Colby leap toward me, his fingers digging into my shoulders as he rolled backward over the filthy ground.
In one smooth motion, he lifted me to my feet and pressed me against the concrete wall as a subway train squealed past us, inches away. He covered his ears with his hands.
The floor and walls shook with the force. I tried to cover my sensitive ears as well, but my hands were pinned between our bodies. The power that drove this metallic monster pulsed in the air and sang in my blood. Just as quickly as it came, it vanished down the tunnel.
Colby spun me around and scanned my form.
I blinked the dust from my eyes and realized his lips were moving but I couldn�t hear his words. The ringing in my ears was too loud.
He gently took my chin in his hands to turn my face from side to side. With a finger, he touched just under my ear, and it came away with blood. Even in the wash of darkness that trailed the subway train, I could discern the frown on his face. Hand in hand, he led me back along the track.
�It won�t take me long to heal.� Speaking when I couldn�t hear myself felt odd. It was like drawing with my eyes closed. I could only hope I made sense.
Colby flinched as if I had yelled. At least he�d heard me.
�Can you smell the trail?�
He grimaced and sniffed, then shook his head.
�Let me try.� Each time I tried to crouch to find the vampire�s scent, he�d stay close, watching the dark, almost like he guarded my back. These mixed cues he sent were twisting my guts in a knot. �I can�t find it. All I smell is train.� I rubbed the thick smell of fuel from my nose. The ringing began to fade.
Colby�s frown deepened with worry before he tugged me by the hand again. Part of me wanted to yank it out of his grasp. I was alpha; that meant I led. The newer part of me that had awakened when I first met him, wanted to skip along. He pulled me through a doorway with a ladder, which brought us to the surface and the streets.
Soft orange sunlight gleamed on the wet surface of the buildings. A downpour had started with the dawn.
�The vampire won�t travel far now.� I assessed our situation and location. From the avenue numbers, I�d guess we were in Manhattan now. Far from my car or my hotel. Exhaustion weighed heavy on my shoulders. I�d been awake and hunting for over twenty-four hours. Shifter or not, that would wear out anyone. A shiver ran down my spine as the cold fall rain soaked my clothes and hair. �I should head back and get some sleep.� I could finally hear my own voice faintly. I cleared my throat. �Maybe we could meet here before sunset and restart the search. He can�t be far.�
Colby stepped closer and checked my ears again. �It never stops amazing me how fast our race heals.� The heat from his body radiated over mine, and my shivers vanished.
I retreated from his touch. My dignity fluttered in the wind, but I managed to piece some of it together. I�d given Colby two chances to be my mate, and both times he�d turned me down so fast I had whiplash. If only there were a button to set me free of my shifter desire. My pack contained worthier males who would have been honored at my attention, not toss it to the ground like unwanted trash. For the first time in months, my mind cleared of emotion.
Maybe it was an effect from the near-death experience with the subway train.
He shook his head as if to toss off unwanted thoughts. �By the time you return to your hotel, you�ll have to turn back.�
�I�ll take a cab.� As I reached into my back pocket, I hesitated. My wallet still sat on the table of my room. Swallowing a frustrated noise, I glanced at him. �I could use a run.� Not really. My legs were like blocks of lead and my head pounded with every heart beat.
�I have�� His gaze wandered to his feet before meeting mine again. �I keep an apartment not far from here.� The intensity with which he stared gave me the impression he was trying to gauge my reaction. �I might have food.� He shrugged. �You can dry off and rest. Then we can continue hunting at sunset.�
My stomach betrayed me by growling. It echoed in the emptiness of my gut. He had me at food. I nodded, unable to speak and unwilling to voice my concerns. Just last evening he had attacked me when I�d confronted him with our mutual destiny. All I�d known from Colby was running. This kindness was throwing me off.
Without another word, he spun about and marched through the early morning crowds.
I strolled behind, never losing sight of him but allowing myself a moment to spread my shifter senses around me and absorb the city. Raised in a jungle, I�d never truly lived in an urban setting. Rio had always been within reach, but I�d never cared for it.
Travel with my master had given me a taste for adventure, but my duties always came first. I�d never been without heavy responsibilities until recently. Taking a lungful of air, I tried not to choke on the fumes and the stench of sewers. Oh dear, no wonder humans were nose-blind. It was better if I just breathed shallowly and marveled at the sites.
Tall buildings of steel and glass, people of every variety, and even a good dose of immortals blended into the crowds. A fae danced in the puddles, ignored by the less-sensitive humans, and waved as Colby stormed pass. Three feline shifters crossed the street ahead of us, as if to avoid Colby. I gave them my most feral grin. It seemed like he didn�t even notice the storm of dominance that surrounded his presence.
A few blocks from our exit brought us to 56th Avenue. Colby took a right and waited for me in front of an apartment building. He opened the door as I approached.
My foot hesitated over the threshold and I glanced at him over my shoulder. Was he having second thoughts about us? Pushing that dangerous wish aside, I entered the building and crossed the lobby to the elevator.
The doors slid open when he pressed the button. I could sense his scowl travel in my direction.
Unable to meet it, I scrambled inside and stared at the numbers climbing. �I never pictured you with a home.� Did his pack live here? Their scent should have marked the building but I didn�t smell any kind of markings. Maybe they did things differently in New York.
He glanced at me from the corner of his eye, his profile hard and unmoving. �I don�t. This is just one of many places I maintain. It�s well located.� The elevator door slid open, but he blocked my passage with a muscled arm. �And secret.�
I stopped with a jerk, our faces so close all I had to do was lean forward to meet his lips. Blond stubble shaded his cheeks. Would it be as abrasive as his personality? �Secrets are my specialty.� They were. I worked for the king of vampires. No problem.
Butterflies stormed my stomach. Shoving his arm out of my way, I escaped the elevator before embarrassing myself as I had in my hotel room. I didn�t want to wreck this fragile truce between us. This was the most time we�d spent together since meeting that didn�t include assault weapons.
He unlocked the door and allowed me inside to catch a glimpse of this impossible male�s lifestyle.
The apartment was one room with a large window facing the city, minimalist in its lack of�personality. A metal-framed cot was pushed in the corner with an excellent view of the door. The linen so tightly tucked I could almost hear the threads groan under the strain.
Sunlight poured through the curtainless window and reflected off the white walls. The only other furniture was a small wooden table with four chairs. His laptop sat in the center.
Colby closed and locked the door behind us.
I jumped at the sudden loud noise in the hush of the room. We faced each other. I stuck my fingertips in the pockets of my jeans for lack of anything to do with them. All the things I�d wanted to tell him these last few months vanished in a pop of nerves.
He cleared his throat and squeezed past me since I had trapped him in the entrance.
�Oh, sorry.� I mentally slapped my forehead for making this even more uncomfortable than it already was. �You know, I�m just going to head back to my hotel after all. I appreciate��
�After hunting me like a rabid�wolf for the last few months, I didn�t think you�d give up so easily and run for safety. If I�d known that, I would have confronted you sooner.�
The sting of his words clobbered the excuses from my lips. I fisted my hands and took a step toward him. �You�re an asshole.�
�Thanks for finally noticing.�

Chapter Six

I ground my teeth. Impossible male. Worse than my father and brother combined. �You�re like a kicked puppy, and I�m trying my best to not set you off. Every time I get close, you snap at me.�
He loomed, anger flushing his skin. �If memory serves me right, every time you�re close you try to take me captive.� This was the first time I�d ever heard Colby raise his voice.
My inner beast rose in response to his hostile energy; however, I couldn�t shift. Colby wouldn�t be gutted by my claws no matter how angry he tried to make me. I poked him in the chest. �I didn�t try. On both hunts I caught you.�
The air snapped with hostility. �Your Master knocked me out the first time.� The way he sneered the title expressed exactly how he felt about my pack working for the Nosferatu. �That didn�t count.�
�If I hadn�t let you go, I would have succeeded in taking you.� When I�d first met Colby, I had been on a stakeout for him. Only upon contact in the initial take-down did we realize what we were for one another. Well, I had realized it. Colby had needed a full-blown explanation. I�d let him escape instead of trapping him for my master. Unfortunately, my master had punched Colby on his flight out of the room and imprisoned him.
With a growl, Colby spun away and stormed to the fridge. �There�s only a shower stall. Fresh towels are under the sink. Leave your clothes outside the door, and I�ll wash them.�
I shook my head to clear it of burning rage. How did he turn it off so fast? �I�m leaving.�
He nailed me with a glare. �Stay.� Then he turned his back on me as he placed eggs and bacon on the counter.
Every cell in my alpha body cried out at the order. Part of me wanted to tear out of the apartment, yet the other part, the mated side, told me I was finally here without bloodshed. With a snarl, I stomped to the bathroom, pulling my tunnel-stained shirt over my head and tossing it on the floor by the doorway. My jeans and the rest of my underclothes followed onto the pile.
Tingles coasted over my spine. I glanced over my shoulder to find Colby�s gaze burning a path over my naked flesh. I covered my breasts. Being nude had never bothered me before, even when males of my pack had studied me with appreciation. The flash of carnal hunger in Colby�s stare hit me like an open-handed slap.
I crossed the short distance into the bathroom with quick steps on my tiptoes and kicked the door closed. My heart pounded so hard it bounced off my ribcage. What the hell was wrong with me? I grabbed the end of my braid and gave it a good, hard tug. Fuck. All I�d done was undress. Something I�d done a thousand times in front of many shifters, yet that sudden spark had frightened me.
I�d heard stories about how others met their mates. Fireworks and butterflies entwined with love and sex. A relationship defined by a loyal wolf�s heart. However, I�d never truly believed I would find mine. Not until I saw that look in Colby�s stare.
A tear rolled down my cheek and I swiped it away. Great, I was crying now. Next I�d be baking cookies and asking the neighborhood shifters over for tea.
Hormones sucked. My mother had tried to explain their affects on mated couples every time I�d called the last few months, but I wasn�t ready to listen. We�d never been that close, considering I preferred giving orders over receiving them. I should have listened. Maybe there was a cure.
Taking a deep breath, I focused on my image in the mirror. Taut muscles trembled on a slim frame, dark eyes reflected the light, and I had enough curves that I wouldn�t be mistaken for a male. Most of the time. I snorted and shook my head. What I had seen in Colby�s eyes must have been the play of anger mixed in with the hunger for food.
I was no beauty queen. Males had never swooned at my feet. I was a honed killer. They fell at my feet dead.
Jumping in the shower, I scrubbed the scents of subway off my skin and hair. When I reached for the conditioner, I couldn�t find any. My long, straight hair hung down my back in a tangle. I scrunched my eyes closed at the thought of brushing it.
For years, I�d considered cutting it all off. Each time I�d made up my mind to end my suffering, someone would appear to convince me to keep it long�mostly my little brother, who towered over me by at least a foot.
He always said that a female�s greatest gift to her mate was her hair. I never understood. Hell, my mate was in the other room and I still didn�t.
I dried off and slipped into a robe hanging from a hook. The brown terrycloth was worn and soft. Colby�s smell infused the material.
After a thorough search of the bathroom, all I could find was a comb. I glanced at the mirror and the mess hanging off my head. This could take all afternoon. Scissors would be easier.
Striding into the apartment, I sat at the table and took the comb to task. The scent of bacon thickened the air, and my stomach cramped in anticipation. It was never a good idea for a shifter to skip a meal.
Colby carried a full plate to the table and set it before me.
I took the fork he offered. �Thanks.� I then proceeded to shovel food into my system.
�You�re doing it all wrong.� He moved around behind me.

Coughing, I did my best to not choke to death on the piece of scrambled egg I�d just inhaled. �Eating?� I managed to say between fits.
�No, combing your hair.�
I managed to stop choking and glanced at him. �If you owned conditioner, I wouldn�t be such a mess. You don�t happen to have any, do you?�
He took a handful of my hair and rubbed the strands between his fingers. �Do I look like someone who would?�
�No.� I did my best to not stare at his standing-on-end hair. It didn�t even look like he�d washed it.
Starting at the ends, he worked the comb through the knots yet somehow avoided yanking on my scalp.
I ate my breakfast without tasting it and stared straight ahead, afraid if I said or did anything I�d spook him again. In the reflection of the window, I saw the small frown lines on his forehead as he concentrated.
He�d relocated the laptop onto the floor so I would have room to eat. No television or books that I could see. Not even a picture. His home was as empty as his heart.
�Your hair isn�t practical.� He moved to a different section.
I bit my tongue. �Fuck.� Fisting the fork, I stabbed a piece of bacon, pretending it was his thigh instead.
�And your language��
I raised the fork. That was it. If I wanted criticism, I would have called my mother. I was done tiptoeing on eggshells around this male. �You�re an ass.� I gasped as my head was suddenly jerked back and the fork knocked from my hand.
Colby wrapped my hair around his wrist, keeping me pinned in the chair. �We�ve already covered that,� he whispered in my ear as he leaned closer to my neck to inhale deeply.
I�d seen my father do this to my mother. Not the pinning, but the smelling. Squirming in my chair, I tried to cross my leg and lean against my elbow. Not easy when someone held your hair in a vise-like grip.
�Your scent��
�Could you be any more confusing?� I shot the question at him. Only yesterday he�d told me to leave him alone. Couldn�t he hear his instincts? They had to be screaming as loud as mine.
He snorted and released his hold. �I confuse you?�
I rose to face him. Unarmed. �Grooming is considered an intimate act within my pack. Isn�t it the same in yours?�
The frown line between his eyes grew deeper. �I wasn�t raised in a pack.�
My jaw dropped before I could consciously stop it. I cleared my throat and pulled my robe tighter around me. �Your parents were strays?�
�I don�t know.� His stare bore into mine, not wavering, almost daring me to flinch. �I was adopted. Humans raised me.�
�Oh.� I somehow kept a flat expression on my face while inside I cringed. How horrid for him. I couldn�t imagine his suffering.
He leaned against the bathroom door frame and crossed his arms. �Is that all you have to say?�
Nausea rolled the eggs and bacon in my stomach. I had a ton of things I wanted to express, but none of it was good. This, at least, explained Colby�s unnatural protective behavior of humans. �I�m sorry.� It seemed the safest answer.
He tilted his head to the side, raising an eyebrow. �Why?�
�It must have been lonely.�
�Not at first. They�re not that much different than us.� He finally broke eye contact, and I almost gasped in relief. �All my memories of my adoptive family are good ones.�
I nodded as if I understood, though I didn�t. How had a pup ended up without a pack? It just proved how strong-willed this male was that he�d survived such isolation.
�They loved me.� He spoke so quietly I had to lean forward to hear him. His words sounded strained and they struck me as wrong.
I blinked. �You�re speaking in the past tense.� My stomach dropped at the implications. �What happened?� Had they abandoned him once they found out his true nature?
He glanced up at me. �You�re quick to pick things up.�
�No kidding.� I hugged myself. �You�re avoiding the question.�
�I shouldn�t have brought it up.� He scrubbed his hair. �Not even sure why I did.� He turned his back on me to enter the bathroom.
Without a second thought, I grabbed his arm and pulled him to face me again. �You don�t need to be alone.�
The pain in his green eyes vanished, replaced by a wall.
I swallowed the lump in my throat. He�d been trying to open up, but his barriers fell in place quickly. �How old?� This was a new type of battle, something I didn�t practice often. A struggle of emotions instead of fists.
�Thirteen.� A tender age for a shifter. As puberty hit, we had to be taught the nuances of changing shape and finding the mental trigger that began the process.
I had a trigger, but I lacked the hormonal chemicals to physically change. Nothing but poor genetics in my case.
Colby glanced at my hand on his arm before taking it within his. Gently he tugged me toward him until he buried his nose into the nape of my neck. �You smell familiar, but I can�t place what it is.�
I jerked at the sudden heat of his body. �You shouldn�t tease me. It�s cruel.� Tingles traveled over my skin where the tip of his nose had brushed over it.
A deep chuckle rumbled in Colby�s chest. The sound contained an edge of pain that pulled at my soul. I couldn�t imagine not having a pack. The loneliness would have killed most shifters. �You have no idea how you affect me, Gwen.� He set his hands on my shoulders and ran them over my arms. �Having you here, wearing my robe�� This time when he leaned closer, I held my ground. His lips brushed my earlobes as he whispered, �I�m no good for you.�
It grew more difficult to take a breath. �Why?� I whispered back.
�I already told you. I can�t shift.�

Chapter Seven

Twisting from Colby�s grasp, I couldn�t contain my shock. A tsunami crashing over the city wouldn�t have stunned me more. �What?�
His gaze bore into mine with unspoken questions. �I told you at your hotel. I can�t shift.�
The world spun for a second when my heart finally restarted. �That�s not what you said.� I jerked out of his grasp. �You asked how much I knew about shifters who couldn�t shift. That�s not the same as �I can�t shift, Gwen.�� All of yesterday�s wounds cracked open and the pain oozed out. �I thought you meant me.� I pointed at myself as my chest constricted. �I thought you didn�t want me because�� My voice grew hoarse.
All this time, these last few months, he had run because of his inadequacies, not mine.
I shook my head as I retreated from his grasp. He didn�t know my secret.
He tilted his head to the side. �Why wouldn�t I want you?�
In my confused state, I�d managed to place the table between us. �Do you need a list?� Every single defect, shortcomings, and failures came to mind. Putting them into words would destroy what self-confidence I still retained. �How do you know you can�t shift?�
Scratching his head, he peered at me from under the hair that had fallen over his eyes. �Because I can�t do it. I�ve never been able to. Nothing changes on the full moon.�
�Full moon? That�s just a myth.� I couldn�t help gaping. My lips slowly formed an O as things fell together in my head. �You were raised by humans. You never had any contact with shifters?�
He shook his head. �At first�� Shrugging, he gazed out the window. �When I was younger I tried, but they all shunned me. So, I�survived.�
The modern world made it difficult for packs to remain secret. At one point in ancient history, our race had almost gone extinct because of human hunting. Fear remained a large part of pack society. Heck, it had driven mine to serve vampires. Strays proved to be a problem for packs. They�d been used in the past as decoys and spies�even children�so I could see packs being wary of a lone teenage pup.
�You never had anyone to teach you.�
His frown grew from confused to sad. �I�d thought when you agreed to come here that you were okay with my not being able to shift.� He shook his head and tugged at his hair. �I need to shower and rest.� The hard mask he wore for the rest of the world returned on his face.
I rested my hand under my sore throat and cleared it. �You don�t understand anything.� A laugh escaped me with a hint of hysteria. �I�m so relieved.�
He raised an eyebrow, a smile playing at the corner of his lips. The few times I�d been in contact with Colby, he�d never appeared to be the emotional type. Some would call him cold, but I saw only reservation. He didn�t waste his time and energy on feelings. It�s what made him Colby. Yet he�d taken the time to open a little to me and expose those delicate emotions.
I understood him on so many levels. We had so much in common and he just didn�t know it. Moving on swift feet, I returned to my place in front of him. �I can�t shift either.� There, I�d said it out loud. My family�s dirty little secret, an alpha daughter who couldn�t shift to save her life.
His other eyebrow joined the first in meeting his hairline as his eyes grew wider. �How�s that possible?�
I laughed again and grabbed his hands. �Nature works in mysterious ways, Colby. Who says how mates are chosen? But your problem has an easy fix. I can teach you to shift.�
He chuckled and tucked my damp hair behind my ears. �But you just said you couldn�t do it.�
�Doesn�t mean my parents didn�t teach me. They tried everything, from regular lessons to hypnosis to drugs. Heck, even my master made an attempt by entering my mind��
�You let that son of a bitch touch you?� The fury that flashed across his face took my breath away. I�d never seen Colby more alive.
I placed my hand over his lips. It was the most intimate touch we�d shared so far and he quieted instantly. �Let�s not argue about him. I know how you feel, but we have enough concerns.� There were unspoken issues between Master Tane and Colby. Things I wasn�t prepared to hear yet. We had enough obstacles to overcome and I wanted to deal with them one at a time.
Colby�s eyes narrowed. Then he kissed the palm of my hand. Soft and gentle, the slight touch sent a spark of desire so strong I almost cried out. �Fine, on one condition.�
�What is it?�
�You stop calling him �master� around me.�
This was such a small thing to ask. I nodded without a second thought. �Okay, Tane it is.�
He flinched as I said my master�s name.
I cleared my throat. �I heard about Budapest and what he did to��
�Like you said, we have enough problems for now without discussing that soul-sucking monster.� He stared at the ground. I could feel the walls rising between us again. I guess returning to my pack and my position as head of my master�Tane�s�security would be out of the question if I wanted to keep Colby.
I didn�t need a crystal ball to see my future. Hard choices would have to be made. Why couldn�t my life be simpler? Every female wanted to find her mate and take him back to her pack, rear pups, and continue the line. Nothing in my life followed those rules, so why should finding my mate be any different?
�Then why can�t you shift?� He still wouldn�t look at me.
The vise around my chest squeezed harder. �I have a genetic disorder. It runs in my family.� Keeping my chin held high, I managed to maintain a steady voice. �I�m pure shifter. I have all their skills and senses, just not the beast.�
He glanced up at me, curiosity apparent in his gaze.
�I reached my position as an alpha in my pack because I�m the best at what I do.�
�Which is?�
A smile popped onto my face at the question. �Hunt and kill.�
The laugh that exploded from Colby brightened his expression. For a split second, I witnessed what he must have been like as a young male. �Yes, you can.� His mirth settled into a wiry grin. �I�ve never met anyone like you.�
�I kicked your ass in Rio.�
He snorted. �I got away.�
�I let you go!�
His grin faded. �Yeah, right into your master�s grasp.� He shook his head.
I met his glare and crossed my arms over my chest. �I won�t apologize for doing my job well. I protected you to the best of my ability. It could have gone very differently if I hadn�t intervened on your behalf.� Colby had called Rose damaged goods. He needed to look in a mirror. No wonder he�d run from me; I was another problem to add to his list.
Taking a deep breath, I released it slowly. Whenever the thought of Colby crossed my mind, I only considered how to catch him and make him see me. I thought he ran because of something I�d done. Now, I stood before him and saw him. He�d run to protect me. In an odd way, I understood.
A forced relationship wouldn�t work between us. Both of our heads were too thick and stubborn. I needed Colby to want me for who I was as a person, not just because fate made me smell like I was his. I slipped my fingers around his and squeezed.
He visibly relaxed his shoulders and rubbed the back of his neck with his free hand. With his other, he kept hold of my fingers. The tentative gesture would be the first link in building a bridge between us. I just prayed that I wouldn�t burn it.
�I need a shower.� He moved with reluctance and waited until right before the door swung closed to release my hand.
Clutching my hands to my chest, I stared at the door, chewing my bottom lip. Shit. What should I do now? My pack would see this as weakness on both our parts. I wish I could talk to someone. Bad enough they all knew he ran. There was Connie, my master�s blood slave, but she had less sense when it came to males than I did.
A ding ran through the apartment and sent me two feet straight into the air. With a racing heart and a sheepish grin, I followed the chime to the washer and tossed my clothes in the dryer. I dressed in one of Colby�s T-shirts that fell to mid-thigh. The robe carried his scent, and I placed it back over my shoulders. A poor substitute for the real thing.
I crawled onto the cot, under the blankets, and waited for him. This was becoming an unacceptable habit.

Chapter Eight

Heat shrouded my body as I sank deeper into the cushion of my bed. I couldn�t remember the last time I�d slept so well and didn�t care to rise yet. Faint sunlight played over my closed eyelids, yet that wasn�t the source of my comfort.
No, my blankets kept me cozy. I reached to pull them higher over my shoulder but grabbed something large and muscular instead. I jerked my head off the pillow to see a bare arm sprawled over my torso and a jean-clad leg pinning mine under it. My pillow was actually a bicep. A nicely developed one.
Glancing over my shoulder, I met Colby�s steel green gaze. �Morning.�
�Afternoon.� His voice sounded like gravel. He removed his limbs from surrounding me and it took all my self-control not to roll over, pinning him to the cot for a full-body inspection. That could set him off in any surprising direction, and our truce was too fragile at the moment. He rose from the bed in one smooth motion and headed for the kitchen.
I curled into the warm spot he�d left and watched a shirtless Colby fill the coffeemaker. Poking at the odd sensation within my chest, I decided to name it contentment. Such a simple thing, yet the unfamiliar peace inside me grew. Reluctantly, I sat on the edge of the bed.
Jeans hanging from his hips, he crossed the room, carrying two cups.
With a snap, I closed my mouth, but nothing short of a god would have torn my gaze from his sculpted chest. Scars littered his skin, from thin lines to rough circular patches.
�You need to learn to duck.� I smiled as his head jerked and a hint of a smile played on his lips.
�I�d noticed you carried your own collection of scars.� His gaze traveled to three parallel claw marks that ran across my right thigh.
�Mine are prettier.�
He sat next to me, our shoulders almost touching. Handing me a cup, Colby�s expression grew serious. �Teach me to shift.�
�Now?�
�Why not? Being able to shift will come in handy if we get into trouble this evening.�
�It�s not that easy.�
�Nothing ever is.� He sipped his coffee and stared at nothing in particular as his thoughts turned inward. I couldn�t imagine they were good ones and enjoyed the laughing Colby so much more. The dour side already had too much airtime.
�All right then,� I said a little too loud for the small apartment. �Have you ever come close to shifting?� I took a big gulp of coffee. Damn, he could brew a mean cup. I could use it to peel paint.
Colby blinked and came back to our reality. �How would I know?�
I shrugged. �You�re faster, stronger than your usual self. The most I can change is my eyes.� Focusing on my trigger thought, I sensed my eyes fade from dark brown to golden. I grinned as Colby leaned near to take a better look.
�So we can shift just certain parts of our body?�
�Most shifters can�t. That takes a lot of control. I can because it�s the only part of my body that will shift.�
�There�s no cure for your condition?�
�Not that we�ve found.� I took another big gulp, unable to meet his frank stare. A certain hormone wasn�t created in my system. Some thought if I got pregnant it would help, but that shouldn�t be the reason I brought a pup into the world, especially without a mate at my side. Others had mentioned that once I found my mate my hormones would kick in and balance out so I could shift. Yet months after finding Colby, only my eyes still changed. The theories were endless, and I tired of trying to change what I was. �But I�m okay with it. I have nothing to prove to anyone. I�m still a shifter, I just don�t shed.�
He snorted his coffee.
�The key to shifting is finding the trigger. We gain the capability to change shape in adolescence.�
Colby set his coffee on the floor and faced me. �Like being a teenager isn�t hard enough.�
�The pack alphas know how to keep them busy and run them ragged to keep trouble to a minimum.� Fond memories of late-night runs and weekends spent hunting produced a yearning for home.
�You�d think I�d have found my trigger by now.� Colby ran his fingers through his bed-flattened hair. �Maybe I�m like you?�
�Maybe.� I shrugged. �Did you ever know your birth parents?�
He frowned and shook his head.
�Not even a vague memory?�
�No.� The word snapped at me like a whip. Fine. Touchy subject. I got the hint.
Clearing my throat, I set my coffee next to his on the floor. �I ask because the most common trigger is a memory of a parent or parents when you�re a child. Don�t ask why--there are too many hypotheses.�
�That makes sense to me. Such a memory would set off a feeling of being safe or loved. I could imagine that shifting would need a sense of security for it to manifest.� A look of concentration fell upon his face.
I held my breath as he spoke. He simplified something that had taken me so long to understand. What idiots those packs were to have turned him away. He�d have been such an asset to them. Intelligence in male shifters didn�t manifest often; my pack contained enough chest-thumpers to prove my theory. Colby would have been an alpha by now if someone had given him a chance.
He squeezed the bridge of his nose. �It�s not working.�
�Think about your human parents?�
The look he shot me should have melted the flesh from my bones. �I am.�
A heavy feeling settled in my stomach. �Oh.� He didn�t have any good memories?
�They were decent parents, Gwen. They loved me, but my memories don�t inspire any type of security.� My confusion must have shown on my face. Leaning forward, he gathered my hands in his. �Look, I don�t want to give you any false hopes. I�m�not right in here.� He tapped his chest. �The scars are not all on my skin, if you know what I mean.�
I nodded, not trusting my voice or my words. Sometimes silence was the best answer.
�My parents couldn�t protect me. I had to do that all on my own. Vampires attacked one night. The bloodsuckers said something about my being a fucking shifter. At my age, I was strong enough to fight them back, but my parents never had a chance.�
�That�s a terrible way to find out what you are.� I ran my hands along his forearms, aching to gather him in my arms, but he�d only see it as pity and not compassion.
�So thoughts of either my human or shifter parents don�t give me the warm fuzzies.� He hung his head. �I can�t think of anything that would.�
No wonder he�d never shifted. I didn�t know what to say. Here, I had all those warm memories yet lacked the body to respond to them, and Colby lacked the trigger with a functioning system. We truly were well-matched. I chuckled.
He yanked his hands from mine. �I don�t see the humor.�
�I guess you wouldn�t, but the more we spend time together the more I�m convinced you belong to me.� I left him gaping on the bed and retrieved my jeans. Tossing his robe on the chair, I dressed.
He growled in frustration. �You�re not listening to anything I�m telling you. You�re following your instincts too blindly.�
�No.� I slipped on my boots and tucked the stake back in my waistband. �I�ve listened all night. I hear you.� I poked the large, rough scar on his shoulder, but the moment I made contact it became a caress. Sliding my hand over his taut shoulder, I couldn�t pull my gaze from it. His skin held a golden color. Sun-kissed. Bare flesh shouldn�t bother me as much as his did. The air sizzled.
I raised my chin to meet his gaze, slipped my hand behind his head, and pulled his mouth onto mine. Not an ounce of resistance met my embrace.
Colby eased into my arms as if his body had different thoughts than his mind.
Lips brushed over mine, sending a shiver over every nerve. Gentle and soft, all the things I wouldn�t associate with him. Our mouths melded and he clutched me tight. Dreams and fantasies never prepared a woman for reality. His presence encompassed mine, and I would have gladly allowed him to devour me. Instead, I broke contact for both our sakes. I didn�t want to add to Colby�s scars. I wanted to be the one who soothed them. �But you need to hear me. Are you listening yet?�
He swallowed visibly but didn�t release his hold. �I might be deaf.� A chagrined smile spread across his face.
I raised an eyebrow. �You own a sense of humor? That�ll take some getting used to.�
�Seriously, I hear you, ever since we met. I always knew where you were.� His grin grew wider. �Even when you lost track of me.�
I gasped. �You bastard.�
�Ah, see now, you are truly understanding.� He set my hand over his heart. �I�m trying to protect you.�
�By breaking my heart?� I withdrew from his arms.
�That�s not fair. We haven�t known each other that long.� He went to the closet and pulled on a black T-shirt, shoving a wooden stake in his back pocket.
�You�re right, we haven�t.� I set my hands on my hips so they wouldn�t wander to touch him again. �Doesn�t mean I don�t know how I feel. Tell me, if we were human, without our shifter connection, would my feelings matter more?�
He opened his mouth then shut it, tilting his head to the side as if trying to decide what the right answer was. �Can this be a multiple choice question?�
I stomped my foot. �Never mind. It obviously doesn�t matter.� Glancing at the window, I noted the sun barely below the horizon. �We should go. We might be able to pick up Alcide�s trail if we�re lucky.� I tossed my jacket over my shoulders and opened the door.
Before I could step out, a hand snaked around me and pushed it closed.
Spinning around, I came face to face with Colby, our noses almost bumping. �I�m done running from you.�
A fast smile slipped through my control. I�d won?
�But I�m not making any promises.�
My heart raced. �I never asked for one.�

Chapter Nine

Out on the sidewalks, I kneeled close to the ground but still couldn�t pick up any hints of Alcide�s trail. We had canvassed blocks in all directions from where we�d lost the vampire�s scent last night in hopes to find it again.
My legs ached from the hard pace Colby set, my boots soaked from the puddles, and shivers tore through my body from the cold front following the storm. I loved it. This was how I was meant to live. Not confined in mansions doing security checks.
Colby squatted next to me. �So?�
�Nothing.�
�Damn it. I�m not getting anything either.� He rose. The wind whipped his hair and hid his eyes from me. �I�m not sure where to look next.� He pulled out his cell phone, checking for texts. His crew had been combing the city for information on either Alcide or Red all day and evening. �One of my men might have a hit. He�s in Brooklyn. We�ll grab a cab.� He scanned the street to hail one.
�Wait.� I grabbed his arm before he could wave it. �We�re avoiding the obvious solution. Why not ask Cesio about Red? He might intervene on his behalf. Vampire society still follows the rule-by-a-fist philosophy. Whoever took Red might fear Cesio more than you.�
�You think the Overlord of Manhattan will aid slayers?� From his tone, Colby obviously didn�t believe he would.
�It can�t hurt to ask.�
�Too dangerous.� He shook his head.
�Why?�
�Have you met Cesio?�
I sighed, sticking my half-frozen fingers in my pockets. �No.� It wasn�t a total truth. I�d spoken to him on the phone when Colby had been unconscious. He hadn�t given me the best impression.
�Gwen, this isn�t Tane�s court. Cesio barely tolerates humans. He follows the laws the Nosferatu laid down out of fear, not belief. Slayers are even lower in his opinion.�
A bad feeling settled in my gut. �Do you think Red�s still alive?�
Colby�s face hardened. �We don�t leave people behind. Dead or alive.� He met my stare, something like worry peeking out. �Red could have abandoned me in Budapest. He had every right to. He and my team risked everything to free me. I won�t give up on him.�
�Okay.� I lifted my hand to hail the cab turning our way. �You go see this possible lead. I�ll go to Cesio.�
Colby snatched my hand, but the cab was already stopping by the curb. �No, that�s not the plan.�
�You said it yourself. Cesio might kill you on sight, but he won�t touch me. I still hold my position in Tane�s court.� I opened the back door, yanking my hand from his grasp before slipping inside. �I�ll call you if I find anything and I expect you to do the same. Oh, and don�t kill Alcide if you catch him. Mutt would like a word with him first.�
Colby blocked the door from closing. He leaned inside. �Be careful.� His frown grew deeper, but he didn�t say anything else even though I could tell he had a monologue going on in his head.
I gave him a reassuring smile and basked in his concern. �I can handle myself.� A person only worried about people he cared about. �But I could use some cash. I left my wallet at my hotel.�
He gave me some money. Closing the short distance between us, he pressed his lips to mine. The small kiss made all the wet and cold of the evening worth it. He strode away, waving for another cab.
I hadn�t met Cesio in person, but I did know where he kept his court. What kind of security specialist would I be if I didn�t? Protocol stated I should have presented myself to the Overlord upon arrival to the city, but since I worked for the Nosferatu as Mutt�s sitter, I had some leeway. I somehow doubted Cesio would think the same.
The cabby took me to the Upper East Side. I paid with cash and exited to stand in front of a towering white marble building. The two doormen smelled of vampire flesh and age. The old ones were always strong.
Glancing at my reflection in the glass door, I flinched. Maybe I should have gone to my hotel and changed first. I didn�t look like the head of security of the Nosferatu king. More like a shifter down on her luck. I gave my coat a tug, raised my chin, and strode to the door. My master had told me once that attitude was part of my image. I�d have to bank on that.
As I drew near, a guard blocked my path. �State your business.�
�I am Gwen Fatima Brizido of the Divorar pack, alpha to Master�s Tane personal security. I have to speak with Lord Cesio.� I made sure to thicken my Brazilian accent. It helped soften some males to my will.
The vampire guard�s frown deepened. �I can�t let you in on just your name, Ms. Brizido. You could be anyone off these streets. Do you have a letter of introduction from your master?�
�Our master.� The response came automatically. It never hurt to remind the regular vampire population that the Nosferatu still watched.
He swallowed visibly. �Ours, of course.�
�No, not on me.� It sat in my suitcase, gathering dust. I gestured to my damp and muddy clothes. �This is an emergency, not a courtesy call. Make the request to your lord.� I barked the last sentence with the authority I�d been trained to wield.
The guard�s spine snapped straighter. He must have been from a military background. �Yes, ma�am.� Pressing on his ear piece, he passed on my request. After a moment he made eye contact with me. �Lord Cesio has already left the building. We�ll pass on the request for an audience when he returns. Is there a way he can contact you?�
�How come you didn�t know of his whereabouts when I arrived?� Poor security habits.
A scowl was my only answer.
I pulled out my business card from an inside pocket of my jacket. It only had my cell phone number on it. �Give this to him and don�t make me wait too long. I�ll be forced to go over his head if I am.� I lied. The Nosferatu would only be interested in Red if his body turned up, and calling my master would trigger a reaction on such a scale that I doubt Colby would ever forgive me.
Spinning on my heel, I strolled along the sidewalk, taking the first turn so I�d be out of their view and hearing before dialing my cell phone.
�Gwen, where the fuck are you?� Mutt just about blew out my eardrum.
�Thanks for abandoning me in the subway tunnels.� I paused by an alley. Something triggered my shifter senses�a familiar smell? I glanced around but couldn�t see movement.
�No problem. I told you I wasn�t going to get in the middle of your shifter�thing. Did you find Alcide?�
�No, he hit the surface before dawn. Then it rained. I couldn�t find anything fresh in the area. I assume he�s still not answering his cell?�
�That�s a negative. This isn�t like him. Most of my friends took off when the Nosferatu changed me. Al stuck around, even during the worst of it. He kept me from killing and losing my mind.� Mutt confirmed my suspicions that the change from regular vampire to Nosferatu could be brutal. Poor kid.
�The slayers want him too.� I sighed. �I can�t promise to keep him alive if he�s been breaking vampire laws, but I�ll do my best.�
�Fuck. Where are you? Let me help.�
�I�m in Manhattan, and you can�t come where I�m going.�
�Where�s that?�
�Do you know where Cesio likes to spend time? He�s not in his nest tonight. Does he have a favorite lover or club?�
Mutt groaned. There was no love lost between these two. Cesio was older than Mutt by centuries, but he knew one day soon the pup would outmatch him. They didn�t cross paths on purpose. �There�s still a lot of conflict between the burrows. He stays close to home. Most of the time you can find him at Fangshui. It�s a private club. Vampire clientele mostly.�
Wonderful. I hated clubs. The push of crowds made security an issue. Anyone could brush against your back with a blade, and if memory served me right, there was a lot of body bumping. �Great. I�ll call when I have more info.�
�I�ll meet you there. I can at least watch your back.� That Mutt followed my train of thought swelled my chest with pride. He really was listening.
�May�� A hand landed on my shoulder. I dropped my phone as I grabbed the wrist and dropped to my knee, flipping my assailant over my back. Not releasing my hold, I twisted the arm, but the ground was no longer under my feet. I hit the sidewalk, knocking my head hard enough to see stars.
�Fuck, Gwen. Take it easy.� Colby�s voice traveled through the haze, trying to push through my consciousness.
I blinked and turned my head.
Colby lay on his back next to me. He must have swiped my feet from under me as he landed.
�Hi.� I rubbed the back of my head and checked my palm. No blood. Always a good sign. �You shouldn�t sneak up on me.�
�Lesson learned.� He rose to his feet with a groan and dragged me onto mine, then handed me my cell phone. �You�re fast.�
�I�ll call you back, Mutt.�
�Wait, I heard��
I hung up on him, not able to deal with two stubborn heads at the same time. Stepping into Colby�s personal space, I met his glare with one of my own. �What are you doing here?�
Colby rubbed the shoulder I�d tried dislocating. �I don�t trust Cesio.�
The fading stars in my vision were replaced by red-hot sparks of fury. �You think I�d betray you to Cesio?� I couldn�t fathom the amount of paranoia inside someone like Colby. Nothing I�d done deserved this kind of treatment.
�They could have hurt you.�
The haze of red vanished. �You were really worried about me?� I took a deep breath and searched for calm. Colby wasn�t raised in a pack. Actually, his fear might have solid roots, considering how his parents had died and the way he made his living. How many good vampires did he know? �I�ve worked with vampires all my life. I�m more comfortable with them than I am with humans. I know what I�m doing.�
He crossed his arms over his chest. �You know vampires who wish to kiss Tane�s ass. Cesio isn�t one of those. And we�ve wasted time coming here.�
I poked him in the chest and cracked the first knuckle of my finger. �You were supposed to go to Brooklyn. Not follow me.�
��You were supposed to come with me, not take off on a mission of your own.� He towered over me.
��I have my own mission, remember? Our missions just happened to coincide.�
��You need to find Alcide, just like I do.�
�That�s not my mission. I�ve been sent here to take care of the young Nosferatu.�
�The one who knocked me out?� His eyes grew wide.
��Yes. He didn�t mean to, by the way. He�s growing accustomed to his strength. I�m here to train him and keep him out of trouble. Alcide is his friend.�
�Some friend.� Colby turned his back on me. �Are you sure this Nosferatu isn�t trying to build a small vampire army?�
I laughed. �Mutt�s still getting used to the idea of losing all his hair. He�s not ready for world domination yet. Not to mention he can�t fart without the brotherhood knowing.�
�Brotherhood?� Colby�s arms eased to his side.
�That�s what the Nosferatu call each other.�
�One big happy family.� His voice dripped with sarcasm, but he wasn�t far from the truth. They did act like brothers�who stabbed each other in the back, but what family didn�t squabble?
�Shouldn�t you be checking on your lead in Brooklyn?�
�I sent someone else. We should stick together.�
Part of me squealed like an excited little girl, but I also struggled with the warrior part that wanted to continue to kick his ass for not having faith in me.
�You look less than pleased at the idea.� He gave me his secretive smile again.
I clicked the tip of my tongue against the roof of my mouth. The plan I had in mind didn�t include a somewhat unstable shifter male who carried a grudge against all vampires. �Look, I might have an idea where to find Cesio, but like you mentioned, he won�t be so receptive of my arrival if you�re�looming over us with a stake in your pocket.�
He closed his eyes slowly, as if gathering his patience. �Gwen��
�No, no. I�m right about this. You know it.� I couldn�t back down. This was a matter of trust between us. He had to see me as a warrior, as an equal.
Shifter males owned the world�s worst reputation for protectiveness. It had taken me years to gain my pack�s respect. I didn�t have that kind of time to waste with Colby. I�d let him lead us in our relationship at his own pace, but outside of that, I was just as alpha as he was.
�You�ll have a hard time talking with him in a club. We should lure him out.�
I laughed. �You want to use your pretty bait on the Overlord of Manhattan?� Actually, it wasn�t a bad idea. It would keep me from having to go in there.
�Sure. She�s good at it. Maybe better than Connie.�
�Meaning she doesn�t fall for her prey.�
�Yeah.� A sad frown was my answer. �Let me take you to our base, where we can make better plans.�

Chapter Ten

A white van stopped by the curb where we waited, drinking coffee under a store awning. Colby had called a member of his team to drive us. He directed me into the windowless back and joined me on the bench. A curtain hung between us and the driver, blocking any view through the windshield.
�Is this really necessary?�
�Ten years of experience. Trust me, the less anyone knows, the better.� He settled his arm on the chair back behind my shoulders. A casual gesture, but nothing about Colby was casual.
Taking the opportunity, I leaned against him, luxuriating in the warmth he radiated. �Your people must trust you quite a bit to keep them in the dark.�
�Everyone has a role on our team. Our drivers are the only ones who know the base location. They don�t go in the field to fight. Ever. The fighters are on need-to-know basis about the targets. And so on.�
I frowned. �Seems very complicated.� How did he coordinate anything?
�It has to be when our quarry can usually read the minds of our human members.�
�How many of them are?�
�All of them besides me.�
I twisted my neck to meet his gaze. �The casualties must be high.�
He gave me a sharp nod. �They know what they�re getting into before signing on. Red makes sure of that. Most carry a certain grudge against the bloodsuckers and aren�t looking to die of old age.�
�How can you stay impartial if you all hate them?� I could sense him stiffen at my comment. Heaviness settled on my heart. Most vampires in my care followed the laws. Many took to the idea of keeping voluntary human companions. They even loved them. My master was a perfect example.
�It�s not easy. I don�t attack on hearsay and require solid proof that the vampire is killing.� He sighed. �I know Tane has me watched. If I began slaying any vampire I saw, my team would be toast. And me�� He didn�t need to say it. My master had a cruel streak, and Colby had been in his shackles twice.
The van came to a stop. Colby opened the side door and jumped out. Our heads almost collided as I leaped to follow and he twisted to assist me out. It turned into me jumping in his arms and both of us landing on the concrete ground of a building.
The hum in the large room went silent.
Lying on Colby�s chest, I assessed the area. It appeared to be an old mechanics� garage. Card tables were assembled together at the far side of the room with a large marker board behind it. People in all states of dress, from casual to military, had been in the process of working.
They�d all stopped to stare at us.
I waved. �Hi.� Rolling off Colby, I straightened my clothes and faced his team. I spotted Rose curled in an old arm chair away from most of the action.
She unfolded and leaned forward. �Colby?�
A growl rolled out of my chest. Her eyes bore too much hero-worship and her body screamed sex-goddess. Damaged goods or not, I couldn�t imagine any male rejecting her as a lover.
Colby stood next to me and set his hand on my shoulder. �She�d be hard to replace. Play nice,� he whispered in my ear.
Rose skipped over and hugged him tight. �I�m so glad she didn�t hurt you.� The human tossed me a sharp glare from under her eyelashes.
My attention had latched onto Rose�s hug around my mate. All logic vanished as a vapor of instinct fogged my brain. No one touched what was mine. Of its own will, my hand shot around her throat and yanked her from Colby.
Our eyes made contact as her fingers dug into the back of my hand, trying to pry it off. She made small gurgling noises and her eyes rolled in her head. Before I could toss her, a large hand wrapped around my wrist and tore her from my grasp.
Mutt gathered Rose in his embrace, glaring at me over her head.
She went stiff as a hardwood plank in his arms. The stink of fear bloomed around her and she closed her eyes.
��Pick on someone of your own race, Gwen.� He ran his hand over her back until it landed on her ass then winked at me.
The room exploded. It was the only way I could describe the noise of shouts and motion at the sight of a Nosferatu in the supposed secret slayer lair.
I dropped my head into my hands. If they staked the fool, I doubted I�d mourn right away. He�d been told to stay put at home. Peeking through my fingers, I watched as Mutt gazed wide-eyed at the armed slayers surrounding him. �Cool,� he whispered. At least he had the intelligence to keep the girl in his arms. They�d hesitate to toss a UV light grenade. It wouldn�t fry her like Mutt, but it would leave scars.
Maybe they should toss a little one.
A sigh next to me caught my attention. In all the commotion, I�d forgotten Colby. He stared at me. �What is he doing here?�
�Excellent question.� I mumbled under my breath. �Can you call off your men before someone pokes out an eye?� I reached over and snagged Mutt by the ear lobe. �Let her go. You can play with her another day.�
�Ow.� He set a stunned Rose in the arms of the closest soldier and bent toward me. �Stop that.� Swatting my hand hard, he got loose, only to have Colby grab his other one.
�How did you find us?� My mate just about growled the question.
Mutt could meet Colby eye to eye, yet he lacked the confidence the slayer carried with ease. �Uh, I can follow Gwen�s phone on my GPS app.� He held up his smart phone.
My gut cringed. Oops? I�d given Mutt my code so he could find me when I needed him. This city was big and getting lost proved easy.
�You led him here by GPS?� Colby raised a sharp eyebrow at me.
�Yeah. That wasn�t intentional.� I poked Mutt in the shoulder. �Why are you here? I told you to stay put.�
�You hung up on me before I could finish explaining about the club rules.�
�And you couldn�t just call me?�
Mutt�s eyes darted around the room at the armed slayers. �And miss this? I heard you guys have found a way to use wooden bullets.�
Colby blinked. �From who?�
Oh my God, Mutt was a slayer geek and about to go fangirl on Colby. Was there a hole I could crawl into? �What did you come all this way to tell me?� I tried to insert myself between both males.
�You can�t get in without a vampire.�
I scrunched my face in aggravation. �Shit.�
Colby let him go. �There goes that plan.� He pointed at a group of men. �Start packing the place. We move ASAP.� Then he directed his incisive attention on me. �I can�t believe you led a Nosferatu here.�
�He�s just a baby. He doesn�t know better.�
�Gwen!� Mutt tossed his arms in the air. �Stop calling me that. I�m probably older than everyone here.�
�Not yet, and definitely not mentally.� I tapped my head to make sure he got the point. Once a human became vampire, it was like their development as a person slowed, since they didn�t age. Or something.
�Really?� Colby peered at Mutt closer.
I gave a one-shoulder shrug. �He wasn�t a vampire very long when they did it.�
�Why?� Colby asked Mutt.
�Your guess is as good as mine. They don�t tell me much. Just come around every once in a while to, uh, talk with me about shit.� He pointed his thumb at me and gazed at the floor. �They sent her.�
�You could do much worse.� Colby pushed past us, striding toward the table.
Many of the slayers were in the process of packing things. A few tossed angry stares our way, and others curious ones. I wished this could have gone better. The team was important to Colby and if I was ever to fit in his life, I�d have to fit in here.
Rose hurried after Colby, stopping to gather her discarded sweater on the old chair she had occupied on our arrival. �Look, I�m going to head home.� She stuck her arms in the sleeves and gathered a purse.
�Not yet. We came here because we might need you. I haven�t had any leads on Red, and time is getting short on finding him alive.� Colby nodded at me. �She�s suggesting we talk to the Overlord. He might be able to intervene on Red�s behalf.�
I strolled after them, gathering Mutt in my wake. �He hangs out at Fangshui. It�s a��
�A vampire club, I know.� She rubbed her throat, where my finger marks still lay on her skin. �What�s your business in this?�
�Rose.� Colby dragged her name as if losing patience.
She heaved a heavy sigh. �Like he said, you can�t get in without a vampire.�
Mutt hovered over my shoulder, taking too much interest in the human female. �You know a lot about us.�
�Too much.� She huffed and wouldn�t meet his gaze. Embarrassed, or she didn�t want him glamouring her? Pretty and smart, maybe? That didn�t sit well in my stomach. At this rate, I�d need some antacids soon. Colby�s referral to damaged goods flashed in my memory.
The Nosferatu�s greatest weapon was their mental abilities, but Mutt�s training with his gifts hadn�t started yet. He could glamour simple people, not someone who could block or fight him. Definitely not a shifter.
Mutt pointed at himself, eyes wide. �What am I?� He snorted, obviously insulted. �If you want to catch Cesio�s attention, show up at his favorite club on my arm. He�ll snatch you before I can blink.� It sounded like the kid spoke from experience.
Colby�s gaze caught mine, an unspoken question passing between us. He wanted to know if I really wanted to send these two in together to face a master vampire.
Rose stepped between us to face Colby. �I�m not going in there. Not after any Overlord, and especially not with any baby. Red told me what happened to the last bait girl.�
�You�re better trained, Rose. We need to speak with him, and I doubt he�ll be forthcoming inside the club. Just lure him out.� Colby used a soft voice when speaking with her. �This might be our only link in finding Red.�
Her porcelain skin paled to a waxy shade. �Okay.� She brushed her hair from her face with trembling hands.
�It�s not okay.� I couldn�t blame Rose�s fear. She was an appetizer to the vampire community, and the older vampires could have harsh tastes. �You can�t be frightened like this for every mission.�
Rose shook her head. �No, the club holds bad memories.�
Colby closed his eyes slowly. �I didn�t realize that had happened here in New York. You should have said something.�
�I didn�t think you�d be dumb enough to send me into the heart of vampire society.� She hugged herself. �But I�ll do it for Red.�
�No, Gwen will go in with me.� Mutt rested his arm over my shoulder. Colby shot the Nosferatu a look so deadly that Mutt eased his arm off and raised his hands up to make peace. �Okay, she doesn�t go.�
My mate shook his head. �No, she should, but you keep your hands to yourself.� His eyes narrowed with the whispered threat.
Rose made a surprised noise. �Wait a minute. Are you two�?�
Was it that shocking? I wasn�t a beauty queen but I wasn�t a dog either. �Yes, we�re together.� I glanced at Colby. �Tentatively.�
He frowned. I didn�t understand why. Shouldn�t he be happy I wasn�t laying complete claim over him? He went from running, to hiding, to let�s kiss, so I wasn�t quite sure where I fit in his crooked concept of reality. Could it be possible he didn�t even want tentative?
I nudged Mutt with my elbow. �Fine, we�ll go talk to Cesio together.�
�You can�t go like that!� Rose rested her hands on her hips. �They�ll never let you in.�
Mutt glanced at his dirty T-shirt, jeans, and running shoes. �They let me in dressed like this.�
�Yeah, you�re Nosferatu, genius. Get a clue already.� She stormed off to a trunk the team hadn�t moved yet. �I keep spare clothes here. Maybe I have something that fits Gwen.�
I think I made a gasping noise at Rose�s response to Mutt. If I wasn�t careful, I might begin to like her.

Chapter Eleven

The red dress Rose squeezed on my body would have made a nice torture implement in the dark ages. It clung to my form so tightly I couldn�t take a deep breath. Not that I wanted to�my small breasts would pop out. The height difference between us was apparent, since the hem of her dress barely covered my ass. I didn�t know where she found heels to fit my feet and I didn�t ask. If I sneezed, I would burst a seam and the outfit would come apart like a popped balloon.
One good thing came from this experiment. Colby�s jaw dropped as I entered the room. His eyes traveled the length of my figure and for a moment, I thought he was going to cancel the whole expedition.

Warmth spread over my cheeks. I never cared to play dress-up. There was no function in these outfits, but after witnessing his expression, I changed my mind. I foresaw a shopping spree in my near future.
The heels proved difficult to maneuver in. I could walk but if I had to fight, they�d be a test on my equilibrium. Rose gave me her leg holster with a small caliber gun that I wrapped around my upper thigh. It would be like bee stings to the vampires, but it was better than going unarmed.
�Can either of you drive?� Colby held out a set of keys.
�I can.� I snatched the set before Mutt could. I�d had enough theatrics without crashing a car. We followed Colby out to the back, where a black, sleek sedan was parked. �Nice.� I ran my fingertip along the modern lines. �Is it fast?�
�Of course. It�s mine.� Colby folded his arms over his chest. �And I want it back. In one piece.� He approached me with a small metallic gadget.
�What�s that?�
�A tracker. I�ve already lost one member of my team. I won�t lose you too.�
�I don�t think there�s room in this dress for a�� I jumped as he slid his fingers in the neckline of my dress and stuck the tracker to the skin between my breasts. �Oh.� A fire couldn�t have burned my cheeks any hotter.
�Cesio had better not find it.� Colby�s words were meant for my ears only. A warning gaze met mine.
�What kind of female do you think I am?�
�A beautiful one.�
I blinked.
�You haven�t met Cesio yet.� He opened the driver side door and helped me inside. As I sat, he tugged the hem of my skirt over my ass. �Maybe you should wear your jeans instead. This dress is too small.�
I gave him my best feral grin. �Oh no, I�m liking the reaction it�s getting.� I crooked my finger at him to come closer. �Seriously, what happened to Rose?�
�None of your business.�
�If I�m going into that club, I think I have a right to know what might happen.�
He glanced through the windshield where Rose tried to tidy Mutt�s t-shirt with a wet face cloth. �She was a companion once. When she decided to leave that lifestyle, there were complications. None of it pleasant.�
Even vampire hearts could break. She did seem comfortable among them. I should have guessed. Whatever complication Rose had experienced I was sure I could avoid.
Colby bent, placing his nose behind my ear to inhale. Then he pressed a light kiss to my skin and straightened when Mutt settled in next to me. �I�ll be close by watching.�
�How?�
�I have my ways.� He closed the door.
Mutt stroked the dash as if it were a big cat. �I want one.� He sounded so wistful.
�You will. You have eternity to gather wealth.� I started the engine and shifted into drive.
�I know, and I�m allowed to dream big.� He leaned back into the seat, hands behind his head. �I think I�d like to have a human companion as well.�
I snorted. �Will she look like Rose?�
�Don�t make fun of my dreams, Gwen.� He grinned, his fangs sharp and long as he chuckled. �Rose is too feisty for my taste.�

�Why don�t you already have a human?� We�d never discussed much about relationships, considering what a minefield of shifter hormones I�d been.
He gazed out the window. �I can barely take care of myself. What could I offer a human for her loyalty in return? I imagine living in my warehouse, living off cheeseburgers wouldn�t attract the best quality of companions.�
I shook my head. �I�m glad you�re thinking about it. Once this is over, we can discuss ways you can start making money.�
�Legal ways.�
I shifted in my seat. �I didn�t imply otherwise.�
�No, but the brotherhood has. I could steal or glamour those to do it for me.� He made a face. �I never broke the law as a human, and I think living as a mortal was much harder. Why would I weaken my resolve when things are finally starting to look up?�
Traffic passed by me unseen as his words sank in. This glimpse into Mutt�s soul showed me what the Nosferatu might have seen in him. A glimmer of hope sparked in my chest. Something I�d never thought I�d find in a homeless vampire.
�There are many legal options for you. I�m sure of it. If not, then we�ll have to create one.� I nodded to no one in particular as I made the vow. �First, let�s find your friend.�
Parking at the club turned out easier than I�d thought. They had a valet. Fancy, fancy. Mutt left his customary winter cap in the vehicle and offered me his arm before we approached the bouncers. The club�s sign threw artificial light over the entrance. It gleamed off his bare head and his clan�s trademark pointed ears. The bouncers let us through without question, and one even bowed. No one remarked on his very casual attire.
�I didn�t know they reacted to you like this.� I glanced around the bar as the locals parted when we strolled inside. The Nosferatu were almost myth among regular vampires. A thing they used to scare each other. One glance at my date, and I could see he didn�t like the fear he produced.
I sighed. He�d have to get used to it.
He strode straight to the bar. �Beer.� He glanced at me, a frown creasing his forehead. �What do you want?�
The loud music made it hard to hear and stung my sensitive shifter hearing. No wonder Colby preferred to lure the vampires outside.
�Club soda.� One of us had to keep a clear head and drive home. I leaned against the bar and faced the crowd. Their initial shock at Mutt�s arrival seemed to have faded as they mingled. A few women still whispered and tossed him glances. Something protective snarled in my chest at those petty vampires. I didn�t need to hear their comments to know what was exchanged. They�d best keep their backstabbing claws from Mutt. It wouldn�t be the first time I�d heard of power-hungry females trying to ride a Nosferatu�s coattails, and Mutt�s youth made him vulnerable.
I bared my teeth at them. The young vampire would experience enough pain in his long existence, but it didn�t need to start while I was around.
A glass appeared in front of my face. �What are you doing?�
�Sneering. Warning off the bitches.�
He laughed, and I saw his shoulders relax. �Thanks. I can�t wait to hear the rumors tomorrow. They�ll range from my needing to hire protection to my owning a harem of beautiful shifters.� He took a long swig of beer. Vampires couldn�t eat food but they could enjoy liquids. Most turned to alcohol.
I tossed my hair over my shoulder. �At least they�ll get the beautiful part right. So, do you see Cesio?�
Mutt shook his head as he finished his beer and signaled for another. �He won�t be out here in public. He�ll be upstairs in the VIP section. Just wait. Word will spread of my being here, and he�ll show up. He�s dependable like that.�
�In my pack, we call it predictable. Not a good trait in a predator.� I sipped and watched the balcony above us, where I assumed the VIP area was housed. �How do you know he�ll come?�
Mutt leaned on his elbows and stared at his reflection in the mirror on the other side of the bar. He nursed his beer this time instead of chugging it. �Because we�ve played this game ever since I became Nosferatu. I enter with a date. He steals her.� His chuckle held a dark edge. �I started bringing women who weren�t his taste, but he still came.�
�They all went with him?� Mutt needed more than lessons in combat�he needed a dating intervention, and I was so not the person to give him this.
�You�ve never seen Cesio?�
Colby had said the same thing. Now, I was anxious to see the overlord. �No, I haven�t, and the point of this exercise is so he does lure me away.�
�I know.�
�Maybe you should stop scowling at the mirror and make googly eyes at me. How about placing your arm around my shoulders or something?�
Mutt glanced at me. �If Colby is watching, I�m sure I might lose said arm. Are you mated now?�
�I don�t know. He�s been running for so long I�m not sure he knows how to stop.�
Mutt�s expression became darker. �You deserve better than that, Gwen. What a jerk.�
I sighed. �Can we discuss my love life another time?� I eyed his empty beer mug as the bartender replaced it with a full one. Again. �Don�t make me carry you out of here.�
�The stuff doesn�t touch me.�
How many times had I heard my brother say the same thing? Rolling my eyes, I wandered away from Mutt to make it easier for Cesio to lure me away. This whole day was proving to be very long, and I was anxious to return to Colby and let him help me out of this dress.
With furtive glances, I watched the empty balcony to the VIP section while I meandered past dancers and couples, all the while keeping my back to the wall. So I startled a little when a hand landed on my lower back. Whipping around, I came face to face with a dark-haired vampire. His milk chocolate eyes promised to make all my fantasies come true, and his smile oozed a confidence that my satisfaction was only moments away. A strand of hair fell across his forehead, as if begging me to settle it back on his head with my fingers. �Hello.� He pulled me closer. �You must be Gwen Fatima Brizido.�
Only years of training kept the surprise from showing on my face. �Yes, I am.�
�You�re more stunning than I�d imagined after our phone call.� A concerned look appeared on his face, but it was lie. �I�m so sorry I couldn�t have helped you more. All is well with your shifter friend?�
It took all my control not to fist my hands at the memory of Colby unconscious and me helpless. �Yes, he�s well.� One day this vampire would ask my aid, and payback would be sweet.
�I was informed you were looking for me.� He trailed his fingertips over the hem of my dress, brushing my upper thigh. �I�m flattered.�
�I�d like to speak with you in private.� I glanced at the crowded club.
�What of your charge?�
�Who?�
�Mutt. I know you�ve been sent to watch over him. You understand I have no power to intervene on his behalf. If he�s giving you trouble, you�ll have to go to the local Nosferatu authority. I�m powerless against the whelp.�
I hadn�t been aware that my role in Mutt�s life had been made public. I guess my master thought it prudent to inform Cesio? Somehow I doubted it. �It�s not about Mutt.�
The overlord blinked very slowly, as if considering my words. �I have a private room. We�ll retire there and talk.� He wrapped his arm around my waist, which gave me the impression he wanted to exchange body fluids, not words. He guided me toward the back of the club, where I saw an elevator. I kept from breaking his fingers by recalling Red�s predicament.
�I thought we could go to my hotel room,� I said. �Less chance of us being disturbed.� And where Colby would be waiting like usual. Shit.
Cesio paused at the elevator. �I don�t go anywhere without my guard, Ms. Brizido. One doesn�t get to my age by being stupid. If you wish to speak with me, either follow or make an appointment.� The door slid open, and he stepped inside without glancing back at me.
I took a deep breath and followed. Colby was going to have my hide.

Chapter Twelve

I stood with my back against the elevator wall, facing Cesio, who leaned by the buttons.
His gaze wandered over my body from head to toe. I bet he was wondering where the zipper to undo my dress was. �I like women with long legs.�
I fisted my hand so I wouldn�t bitch-slap him.
�Maybe I should send word to Mutt that you�re entertaining me for the rest of the evening and he can go home,� he continued.
Flipping through all the possible comebacks, I tried to find something more professional to say than, I�ll entertain you by poking my silver daggers in your conceited heart. Cesio�s dark smile made me reconsider. He�d probably enjoy it too much. What would Rose do? I smiled, even though my cheeks ached. �It seems very rash of you to treat a Nosferatu with such disrespect.�
�No disrespect intended.�
The elevator opened, and he paused over the threshold. Shadows hovered at the edges of the small room. My gaze went to the closed door on the other side and I resisted the urge to check if it was locked. Deep red wallpaper covered the walls, with matching leather chairs.
�I�m not forcing you to leave his company, am I?�
Gritting my teeth behind my fake smile, I shook my head. Women actually flocked to this jerk. Yes, he was pretty, until he opened his mouth.
Cesio sauntered into the room and pulled a chair out for me then sat across the table. �Is there something I can do for you to make your stay in my city more comfortable?�
Besides finding me a shifter physician when I asked? The resentment boiling in my heart surprised me. I hadn�t realized how much it irked that he�d refused to help in my time of need.
I joined him, leaning forward, and sensed an alarming tug on the front of my dress. The girls were trying to escape. Short of tucking them back in, I was in trouble. �Yes.� I cleared my throat and tugged a shoulder strap. �A human associate of mine is missing.�
He plastered concern on his face like a well-used mask. �This city is overrun with humans.� Working with Tane for years had exposed me to many powerful vampires of different ranges of political skill. Cesio scored high on all my scales. So maybe the women he stole from Mutt could be forgiven. Just a little.
�Red was supposed to meet with a vampire from your community the night he went missing. I�d like to question that vampire. I assume you know your charges or at least someone who would.�
His eyes narrowed. �Which vampire are we discussing?�
�Alcide.�
A spark of interest glinted in Cesio�s gaze. He�d gone from a male interested in playing sex games to an overlord watching prey in seconds. �Why meet with Alcide? Were they lovers?�
My cool grappled with a laugh fighting its way to the surface. �I�m not sure.� I highly doubted it, but I had heard of stranger things. �You know Alcide?�
�Yes, unfortunately. He has a terrible reputation, Gwen. You should allow me to do the questioning. I�d hate to incur Master Tane�s wrath if you were to be killed on my territory. I�m also very, very good at getting answers.� His foot traveled over my calf.
I jumped at the sudden touch. �This doesn�t help me find the human though. I want him back alive.� I dug my fingernails into the armchair.
�All I can offer is that if your human is found dead, I will personally hand Alcide over to the Nosferatu. Maybe the young one with you could take care of this matter. Oh wait, I�d heard they were friends. Maybe you should question Mutt more thoroughly for Alcide�s location.�
Grimacing, I shot him a glare. �You think I haven�t?�
My sharp response elicited something like a purr from Cesio. He leaned forward. �How exactly did you ask him?� His gaze roved south along my chest.
The door behind Cesio cracked open. A server entered, carrying a tray with wine and glasses.
�Uh, I asked him?� I crossed my arms. Being agreeable was leading me nowhere. I wasn�t Rose. Seduction and flirting had never been one of my strongest skills. I eyed the wine bottle the server set in front of me. No matter how much I drank, I�d still be a bitch. �What the fuck do you mean, how did I ask him?�
�Maybe you should use more persuasion.� He signaled the server to leave.
I glanced at my exposed cleavage then back at the vampire. �Yeah, that�s not happening.� I might have thrown up a little in my mouth.
The server hung behind Cesio but didn�t appear to be leaving. He lifted his chin so our gazes met under his long, black hair.
My heart stuttered. It was Colby in disguise. I�d recognize those steel green eyes anywhere. Reflexively, I inhaled his faint scent.
Cesio chuckled. �That�s not what I meant.�
I swung my attention back to Cesio, schooling my facial expression to the security guard mask I wore whenever escorting my master. �What?� Shit. Shit. Shit. What was Colby doing here? He�d better not stake the Overlord. My connection with Tane wouldn�t save his ass if he murdered a vampire without just cause.
��You seem like a female who enjoys being in charge. Some males enjoy that.� Meaning him?
Something slid up my leg.
I clamped my teeth around a yelp of surprise. My glare jerked to Colby as his eyes flared with shifter light. Was he shifting?
Time slowed. Colby�s face elongated to wolf-beast form. Claws and teeth pushed through his flesh while his wide eyes went from human green to wolf golden. My mate shifted mid-air as he leaped toward Cesio. His dark fur shone with the same blond highlights in his hair. He took my breath away. With claws extended, he swiped at the overlord.
�Colby, no!� I shouted. He couldn�t kill him, not without a shitload of repercussion.
Cesio moved with the experience of a well-trained warrior. He ducked Colby�s strike with ease and tossed my mate against the wall. Shifters could take on most vampires, but the old ones had made it to that age for a reason. Fighting skill could ensure a vampire saw centuries.
Colby�s ability could match Cesio�s, but he fought in a new body with limbs longer than he was used to and an unfamiliar strength.
Cesio would easily tear Colby to shreds.
I hurried between the males, facing the vampire. �Please don�t kill him. He�s just protecting me.�
Cesio brushed his hair from his face, his fangs extended long and sharp. �From what?�
�Your touch.� I reached behind and buried my hands in Colby�s thick pelt. �He�s my�my new mate, so his hormones are running hot.�
�Your mate.� His voice went flat. �You came up here with me, dressed like that�� He snorted and took a few steps away from us. �Your invitation inside this club has been revoked. Do you need to be escorted out?�
�No. We�re leaving.�
�And tell Mutt to keep his pets at home.� Cesio exited via the elevator.
�Pigheaded zombie breeder.� I twisted to face Colby as he shifted to human form. Great, I had to march him out of the club naked. Pieces of the server�s uniform lay all over the floor. �That could have gone smoother. And congratulations on finding your trigger to shift. Can you work on your timing now?�
He rose to his feet and stared at his hands. �That hurt less than I�d imagined, and I shifted fast.� He flexed his fingers, and the claws receded.
�Yes, yes, you�re amazing. What the fuck are you doing here?� I shoved him toward the open doorway.
He gave me a hard look. �You didn�t come to the hotel like you were supposed to.�
�Cesio refused. I had to improvise.� I glanced at his bare ass. �Do you have any other clothes?� He couldn�t have owned the server�s uniform before entering the club.
�Yeah.� He glanced at the elevator.
�Forget it. We�re not going after him. He�s asked us to leave, and we will.�
�Gwen��
�That lead is dead. He wasn�t going to help. You were right.� Those last words were worth speaking just to watch Colby�s mouth hang open. I patted his behind. �Nice.�
I followed as he stomped away, descending a staircase to the basement, and appreciated my view. A prone human slept on the floor in his underwear, and a pile of folded clothes sat on a shelf beside some canned food. I glanced to make sure his chest rose and fell.
�I had to incapacitate him for his clothes.� Colby checked his pulse. �He�ll be fine but will have a hell of a headache.�
�So�you came in here because?� I needed to hear him say it. Juvenile, I knew, but that didn�t change things.
He paused with his T-shirt over his head for a moment before continuing to dress. �I was worried about you.� The nonchalant way he spoke was betrayed when he cleared his throat. �Let�s get you out of here and out of that dress.� He grabbed my wrist and led me toward the back door.
My lungs seized. �What?�
�I mean, get you in some regular clothes. Out of that lady-of-the-evening wear.� He moved through an empty hallway.
�Wait.� I yanked out of his grasp. �I can�t leave Mutt here alone.�
His eyebrows vanished under the tangle of his long bangs. �He�s a grown man. I�m sure he can find his way home.�
�He�s young and he swallowed his pride to help us tonight. I won�t abandon him to Cesio�s hospitality.� I searched the corridor for the entrance to the club.
Colby snarled and punched the closest wall. �Why can�t you follow orders?�
�Because I�m used to giving them.� My answer was so simple it knocked him silent. �You didn�t need to rescue me. I was doing fine.�
�He was pawing you.�
�He touched my leg.� I narrowed my eyes and circled Colby. �You�re jealous and protective. Better be more careful�you�re beginning to act like a fully mated shifter.� Sarcasm weighed my words, but I couldn�t stop myself. �You should have trusted me to deal with Cesio.�
�Trust? You bow and scrape at every vampire you meet. Of course you�d believe anything he said.�
I retreated from him as if he�d hit me physically.
He followed, looming with each step. �This is why we�re a bad idea. I lose my head around you. I�m doing stupid things I would never have attempted.�
�That�s just the hormones. My mother reassures me it will fade with time.� For both of our sakes, I hoped it happened soon.
�Gwen, could you sit on the sidelines while I go on the hunt?�
�No.�
�You�d want to be at my side. That means slaying.�
�I have no qualms killing vampires who break the laws. I�ve done my share of this work way before meeting you.�
�But I do have a problem with it. I can�t stand the idea of something happening to you. Taking you into a fight is my worst nightmare. I�d lose it as soon as someone touched you. My team can�t afford their leader going feral in the middle of a battle.� He frowned. �I should never have brought you home with me. I�m sorry.�
My heart ached so badly I couldn�t breathe.
�I need time to think.� Without a look back, he strode from the club, deserting me to my own self-loathing.
I swallowed the growing lump in my throat. I would not cry. Staring at my warped reflection in the window of the exit door, I pictured a hole within my chest and tossed all my feelings inside. I stomped my heel against the hard floor, and it echoed in the empty space.
No.
No more tears.
No more chasing.
No more Colby. It was his loss. I�d done all I could but change who I was for him. I wouldn�t go down that road. I was Gwen Fatima Brizido. Killer. Hunter. Warrior.
I straightened my spine and took a deep breath before entering the club at the opposite end of the hall.
Mutt still hung out at the bar, nursing a beer. His head jerked as soon as I stepped inside and he grinned. Tossing back the rest of his drink, he strolled through the parting crowd toward me. �Ready to go?�
�Very.�

Chapter Thirteen

An out-of-breath parking attendant returned, keys dangling from his fingers. �The car�s gone. I�ll call the cops.� He hurried to the desk and lifted the phone.
I sighed and set my hands on my hips. There were so many possibilities, but the most logical was a certain pissed-off shifter male. Colby probably carried an extra set of keys and had a way of locating his car.
Mutt�s eyes went dark as the night. �What does he mean, gone?� His voice matched his gaze.
I pressed my hand against his chest as he took a step toward the frightened parking attendant. �Colby took it.�
Shaking his head, he focused on me. �Say what?�
�He was here, we fought, and I assume he took his car.� I glanced at the attendant. �Don�t call the police. We know who has the car.� How he found it would be a question for another day. I turned from everyone before they could see the misery in my eyes and wended along the sidewalk.
Mutt shambled next to me. �I liked that car. I was looking forward to driving it.� He harrumphed and stuck his hands in his pockets as we continued to the end of the block in silence. �I should have kept my hat with me.� The sound of material tearing had me twisting to face him. He�d torn the bottom of his T-shirt off and tied it around his head to hide his pointed ears. �I can�t wind up on YouTube. The brotherhood would crucify me.� He shuddered. �Really, they would.�
�I know. Remember, I work for your king. Who do you think they�d send to hammer the silver nails in?� My gaze traveled from his outfit to mine. �God, I look like a hooker and you my pimp.�
�What did you and Colby fight about?� The scant amount of pedestrians on the sidewalks gave us a wide girth; some even crossed the street. People had a sixth sense about predators. The smart ones listened to that instinct.
��I can�t travel on the subway to Brooklyn like this. I�ll end up killing some jerk who tries to proposition me.� I was in that kind of mood. �We�ll go to your place. I�m sure with some creative rolling and tying, a pair of your pants might fit me.�
�Sure. Once you tell me what has you so twisted in knots.� Mutt had stepped closer until we were almost touching.
I shrugged. He might as well know, considering I�d be taking my frustration out on his hide while we trained. �Colby�s being a jerk. It�s a natural shifter trait. Most males carry it.� I crossed my arm over my chest to cover the exposed flesh.
�Hmm�I hear the females carry the stubborn traits.� He sauntered ahead before I could retaliate.
�Colby attacked Cesio in beast form because he touched me.� I increased my pace, quite a feat in heels.
A small smile curled Mutt�s lips. �That�s cute.�
I sputtered and almost sprained my ankle. �What?�
�He really likes you a lot.� Mutt swung his arm over my shoulder and pulled me against him in a friendly manner.
�He left me.� I swung my hand in front of us. �On the street dressed like Rose.�
�He left you with me. He knows I won�t let anything happen to you.� He gave me a gentle squeeze. �Once he�s cooled off and thinking with his big head instead of his little head, he�ll be back. Trust me. I saw the way he looked at you, especially in that dress.� He chuckled. �Maybe we shouldn�t have let you wear Rose�s clothes.�
�Hindsight is twenty-twenty.�
We continued our journey in a comfortable silence. The cabs weren�t stopping when I waved and sped away when Mutt did. I�m not sure if it was Mutt�s protective arm around my shoulder that deterred any passing comments from the gangs we passed or my daggered glares, but no one bothered us.
�Mutt lived in the western part of Chelsea. He owned a warehouse that he�d converted to art studios and rented out. A portion of the lower floor he kept for himself. The art world accepted his uncommon hours. The rent he earned paid for the building, but not much else.
The dark, empty streets didn�t bother me. I was raised as a predator in the jungle. Things that lurked in the dark should fear me. The building covered half a block, and the entrance to his home was in the back.
He undid the four padlocks and chains on the sliding garage door before opening it. A chill always accompanied the air in his home; the vaulted metallic ceiling made it difficult to keep the place warm. The majority of the space was used as a practice arena for fighting. Weapons of all shapes and sizes decorated the wall. Most of them were gifts from his brothers, and he had no clue how to handle them. Mutt�s gifts lay in hand-to-hand combat. Even as a human he�d earned two black belts, one in karate and the other in mixed martial arts, which warranted him enough attention to be turned vampire.
I trained him in jujitsu and all the weapons on the wall, from swords to guns. He also hired a shaolin warrior to teach him their techniques. It didn�t leave us much time, and hunting for his missing friend screwed our schedule.
The sound of the shower running reached my ears as I crossed the threshold. I belly-flopped on the floor, sliding the gun from my thigh holster. �Mutt, down.�
He followed my orders as I was saying them. His puzzled expression cleared as he heard the noise.
�You have any roommates I don�t know about?� I released the safety on the gun and crept forward, scanning the dark corners. Discarded clothes lay on the floor by the bathroom door, and a faint, familiar scent reached my nose.
�No, the only person who knows how to get in without keys is��
�Alcide.� I set the safety and returned my gun to its holster, then opened the bathroom door. Steam poured out, and I could barely make out his form behind the shower stall glass.
He sang. I couldn�t understand, since it was in Italian, but it sounded sad. He paused as my heels clicked on the tile. �Hello?�
I opened the shower door. �Half the city is looking for you.�
He blinked the water from his eyes as he assessed me from head to toe. Then a smile grew on his face. �And the other half wants me dead.� His smile wasn�t the only thing that grew.
Reaching around him, I turned the dial to ice-cold and slammed the door.
His screeches trailed behind me as I exited.
Mutt sat in his favorite chair. It was so old it had molded to his shape. �You have this way of leaving a lasting impression on everyone you meet. I need to learn how to do this.� He grinned as I shot him a look.
�I�m stealing clothes.�
�Mi casa es su casa.� He watched the bathroom doorway with interest.
Scavenging through Mutt�s bureau, I found a pair of yoga pants that might fit. I held them up.
�Oh, someone must have forgotten those.� He gave me a smug wink.
�Yeah, but are they clean?� I didn�t have a problem wearing old girlfriend clothes.
�If they�re in the drawer, they�re clean.�
Alcide strode out into the living space with a towel around his waist. �Who is that?� He pointed at me as I pulled on the yoga pants. My dress was now a long shirt; too bad half my cleavage still hung out.
�Never mind her. Where the fuck have you been, man? I�ve�we�ve been combing the streets for your body.� Mutt crossed his long leg over his knee. �And why are slayers after you?�
Alcide seemed to deflate before us. He puddled onto the couch next to Mutt and flung his arm over his eyes. �You wouldn�t believe me if I told you.�
I raised my eyebrow at Mutt, who rolled his eyes. Inching closer, I stayed on my feet behind Mutt�s chair with my gun in the palm of my hand. The bullets wouldn�t kill but would hurt. Alcide was Mutt�s friend, not mine. �You�d better explain soon before Mutt�s big brothers take an interest.�
Alcide jerked. �I want them to! I thought you couldn�t call them.�
�I can�t, but she can.� Mutt leaned forward, setting his elbows on his knees. �Is that why you asked a few weeks ago?�
His friend sat up to face us, hands clasped together tight. �I think Cesio is breaking the breeding laws.�
A cold chill ran over my skin. The vampire nation had strict rules on creating new citizens. It all came down to supply and demand. Too many vampires meant more mouths to feed, which led to more humans being food and finding out about vampire existence.
�What proof do you have?� Setting my hand on the back of the chair, I took in Alcide�s scent to help judge if he spoke the truth.
�Proof? If I had that, then the Nosferatu would be in the city and Cesio would be dust. All I have are small pieces to a puzzle.� He hung his head, running his fingers through his wet hair. The gesture reminded me of Colby. �I fed what I knew to the slayer group that works for Master Tane in hopes they could inform him or find more evidence.�
�What?� My surprised question passed my lips before his words truly registered in my head. �You were working with the slayers?�
He nodded. �I was supposed to meet with my contact, one of their leaders, a few nights ago, but he never showed. He�s not answering his cell phone either. I�m getting worried.� His head shot up from their cradle. �Wait a minute.� He pointed at me. �You were in the motel room the other night and attacked me.�
I rolled the tension from my shoulders. He smelled of truth, or at least, he believed what he said was true. �You were walking into a trap. I saved your scrawny ass. They think you killed their friend. He was supposed to meet with you then vanished.� I groaned. Explaining this to Colby wouldn�t be easy. �I need to know everything. They still want to stake you.� I took a seat next to him, not letting the gun go.
He glanced at it. �You don�t trust me.�
�I don�t trust anyone.�
�And you�re not human.�
�I�m a shifter and, more importantly, I�m head of Master Tane�s security. If Cesio is breaking breeding laws, Master Tane needs to know.�
Alcide whistled and glanced at Mutt. �Are you in more trouble than me?�
Grinning, Mutt nodded. �Gwen is here to set me straight. If you answer her questions, I might consider not kicking your ass for not coming to me with this in the first place.�
The vampire swallowed visibly. �I wanted to, but I really don�t have any concrete evidence.� Alcide faced me. �It started with my human companion. She mentioned there was a flu affecting many of her friends, an anemic flu. It seems the sick were all low on blood, some needing transfusions. She was young, and all her friends liked to gather at the clubs. They�re easy prey. It was enough to set off my alarms. I told her to stay home in the evenings, unless I could accompany her, and went to some of the hospitals to discreetly question staff.� By discreetly, I assumed he meant he entranced them.
I leaned toward him. �Why concern yourself?� He didn�t hold any position of importance so he didn�t have to make such an effort.
He winced. �I liked her. My companion, she was fun and gentle. There�s not much gentleness in a vampire�s life. She was also headstrong and independent. Against my advice, she continued to go out on her own.�
�Liked?� I asked, noting his use of past tense.
�I found her at home, weak and helpless. No signs of abuse, but I did find a set of bite marks not belonging to me.� Alcide stared unseeing ahead, his thoughts focused inwards. �Someone else had fed from her to a dangerous level, but she couldn�t remember the event. At the hospital, she died. They said it was the anemic flu.�
I cleared my throat. He had cared for her, but love could be blind. The source of her mysterious bite seemed obvious to me however he didn�t appear to want to see it. Instead he conjured phantom plagues and mysterious plots. �Alcide, I still don�t see any connection to Cesio.� It took a lot of effort not to bitch slap some sense into the grieving vampire. His misguided theories might have cost Red his life.
�I�m getting to that.� He met my gaze, his eyes turning hard. �I know what you�re thinking. That she cheated on me. I thought the same at first, but what about all the others in the hospital?� Shaking his head, he leaned back on the couch. �Cesio�s smart.�
�The old ones always are.� So I�d been wrong. He could see beyond his heart. I should have known; I didn�t think Mutt would consider a fool his friend.
�Think about it. If he were breeding a small army, how can he feed them without drawing either human or Nosferatu attention? He can�t let his young vampires out in the street to hunt. Rising body counts would be all over the news and draw the Nosferatu.�
A cold lump of fear dropped into the pit of my stomach.
Mutt straightened in his chair. �He�s making it seem like an illness?�
Oh my God, the cold turned into nausea. �It�s a brilliant plan. Not everyone is dying?� I shot the question at Alcide.
�No, of course not. If they were, it would be all over the news. Even the number of humans falling ill are not overwhelming, just enough to make them scratch their heads.�
�If he spreads it out over the whole city so no one hospital is overwhelmed, then no alarms are set off. Nobody would notice the increase. With enough people recovering, the death counts are low.� I rubbed my temples. �Shit. So whoever is doing this has a food supply.�
�It�s Cesio.� Mutt folded his arms over his chest. �My gut is never wrong about these things.�
I snarled at no specific person, and it echoed against the empty warehouse walls. �I agree.�
Alcide�s eyes widened but he didn�t scoot away like most vampires would have. I liked him a little more for it.
Jumping to my feet, I had to pace to keep up with my racing thoughts. �You�re right. We can�t go to the Nosferatu with this yet. There�s nothing concrete. A few sick humans caused by vampires won�t bother anyone if the humans recover.� I stopped in my tracks in front of Alcide. �Why do you think Cesio is breeding?�
�The bite marks.� That made sense. Each vampire�s bite was different, almost like a fingerprint, but I was far from an expert on the subject. �The puncture holes were tiny, like made by thin needles. It�s probably why the doctors didn�t detect them. Young vampire�s baby teeth are formed this way�thin, translucent, and very, very sharp.�
�The young I�ve met don�t have much control over their hunger. I don�t understand why the death toll isn�t higher.� I hadn�t much experience with this. I dealt with the old, not the young.
Alcide shrugged. �Me neither. This is why I tried to find help.�
�But with slayers?� Mutt frowned. �Why not ask me?�
�What would you have done? If Cesio suspected you knew, he�d find a way to destroy you. It�s not a secret there�s no love lost between you. I needed someone objective.�
I sighed and stared at the concrete floor. �Except now they think you�re behind it. If I hadn�t shown up at the motel, your ass would have been ash.�
�I didn�t realize the girl was a lure. She was too easy, and I was so hungry. Real nice�� Alcide held his hands in front of his chest.
Classy.
�Enough.� Mutt�s voice cut like glass. �She�s off limits. She belongs to the slayers.� He twisted in his seat to face me. �So what do we do now?�
�I don�t know.�

Chapter Fourteen

Tension built on the back of my neck, and I tried to ease the knot by stretching as I paced the length of the warehouse with my cell phone in hand. Colby wasn�t answering my calls, the dickhead.
I spun to face the boys still sitting in the chairs. Alcide had dressed while I�d taken some time to mull things over. �We should start with our smallest, yet most important issue. Where were you supposed to meet Red, Alcide?�
�At a bar in Queens. He knew the place and wanted to meet in a crowded public area.�
I continued pacing. �Did you tell anyone about it?� If we could find Red alive, we might have a witness to Cesio's wrong doings and get Colby off Alcide�s back.
�No!�
�Well, someone found out. Help me. Did you see anyone at the bar you recognized, say something about the hospital visit, tell them about your companion?� The knot in my neck moved to my chest. If I could shift, I�d be worried about losing control and getting furry.
Alcide squirmed in his chair as our gazes met. �I�I didn�t see any vampires at the bar, only humans. One of them might have been a companion. I can�t keep track of them all. Some vampires keep four or five of them.�
�Someone might have recognized you.� I tapped my chin. �Still doesn�t link you to Red, though. Did your companion socialize with other companions?�
He nodded. �Most of them do.�
�She could have voiced your concern over this anemic flu. It�s easy for gossip to spread.� I worked for the master of such skills and had been used on occasion to spread rumors.
His baffled expression clarified his opinion of humans. He didn�t think beyond their bodies and blood. Most vampires forgot that they were once from this race and that humans could think as well as they could. �I guess she could have mentioned it.�
�Did the companions she socialized with service any of Cesio�s men?�
�Fuck.� He whispered the word as his head fell into his hands. �Technically, we�re all Cesio�s men, but some do feed his personal guard.�
�One of them must have heard about your concern and set a tracker on you.� Master Tane wasn�t the only one who used shifters. Many of the Overlords made deals with local packs. I didn�t know the New York City pack well enough to make inquiries, though.
�Why take Red and not me?�
Mutt snorted. �Because he posed more of a threat.�
A spark of warmth bloomed in my chest as I smirked. The young vampire was listening to me and learning. �All this speculation won�t get us anywhere. We have to assume Cesio has Red and that he still lives.� A shiver ran over my spine. I couldn�t think of any scenario in which Red survived. �Where would he keep prisoners?� In a city like New York, there were thousands of places. I glanced at the digital clock on the wall over the training ring. �It�ll be dawn soon. We can�t do anything until after sunset.� I pulled Mutt�s oversized sweatshirt over my head and rolled the sleeves. �Get some rest. I�ll call as soon as I have a plan.�
Mutt jerked to his feet as I moved toward the exit. �Where are you going?�
�Back to my hotel to get some decent clothes and weapons. Then I need to find Colby.�
Mutt followed me to the door. �Good luck.�
I eyed the locks. �How did Alcide get in when you padlocked the place?�
�Secret tunnel.�
I gaped. �And you didn�t tell me?�
�Then it wouldn�t be a secret.� He closed the door, and I heard the interior locks sliding in place. It was good that Mutt thought independently, but it still irked me that he�d confide in Alcide and not me, his teacher.
It didn�t take long to jog to a main street and flag a cab. Without Mutt�s presence, they seemed more receptive to giving me a ride. I couldn�t blame them. The vampire struck an imposing figure.
The long ride over the bridge, back to Brooklyn, gave me a few moments to tune out my worries. Sometimes the best thing to do was nothing. At least we had a better idea of who took Red. We�d been hunting the wrong vampire the whole time.
I paid the cabbie once we arrived at my hotel. My heart zigged as my soul zagged. The lot was empty except for a familiar car parked next to my vehicle.
Colby�s sleek sedan.
I took slow, measured steps to the entrance and paused so I wouldn�t appear eager.
Why wasn�t he answering his phone? Was he injured on the other side? What could have possibly happened to prevent him from answering his phone except his arrogance? In the end, fury overrode any logic. I unlocked the door and strode in, hands on hips and ready to reach for my gun.
Colby lay on my bed, arms resting behind his head, ankles crossed as he watched the television. �Hey, sweet cheeks.� He gave me a crooked smile.
�Why aren�t you answering your phone?� I stormed across the room and picked up the cell sitting on the table. It showed all my calls and a map tracking a signal to what appeared to be my hotel. I glanced at my chest. The stupid tracker was still between my breasts. �You�ve been tracking me.�
�Yep.�
I reached inside the sweatshirt and dress, groping for the device before tearing it from my skin.
He ducked as I tossed it at his head. �What were you doing in that industrial area all night? Warehouse shopping?�
�If you cared enough, you should have stuck around instead of having a tantrum.�
��You�re right.� He sat up against the headboard and patted the mattress in front of him. �All these hormones and then the shift made me less reasonable than a fourteen-year-old boy. I had to clear my head.�
My heart twisted every time I laid my eyes on him. I crossed my arms and tried to stare at anything but him sitting on my bed. �You don�t have the right to keep playing yo-yo with my heart. You should have more respect.� Part of me wished I�d never met him.
He made a soft noise. �You�re my trigger, Gwen.� His confession sent a jolt of electricity over my nerves. �When Cesio touched you, it triggered the image of you sitting in my kitchen while I combed your hair. Next thing I knew, I had shifted.� He patted the mattress once more. �Sit by me�please.�
My mouth went dry. �I have things to tell you. I mean, there have been developments in��
�Red�s whereabouts?�
�Yeah�� I took a step closer to the bed. �How did you know?�
�I listened to your messages.�
I ground my teeth. �Why didn�t you call back?� This behavior had to be a human thing he�d picked up from his adopted parents, because it sure wasn�t shifter.
�I trusted you to take care of it.�
My mind went blank. �Really?� He had a terrible ability to disarm all my internal guards by saying the perfect thing at the right time.
The sheepish smile returned to his hard lips. �It wasn�t easy. I might have left wear marks on the carpet from pacing.�
I glanced at my feet and chuckled. �On this cheap stuff? I doubt the management will notice.� Kicking off my heels, I sighed with relief. I�d been dying to do that all night. I sat at the end of the bed and faced Colby. �You don�t know how much that means to me.�
�Tell me what you know.�
�I think Cesio has Red but I haven�t a clue where. What I need is intel.�
He leaned toward me. �We can hit his nest in daylight while they�re asleep. A strike force is a phone call away.�
I shook my head. �The old ones don�t need to rest during the day. Defenses are at maximum during daylight hours because they know their weaknesses. Cesio thinks we�re still blaming Alcide for Red�s disappearance. I think we should pay him an official call as Nosferatu representatives�he can�t deny us. And then we strike.� Cesio wouldn�t expect such a bold move. I considered calling Master Tane first but couldn�t risk him forbidding me. This way I could claim it a matter of misinterpretation of my position.
If we found Red and exposed an illegal breeding program then no one would care how we did it, but if Cesio was innocent my hide would decorate my Master�s floor.
�You want me to represent the Nosferatu? That�s ironic, isn�t it?� He grabbed my ankle and set my bare, sore foot on the bed. With firm strokes, he massaged my sole.
A noise of pleasure escaped my throat. �Not you. Mutt.� I closed my eyes as he dug his fingers deeper into the knot in my arch.
�I thought he and Mutt didn�t get along.�
�They don�t. He resents Mutt being chosen to become Nos over him.� It didn�t take a genius to figure that out. �He can�t risk killing him, not yet. It would draw too much attention. He�ll let Mutt inside as a representative of the Nosferatu council and us as his guards.�
�Just us?� He switched to my other foot.
�We can take three more. Five is an acceptable honor guard. We should wait a few hours after sunset and allow some of the nest�s populace to leave. There�ll be less casualties this way.�
He worked both his hands along my calves. �That gives us enough time then.�
My eyes shot open and met his. �For what?� Our noses almost touched, he�d drawn so close.
�To start off, I�m getting you out of Mutt�s clothes.� He made a face of disgust before pulling the large sweatshirt over my head. �You stink of him.� Tossing it to the floor, he began working on my pants.
�Whoa.� I couldn�t catch my breath. Was this it? Had he accepted me as his mate?
His green gaze trapped my attention, his focus so intent I couldn�t move as he ran his hands over my bare legs. The message in his eyes was clear.
Mine.
A shiver of anticipation ran through my limbs. I gripped the collar of his black T-shirt and tugged him to my mouth. The waiting, the hunting was over. I had him.
Mine.
Our lips met together in a clang of teeth and crush of flesh. Finally, the passion burning between us was unleashed. I heard the tear of cloth and felt Colby�s wandering hands caressing my stomach as he moved toward my chest.
I wrenched his shirt over his head, breaking our kiss for a second before his mouth found mine once more. All thoughts of Cesio and Red had vanished. The city no longer existed for me, only Colby and this room. Running my fingers in the tangled mess on his head, I clung to him.
He traced the lace of my bra, and a growl rolled in his throat. Gripping the edges of my bra, he snapped it open and pulled away from our kiss as he yanked the last scraps of clothing from my body except my panties. His gaze devoured me, like the first time I�d undressed in his apartment. It was a complete surrender to his shifter self, a complete surrender to me.
I straddled his lap as he leaned back to kneel on the mattress, still in his fucking jeans. The feel of his solid muscles moving under my hands was a touch of heaven. How many times had I fantasized about this moment? Yet those dreams faded in comparison to reality.
He rolled his hips, pressing the hard bulge in his pants against the apex of my thighs.
I sighed and threw my head back, allowing him to support my back with his hands. I loved the strength in him, not just physical but mental. He�d been a lone wolf from a young age and survived to grow into a good man. A protector of humans when they didn�t even know what hunted them in the night. It was time somebody embraced him to their heart and gave him sanctuary. That person would be me.
�You�re so beautiful.� He placed tender kisses along my neck, my collar bone, until he reached my breasts. With slow precision, he traced my areola with the tip of his tongue.
Beautiful? No one had ever referred to me as that. Fast, yes. Cunning, yes. Strong, yes. I wasn�t a Rose. I was built to fight and hunt, to snarl in my prey's face while I tore its throat out.
I set my hands over my breasts. �Don�t.�
Concern marked his face. �Don�t touch you?� His jaw tightened.
�No, don�t lie. I know who and what I am. Don�t give me false compliments. They just hurt.�
A small humorless laugh left his mouth before he pulled my hands from my body. �Haven�t you ever looked at yourself?� Lifting me in his arms, he carried me to the bathroom in front of the large mirror over the sink.
I hung my head so my long hair would cover my small breasts.
�Stop that.� Colby stood behind me and hissed the words in my ear while pulling my hair back over my shoulders. With his fingertips, he guided my chin up to meet his gaze in the mirror. �That is pure beauty. Never believe anything else.� He released his hold on me and ran his hands over the slight curve of my hips. �Sleek.� Traced the muscles of my upper thighs. �Strong.� He kissed the back of my neck and caressed my left breast. �Soft.�
�Wouldn�t you like me more if I had curves like�like Rose or Connie?� There, I said it, my worst fears and vulnerability. I didn�t care to be feminine�God knows those heels were the death of me�but for Colby I could try. I glanced at my reflection.
Lust filled his stare. �They�re weak. I would shatter their bodies and spirits, but not you.� He pressed against me, his fingers seeking the edges of my panties. �Sometimes I think you might break me instead.�
I spun and jumped into his arms, wrapping my legs around him. We were truly well matched. In his eyes I was perfect, as he was for me. �Make me yours.� I gripped his hair and claimed his mouth.
Stumbling to the bed, he carried me while undoing his jeans. His rush only inflamed my desire.
I landed on the bed and watched as he struggled. His cock stood out thick and hard, a pearl of wetness at its tip.
�Never buying button-fly again.� He covered my body with his, pressing his weight onto me, leaving no flesh untouched. Lifting my right leg over his hip, he gained better access to my entrance. He slid his cock between my nether lips, rubbing my bud, but he didn�t go any further.
I hooked my feet behind his tight ass and moaned at the sweet torture. How long had it been since I�d lain with a male? Five, maybe six years? I�d waited long enough. �Fuck me.� With my legs, I pulled him closer.
He had buried his face in my neck and hair, and all I could hear was his deep chuckle. �Don�t worry, I plan to.� Penetrating just an inch, he pulled out again. �You�re tight.�
I clawed at his back, trying to guide him back inside, but he didn�t budge. �And you�re thick.� I groaned as he thoroughly pinned me to the mattress.
�Ah-ah, not yet.� He gave me a hard look.
Dominance games came naturally to our kind; however, we were both alphas. No subs lay in this bed. I snapped my teeth at his face reflexively and twisted my hips, almost rolling him. He was just too strong for me, which set my desires ablaze. I bucked under his body.
Colby snarled back, sounding more wolf than human. He thrust inside me until his root met my apex. His angry noise became one of pleasure.
�Yes.� It was all I could manage to say, the only word I could remember how to speak.
He moved his hips, controlling the pace, until his balls slapped my behind. Gripping the headboard for leverage, he plunged deeper and harder.
I met every thrust with my own. Clawing his ass, I needed all of him. Nonsensical noises filled our room, like animals gone crazy.
He arched his back, still pounding inside of me.
I hugged him close until my teeth found the flesh over his heart, and I bit.
�Oh, God. Yes. Yes,� he cried out. The heat of his seed sent me over, joining in his climax, our shouts a mix of release and acceptance.
I claimed him. He was mine. Forever.

Chapter Fifteen

Odd how time sped when I needed it the most. In less than eight hours I had planned an assault on one of the most powerful overlords in North America.
My army? Three human slayers, Colby, and a baby Nosferatu. Yep, we were dead.
I double-checked the two semi-automatic guns, both concealed under my jacket like Cesio�s guards would expect, but I also carried an inner pants holster. The gun was smaller but still a large caliber weapon and would more than sting. However, it was the wooden stake concealed along my spine under my shirt that I couldn�t afford for them to find. I wouldn�t let any of the slayers carry UV grenades, their strongest weapon against the vampire, because they could accidently fry Mutt. The bugger had grown on me, and I wouldn�t let my charge become toast on his first real mission.
Mutt leaned against the far wall, watching the last-minute equipment checks. Eyelids heavy and muscles lax, he almost appeared bored.
I strutted across to him and swung a fast jab at his stomach.
He caught my hand in a crushing grip. �What the hell?�
�Just making sure you�re ready.� I inspected his shirt and suit then tugged his tie straight.
�Stop that. You�re making me nervous.� He slapped my hands away. �I�m good.� His voice broke and he cleared his throat. �Sort of. I�m a terrible liar, Gwen.�
�Then stick as close to the truth as possible. We just need to get Colby in and distract Cesio. His men don�t know what Colby looks like. They�ll just think he�s a shifter guard.� He would slip away to search for Red as soon as we cleared security.
Mutt blew out a breath. �Truth. I can handle serving Cesio a little of what I really think of him.�
I snorted. �We want distraction, not a war. This is a rescue mission.� Reaching inside his jacket, I checked a hidden pocket in the seam that carried another wooden stake. �Do you think you can reach it quick enough?�
He set his hands on my shoulder. �I�ll be fine. You have my back.�
I should have rethought this plan. Mutt wasn�t ready for this kind of mission. Fighting, maybe, but not head-to-head political confrontation, a battle of words. Cesio could destroy what confidence I�d built in Mutt. �Yeah, I got you.� I turned away before I said anything stupid or sappy. At some point over the last few weeks, I�d started seeing him like a little brother and couldn�t help my protective instinct.
Colby stood across the room, doing a final review of the plan with the three slayers accompanying us. He stared at me over their shoulders. With a nod at his companions, he strode toward me. He moved with the precision of a wolf. I�d always admired that about him. Functional, no waste of energy, and very aware of his surroundings.
�Ready?� I asked.
�Yes.� He glanced at Mutt. �Him?�
�As best as he�ll ever be.�
�You�re nervous. I can smell it.� He ran the back of his finger over my cheek.
�I take my responsibilities seriously.�
�I know.�
�I�m supposed to teach him, not place his life at risk. If anything happens to him, I doubt I�ll be forgiven.� By myself. The others might not care, but I did. I gave Colby a weak smile. �Let�s get this over with.�
We walked out to the team�s nondescript blue van. I sat shotgun, while the others took seats in the back. We�d run this like I did when accompanying Master Tane outside his compounds.
The drive was silent. I didn�t care. My thoughts were loud and distracting enough�get in, distract Cesio, find Red, and then extract as fast as possible. I�d deal with collateral damages once the slayers were safely in their hidden base. Master Tane would need to know if any of these rumors were true, and then the real shit could hit the fan. I placed his personal cell number on speed dial. My suspicions were rarely wrong.
Entering Cesio�s nest shouldn�t be difficult. His curiosity will be stirred enough to see Mutt. Extracting our ass out in one piece was what churned the acids in my stomach. I�d never had people I cared about on this kind of assignment.
Images of Colby being hurt tried to pry its way into the forefront of my mind. I clenched my jaw and forced them away. Fear would damage my focus and I needed it razor sharp.
Taking slow, measured breaths, I pictured bubbles floating in the wind then imagined popping each one with darts. I�d used this mental exercise for years to gather my wits and block out all external distractions.
The van came to a stop.
I glanced through the passenger side window at the guards by the door. Stepping outside the vehicle, I scanned the street and sidewalks like I would have done on any other security detail. Nothing seemed amiss as both guards focused their attention on me.
I strode up to them. �Inform your master that a representative of the Nosferatu clan is here.� The words came out smooth and easy. They should; I�d said them often enough in the past.
They glanced at each other briefly then one touched his ear piece and spoke to an unseen agent inside, informing the person of our arrival. The other leaned to the side to take a better look at the van. �How do I know you�re legit?�
I raised an eyebrow at him. �Who would have the balls to use the Nosferatu name in vain?�
He swallowed visibly. �I�ve never seen one.�
�You have one who lives in the city.� Mutt kept to himself since I�d arrived in New York, busy with his training. Most of his clan did; ruling from the shadow added fear at the mention of their name. Even at Cesio�s club, the crowds had parted at his presence. I gave the guard a flat smile. �Be respectful and keep your comments to yourself. You�ll survive the experience.� Adding to the fear wasn�t part of my job but a perk.
They should be terrified of the Nosferatu. With a little effort, Master Tane could alter every human�s memory in this city by himself. Not Mutt. He was still learning how to do it to one person without scrambling his brains, but the guards didn�t need to know that.
The other guard gave me the go-ahead signal.
I touched my own ear piece and gave the all-clear to Colby.

Chapter Sixteen

The slayers piled out of the van, surrounding a very confident-appearing Mutt. I stayed ahead of the group, Mutt in the middle with the human slayers, and Colby trailed behind. I struggled not to glance over my shoulder, wishing I knew how Colby planned to slip away.
Mutt paused by the main elevator, a stairwell exit glowing above his head. He loomed over the security; his dark eyes took on a soulless quality. �Exactly how many levels in this building?�
It took all my self-control not to grin at this show of attitude. Good boy.
�Thir-thirty five, sir.�
�Including the basements?�
The guard nodded.
Between the shuffle of bodies when the elevator arrived, I noted Colby wasn�t among us anymore. Such skill was the best aphrodisiac I could ask for. I took a deep, easy breath and let some of the tension building between my shoulder blades ease.
We stopped on the fifth floor, which surprised me. I�d have thought an egotistical jerk like Cesio would have his receiving room in the penthouse.
He greeted us at the door, a huge smile fading from his face. �You?�
Mutt nodded. �Me.�
Shooting a glare in my direction, he gestured toward the room behind him. Doubt flowed over his face as his gaze traveled over the slayer guards dressed in suits, similar to what my teams in Rio wore. I didn�t blame him. The Nosferatu had no idea we were here, but Cesio didn�t know that. If he proved to be innocent, I was prepared to take the fall if our masters were upset by this ruse.
Mutt took a seat at the table closest to the door like I�d instructed him, not waiting for Cesio. A small slight in vampire etiquette. Mutt might not be acquainted with the custom of letting the host sit first, but I doubted it.
The overlord�s expression darkened and he took a seat across from Mutt. �Why am I given the honor of your presence?� His words dripped with scorn.
�I�m searching for a slayer.�
Giving us a secret smile, Cesio leaned back in his chair. �I thought the Nosferatu were the slayers.�
�We are.� He steepled his fingers in front of his face and mirrored Cesio�s smile. �I�m glad you remember.�
I wanted to high-five my young ward. Instead, I bit the inside of my mouth so I wouldn�t laugh out loud.
�What is so important about this human?�
�He was investigating vampire breeding within the city. His disappearance concerns me and my brothers.�
�Then why aren�t they here?�
�They are. Through me.�
Yes! I�d been so concerned with how Mutt would perform in this meeting. He needed to gain Cesio�s respect and in turn those in this room witnessing their conversation. I moved from behind the young Nosferatu to lean against the wall, where I had a better view of both their faces and the door.
The hilt of my handgun, at the small of my back, dug into my skin. It reassured more than bothered.
�Creating new unauthorized vampires is quite a crime,� said Cesio.
�Punishable by death.�
�All our laws are punished by death.� Cesio shot back. �I don�t know why you keep asking me about this slayer. I haven�t any idea of his whereabouts or baby vamps.� He rose, as if dismissing us.
We�d been in the room for a few minutes. Had that given enough time for Colby to find and free Red? I could only guess, and made my way toward the door as if to leave.
Mutt remained in his chair, resting his foot on his knee. �Do you truly think I can�t detect when you�re lying?�
My eyes bulged from their sockets. What had he said?
From the way Cesio went still, I wasn�t the only one asking that question. �Are you accusing me of something?�
�I think you killed the slayer when he got too close to the truth.�
I hurried to Mutt�s side and set my hand on his shoulder. �I think it�s time to go.� We were here to distract, not start pointing fingers. There wasn�t much we could do with our small task force.
Cesio nodded and leaned forward. �No, no, please stay.� He gestured to his guard, who moved to block our exit. �Check the prisoner as well. I don�t trust this one.� He nodded toward me.
I clenched my hand into a fist but refrained from crashing it into Mutt�s head. He�d blown the lid on the whole mission, and for what? Our gazes met, but I didn�t see fear in his eyes, only determination. This wasn�t the time for him to take a stand.
The sounds of struggle in the hall caught my attention. I twisted, my hand reaching over my shoulder for the wooden stake. Several plans for escape raced through my mind, but all of them included leaving Colby in this nest of traitors.
The slayers didn�t leave their members behind. Neither would I. Sliding the stake free from its place along my spine, I took a step toward the exit. The guards at the door parted so others could toss a beaten Colby and Red at Cesio�s feet.
I fell to my knees at Colby�s side, gripping the stake as I searched his injuries. We�d been over-confident, thinking we could raid an Overlord�s nest so simply. I should have listened to my instincts and called my master. Instead, my heart had swayed me, knowing Colby would never accept his help.
Colby rolled, clutching his side, where blood seeped from a deep gash. With my help, he got to his knees. �I found Red.�
The other slayer lay on his back, his black eyes almost swollen shut. Multiple bite marks scarred his exposed flesh. �Hey, Gwen.� His voice sounded like broken glass.
Neither appeared fight-worthy. With an acid-raging gut, I glanced at a gloating Cesio, but he wasn�t paying me any heed. All of his attention was focused on Mutt. �You were right. I was lying.�
The Nosferatu no longer lounged in his chair. He sat on the edge, perched on his toes, ready to spring.
�Why create new vampires? They�re just more mouths to feed.� I rose to my feet, making sure to keep the slayers between me and the guards at the door.
The contempt in Cesio�s glance washed over me, leaving a bad aftertaste. �How will I explain your death to your master?�
�He�s your master as well.�
�Not for long, Gwen. Not once I rid this city of you, these slayers, and Nosferatu influence. It will be mine alone.�
�It�s an army,� Mutt said.
�Ah, the dog can think. How remarkable. Is this why your clan passed me over for you?�
�That�s why you�re doing this?� Mutt jumped to his feet.
Cesio�s guards grabbed him, pulling him away before he reached their lord. The three of them could barely contain him.
�You can have it,� Mutt continued to shout. �You want to look like a freak? Have midday visits from creeps who try to train you by tearing your mind apart? Or have the raging hunger constantly eating at your gut?� The last sentence held an edge of hysteria.
My breath caught in my chest and ached. I�d never known. He�d kept all these feelings hidden from me. How could I blame him? I did work for the guy who�d ultimately recruited him against his will. My master could be so cruel. I had always thought Mutt�s transformation had been voluntary.
Our gazes locked. The anguish in his eyes vanished as a shield came down. He stopped struggling and straightened his suit. �Breeding vampires is against the Nation�s laws, Overlord Cesio. By the power I represent, you are found guilty and will be punished for your crimes.�
Cesio chuckled. �Nicely said.� He turned his head toward me. �Maybe under your guidance he would have turned out to be a good leader, but the young are so easily destroyed, and you�re, what? Thirty years old in total, Mutt?�
�Thirty-two.�
My stomach dropped as I watched a guard pull out a stake. I dove toward him, hands extended, and ordered Mutt to duck. Luck, fate, or the Easter Bunny was on our side. The tips of my fingers reached him first with enough momentum to knock him so that the stake buried in his shoulder instead of his heart.
He grunted with the dual impact but remained standing. His training finally kicked in and he swept both guards off their feet. Yanking the stake from his shoulder, he made quick work at ending their existence.
�I�ll get Cesio. You get everyone else.� I wasn�t stupid. Killing the overlord would take all my skill and then some. I wouldn�t risk someone as young as Mutt. He could gain his experience practicing on the guards.
I rolled with my stake in hand. If I was going down, I�d go down with teeth bared, blood on my lips, and the pride of my pack in my heart.

Chapter Seventeen

A growl rose behind me as I faced Cesio.
His eyes went wide as he stared at the thing that cast a shadow over his face. �He�s a shifter? I was told the slayer�s team was all human.�
No matter how tempting, I didn�t take my eyes off my quarry to glance over my shoulder. Tingles made the hairs on my arm stand on end. It should be against the law for me to enjoy Cesio�s fear as much as I did.
Colby had shifted to his beast form.
When it came to hand-to-hand combat, shifters had the upper hand on vampires. Our speed, reach, and strength outmatched theirs. Even though I couldn�t shift, I�d spent a lifetime training with the deadliest warriors on Earth. It made up for my lack in genes.
I tilted my head to the side and tossed at my mate, �Stay back. He�s mine.� Waiting for his denial, I was given a small jolt of shock when Colby stepped to the side and gestured with gentlemanly grace.
I snarled at Cesio as I leaped, stake aimed at his heart.
His backhanded slap across my face split my lip, and the salty taste of blood met my tongue. I had to give him credit. He stood his ground, even when obviously outmatched.
With the momentum of Cesio�s slap, I spun in the other direction. I twisted my wrist so the stake would arc around.
My arm jerked as the impact of the stake hit hard flesh. My hand went numb, but training kept my grasp tight as I leaned my weight into the strike through his back.
Cesio grunted. A small, bloody cough escaped him before he slid to his knees. His gaze traveled to Mutt.
My student tore his way through Cesio�s guards, using nothing but his hands. He maimed, not killed. We�d have to have a talk about that. Nosferatu couldn�t afford to leave enemies alive; otherwise they�d eventually be destroyed.
Colby drew closer to me and watched. �He has good form.�
�Of course he does.�
Another cough caught our attention. Cesio now glared at me. �He�ll never survive.� Then he melted into a pile of ash.
I scooted closer to Colby, not wanting any on my boots.
Silence encased the room. We�d won the battle, but there was a whole nest of vampires outside those doors. How would they react to Cesio�s death? I grasped Colby�s clawed hand tight. �What now, fearless leader?�
He shook his mane and sighed. Stooping, he picked up the stake from inside the ash and handed it to a stunned Mutt. �Keep it in your hand as you lead us out. It�ll serve to remind them who their master truly is and might get us out in one piece.� Colby returned to Red and picked him up in his arms.
Mutt led a parade of human and shifter slayers through the building. No one questioned us. The vampires parted as we moved toward the exit, and whispers followed our wake.
Things like, they really exist? and look at the stake, did he kill Cesio? reached my sensitive ears.
Our driver waited at the door like instructed, and we piled inside. Colby shifted to his human form before entering, and I handed him some spare clothes left in the van. This time, Mutt sat shotgun while I curled against Colby in the back of the van.
His solid presence anchored my building anxiety. We�d left a vacuum in the vampire power structure, and nothing good could come from that. There were the new vampires hidden within the city to find as well. Who knew how they�d feed now? Would the populace take them in and teach them?
Colby stroked my hair and closed his eyes as he rested his head back. �Your heart is racing.�
�So is yours.� I smiled against his chest as he chuckled.
The driver parked the van in front of Mutt�s home. I didn�t bother asking how they knew. Like a rookie, I had worn Colby�s tracer here the last night.
I followed Mutt out, but Colby captured my wrist in his hand. �Stay.�
�I can�t leave him alone after this.� I watched Mutt enter his home with a bowed head. �Come with me. He could use an extra pair of ears tonight.� I ran my fingers over his hand. �And I could use the company.�
He glanced at Red, worry tracing his features.
His friend waved him off. �Go on. I have a whole team to dote on me. I don�t need to look at your ugly puss all night.�
Colby stepped out and slid the van door closed. He watched them depart with a forlorn expression. �We need to talk.�
I sighed, my body heavy with exhaustion. �Let�s go inside and sit.� I wanted to curl up next to him again, take a hot shower, and find some food. In any order I could get them.
�Not yet.� He turned me to face him. �Gwen, I need to be with you. I know that now.� The lines on his face deepened. �But our�alliances conflict.�
I glanced at the open warehouse door. �You want me to leave him.�
�I want you to leave all of them.�
My stomach twisted in a knot and I wanted to throw up. �That�s not fair.�
He gazed at the ground. �I know.�
I�d spent all my life serving the Nosferatu clan. I even liked a few of them. What he was asking would betray who I was. �You�re a jerk.� Shoving him away, I stormed inside the warehouse, ignoring Mutt�s raised eyebrow as he spoke on his cell phone. Who the hell could he be talking to? I dove onto the couch and buried my head under a pillow.
Months. I�d wasted months on Colby. Left my pack, my job, my family. He wanted me all to himself. Selfish son of a bitch. He was a slayer. He kept the vampire population in check, just like my boss did. Why couldn�t they work together?
A large hand ran over my spine.
�Leave me alone, Mutt.�
�He�d touch you like this?� The outrage in Colby�s voice echoed in the warehouse.
I peeked from under the pillow as my mate shot a daggered glare at Mutt�s back. �Stop it.� I shrugged off his hand.

He groaned and lay next to me, squishing me against the back of the couch. �Fine. I asked too much. Can you blame me?�
I stared at his sharp profile. His body conformed to mine and made the tight confines of the couch comfy. �What did he do to you?� I whispered the question and almost regretted speaking it out loud. Secrets and fears between us would only tear us further apart.
Colby and I had already started on rocky shores. We didn�t need a rogue wave to crash over the tentative relationship we were nurturing.
He swallowed. �Who?�
�Tane. Maybe I�ll understand better if I knew.�
Turning his face away, he cleared his throat. The only sound was Mutt�s muted voice far on the other side of the warehouse.
I leaned my face on Colby�s shoulder and waited.
�He used my curiosity against me and set a trap. They took me on his yacht on the Danube River, where no one would hear me scream.�
I closed my eyes against my tears. Shedding them would drive him further away. He�d see it as pity, not compassion. I knew my master could be cruel; I didn�t have any delusions.
�He chained me to the wall and cut off my clothing. I couldn�t fight him. I didn�t know how to shift, but God, I tried.� His breathing grew ragged.
I clung to him and forced his face toward me, pressing small kisses to his forehead, his cheeks, his eyes. �You don�t have to�you don�t��
�I do.� He took a deep, shaky breath. �He never touched me. Not physically. He tore into my mind, took my memories, and learned everything about me. Every fear and pleasure. My fantasies. Nothing was sacred.� He ran his finger under my chin. �Gwen, he knows me better than I know myself. I�m vulnerable around him. Don�t�� He closed his eyes, resting his forehead against mine. �Don�t make me go to him. Please.�
I wrapped him in my arms and legs, pulling him against me as if I were trying to make us one being. �We won�t go back.� An ache burned in my throat from the effort not to cry. �I promise.�
He hugged me tighter, almost cracking my ribs. �Thank you. We�ll figure things out. One day at a time.�
I ran more kisses along his neck. �We need a shower. Especially you.� Crawling over him, I took his hand and pulled him on his feet, leading him to the bathroom.
�Here?�
�Mutt set this place up like an apartment. You�re not going to get squeamish, are you?� I pulled out some fresh towels from a closet. �He even has a washer and dryer.� I winked at him. After his confession, I needed a little levity to ease the abrasions on my soul.
Colby turned on the water until steam filled the room and undressed in a quick fashion.
I followed his lead and stepped in the shower behind him.
He jumped. �What are you doing? Mutt�s outside.�
I rose to my tiptoes to meet his glare, secretly pleased that he was tall enough to make me feel small. �Are you shy?� Sliding my hand along his abdomen, I cradled his hardening cock in my hand. �Doesn�t seem like it.�
A crooked smile graced his lips. Finally. I was glad he�d shared his pain with me, but it was time to wash them away. They�d never be gone, but I�d do my best to fight their re-emergence.
With each caress and stroke, the tension in his shoulders seemed to ease until he began to thrust to my slow rhythm. The shower stall was narrow and didn�t leave any room to maneuver. Hot water beat upon us as he cornered me. Brushing his fingers over my pussy, Colby sent a tremor through my legs. We needed to find a connection outside of hunting and sex. Something we both believed in.
He pressed his fingers inside, exploring at a relaxed pace we hadn�t had the night before. �You�re so soft here, just for me.� Deeper and deeper, he pushed until I was panting and clinging to his shoulders.
Heat blazed over my skin while he traced my pebbled nipple. Only a man like Colby could make me feel so feminine.
He dipped his head, took part of my breast in his mouth, and sucked.
My knees buckled. �Yes��
Holding me up, he stepped in between my thighs and released my sensitive flesh.
I jerked as he lifted me, guiding my legs around his hips, the tip of his cock pressing at my entrance. His eyes were focused, sharp, his kisses demanding.
Arms enveloping his neck, I leaned my head back so he could devour my mouth.
He pulled away, sucking on my bottom lip before letting it slip away. A huge smile spread across his face, something he let only me witness.
�What?� I whispered.
�I never thought I�d fall in love.�
A small gasp left my lips. �You love me?� Silly of me to ask. I�d suspected it, but hearing the words spoken of his own free will made it real.
�Since the day I pinned you to the floor in that hotel room in Rio.�
I tangled my fingers in his wet hair and grinned. �I pinned you first.�
He dropped his mouth closer to mine, his cock teasing my tender flesh. �I don�t recall that.� With a sudden thrust, he pushed past my secret muscles.
Digging my nails into his back, I tried to find purchase on his slippery skin while he moved inside of me. Fast and hard. Relentless.
Breathing became difficult as wave after wave of ecstasy flowed through my body. Water pounded on my face, trickling into my open mouth. I moaned from his onslaught.
His heavy panting filled my hearing and he gripped my ass tighter. The muscles in his neck corded as he pounded harder. �Gwen��
I brushed my lips over his forehead then arched my back while the blinding pleasure took over. My mate kept repeating my name in my ear until his climax spilled his seed. Heat swelled inside my abdomen.
He leaned against the wall, crushing us together, and caught his breath while I ran my hands over the defined lines of his sleek muscles.
A booming knock on the bathroom door shattered the silence. �If you�re both finished screwing around in my shower, we have some things to discuss.� Mutt sounded tense.

Chapter Eighteen

We washed and dressed before joining Mutt in his sitting area.
The vampire had changed back into his usual torn jeans and T-shirt. He sat in the chair across from the sofa, resting his chin on his hand, a pensive expression on his face. He stared at nothing in particular.
�My smile faded from my face. I�d never seen Mutt this concerned. I sat on the sofa, Colby joining me. �What is it?�
�I called Tane.� He mumbled around the fingers covering his lips. �He�s happy.�
�Okay.� I glanced at Colby, but he appeared as confused as I was. �And?�
�I should have let you call him instead.�
�Why didn�t you?� This plan had been mine. I was willing to take any fallback from it.
�When they sent you to me, what were your instructions?� His dark eyes darted toward me.
A flutter of concern grew in my stomach. �To teach you anything I thought you needed. Keep you out of trouble.�
He nodded. �I was given different instructions.�
Colby took my hand and squeezed. �This is where the Nosferatu shit starts, right?�
�Yeah.� Mutt leaned back in the chair, his hands resting on the arms. �They�d told me I had to kill Cesio months ago. No reason why. Just orders.�
�Months? They knew what he was doing?�
Mutt shrugged. �I guess.�
The flutters got worse. �Then why didn�t you do it? You�re strong enough. You proved that tonight.�
�When I was a regular vampire, I was just a foot soldier in Cesio�s nest. After changing me to this, the Nosferatu told me I couldn�t afford to be a soldier anymore. I had to learn to think for myself. Every time they came, it was about making me use my head.� He tapped his temple. �I�m not their soldier either. If Cesio broke the laws, then I needed proof. Not some random order from the top.�
�So you asked for proof?�
�No, I think if they had it they would have killed him already.�
�This was a test.�
�Everything is a test. I guess Tane thought I might need help and he sent you.� He sighed and closed his eyes. �I never asked for any of this, you know. I just woke up after a day�s sleep and it was already done. Poof. Nosferatu. They never asked.�
�I don�t think it occurred to them that you would have refused.� I hated to see the pain in Mutt�s face. He had eons to live, but they didn�t need to be unhappy ones.
�Anyway, I passed their stupid test. Cesio is dead. I have verbal proof of his plans with witnesses.� He gestured to us. �You are now looking at the new overlord of Manhattan.�
Shit.
I glanced at Colby and met his confused stare. What did I do?
�This sucks.� Mutt punched the arm of the chair, and it snapped off. �Fuck.� He grabbed the broken piece and threw it across the warehouse. �I don�t know what I�m supposed to do.�
My heart warred with itself. Torn in two between what I wanted and what was the right thing to do. Colby didn�t care for Nosferatu in his life, but they were a part of mine. Mutt was so young. What would happen if I left him to the jackals of this city?
A black hole swallowed the joy from my heart as I stared at the distraught vampire. �You�re not alone in this. I�ll help.�
Mutt twisted to face us, the lines of anxiety melting away. �You too, Colby?� He didn�t mask the eagerness in his voice.
My mate blinked, his bottom jaw dropping open. �You want my help? But I�m a slayer.�
�Technically, so am I. Who better to teach me?� A grin spread across his face. �I have a city with a small army of new vampires hidden away. I can�t imagine a better job for either of us.�
I hugged Colby around the waist. Mutt was right. My mate only had to see past his prejudice. Not all Nosferatu were monsters, and we could help raise this one into power the right way.
�You want me to work for you?� I heard an edge in Colby�s voice, something Mutt might not catch. �I don�t have a good track record with your kind.�
Mutt frowned. �I�m not like them. Not yet, anyway.� He shrugged. �I�d like to try to keep it that way.�
I cupped Colby�s face in my hands. �He needs us. He needs you.� I hoped what was in my heart translated into the plea in my eyes. We could be together.
Colby nodded. �I�m in.�
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