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        The shift is getting deep in New Orleans…

      

      

      

      Gaston Bellevue has been single for one hundred years. He's a bat-shifting vampire who has amassed a fortune, runs a B and B for supes, and is living his best death in The Big Easy.

      When his drunken bat collides with a windshield and he finds himself locked in a cage at an animal sanctuary, death as he knows it is about to turn batshift crazy.

      Maeve O'Meara is the last bat shifter left in New Orleans…or so she thinks. When an adorable vampire bat is delivered to the Wings of Love Sanctuary in the middle of the night, she expects to find the creature there the next day. Instead, she finds tall, pale, and handsome Gaston in its place.

      Maeve is terrified of vampires, but something about Gaston is so familiar. She can't help but be drawn to the mysterious man.

      Until she's charged with a murder he probably committed. Or did he?

      Can Gaston get his shift together and prove they're both innocent? Or have his shenanigans finally reached the end…of a stake?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      “Do you still hate Mardi Gras, my friend?” Gaston Bellevue rested a hand on the parade railing to steady himself. The last woman he’d bitten had drunk her body weight in hurricanes, and the delightfully dizzy sensation he’d achieved over the course of the night was tipping into full-on drunk.

      Not unusual for him, true, especially this time of year. But the night was young, and there were plenty more necks to be bitten and debauchery to be had before the sun rose. He needed to pace himself.

      “I can honestly say it’s my favorite holiday.” Ethan grinned at his wife, Jane, his green eyes sparkling with love.

      “Good answer, mister.” Jane grabbed a handful of his dark gray t-shirt and planted a kiss on his lips.

      Gaston chuckled. When he’d turned Ethan nearly thirty years ago, he had found himself the sire of a miserable wretch. Grumpy, self-loathing, yet the best friend he’d ever had. Ethan had met and turned Jane during Mardi Gras, and now his dearest friend was possibly the happiest vampire in the coven. A sense of pride swelled in Gaston’s chest. Ethan had done well.

      “What about you, Gaston?” Jane rested a hand on his shoulder, which, thankfully, slowed the tilt-a-whirl inside his head. “Captain Jack Sparrow is out in full force tonight. What’s up with you and Mardi Gras?”

      A high school band blasted a jazzy tune, nearly bursting his eardrums as they marched by. The flute players stopped to dance as the drum line beat out a rhythm, and the lights from the approaching float blurred into a kaleidoscope of color. Perhaps his last meal had more in her system than alcohol.

      Not to worry, though. It was nothing a less inebriated snack wouldn’t fix.

      He ignored Jane’s question—as always—and turned toward the man next to him. Gaston stood six-foot-two, while this fellow towered several inches over him, his brawny frame indicative of a human who spent far too much time attempting to acquire perfection in the gymnasium.

      The man held tight to the railing, his muscular arms creating a protective cage around his intoxicated girlfriend. The sweet scents of blackberry and lime emanated from her pores, which meant she’d imbibed in cider or perhaps those flavored hard seltzers that had grown so popular amongst the humans.

      While Gaston preferred to snack on women—they simply tasted better—the man was his target this time. He didn’t detect much alcohol running through this behemoth's veins at all. A quick sip should be enough to sober him up, and in a crowd this dense, with Gaston’s skills in glamour, no one would be the wiser.

      Yes, it was against the law to bite on a main thoroughfare like St. Charles Avenue, but honestly, who would know? They were packed into the sidewalk like the bones in the Paris catacombs, the rows of spectators running at least ten deep, and nearly everyone was drunk. Besides, the vampire Council relaxed the rules of biting during Mardi Gras, allowing them the convenience of having their meals inside bars rather than in alleys or bathroom stalls. Crowded taverns were okay, but the streets were not? Psh. The Council can shove that law right up their derrieres.

      He inched closer to his mark and swept his gaze across the crowd, looking for signs of a nosey vampire constable. Those little fuckers came to Mardi Gras in droves, hoping to find vamps behaving badly so they could write them up and exceed their monthly quotas. Bastards.

      Luckily, the only vampires in sight were he and his friends. Gaston’s head spun again. What drugs had that woman used? He couldn’t wait any longer, so he activated his glamour, shielding himself from the human’s prying eyes, and reached into the man’s psyche, temporarily blanking his mind. At vampire speed, he sank his fangs into his prey’s jugular and drank deeply.

      Ack. A common O Positive laced with hints of wheatgrass and protein shakes. It was a pity the crap humans put into their bodies in an attempt to achieve perfection. He could turn them all and show them true perfection…

      On second thought, then he’d be responsible for a hoard of vampires. He had his hands full enough with Ethan and Jane. When he’d had his fill of sobering O Positive, he licked the punctures, sealing the wounds, and dropped his glamour, releasing his control.

      The man rubbed his neck and scratched his scalp, a look of confusion clouding his eyes for a moment before he shook his head and returned his attention to the parade.

      “Satan’s balls, man.” Jane gaped at him. “You’re either FUBAR or batshit crazy to do that right here in the crowd. Good goat cheese, are you trying to get us all staked?”

      He wiped the corner of his mouth with his thumb and fought a cringe. A man and he was O Positive, the equivalent of eating a microwaved frozen dinner when he was accustomed to prime rib…or so he could imagine. He became a vampire long before microwaves were a thing. Or freezers.

      Jane widened her eyes, expecting an answer.

      “FUBAR?” he asked.

      “Fucked up beyond all recognition. What’s going on with you?” She crossed her arms.

      He smirked. He was nowhere near that state, though he planned to be before the night was through. “When did you become such a tart feline, dear Jane?”

      “It’s sour puss, and ever since the Santa debacle, the Magistrate has been watching me like a creepy stalking hawk.” She tossed her long brown hair over her shoulder. “I’m shooting for a seat on the Council when I reach fifty years dead, so I have to be on my best behavior.”

      “Seriously, man,” Ethan said, “biting is never legal in crowds like this. Remember the mass panic of ’03?”

      He rolled his eyes. “Let us go to a bar then. You two are a moist towelette on my attempt to get flubbered.” He turned on his heel and wove his way out of the crowd.

      “It’s pronounced foo-bar,” Jane called after him.

      “That is what I said,” he grumbled under his breath as he broke free from the crowd.

      “Step into the alley, Gaston,” a gruff voice called from the shadows.

      A long sigh tickled the back of his throat as he turned toward Rene Richard, enforcer of vampire law and the Magistrate’s right-hand vamp. Rene's shoulder-length blond hair was slicked back into a low tail at the nape of his neck, and his brown eyes were dark and menacing. One sharp look had most vamps trembling in their tennies, but not Gaston. He had a good two hundred years on this fellow, but if he wanted his night to run smoothly, it was best to appease him.

      “What can I do for you, councilman?” He bowed slightly before stepping toward him, and he sensed Ethan and Jane hovering near the alley entrance.

      “Check your email.” Rene crossed his arms and widened his stance as if trying to make himself appear larger…trying to intimidate a vampire two hundred years his senior. Foolish twit.

      Gaston held in a chuckle, unable to recall the last time he felt intimidated. “I will do that as soon as I get home. Have a nice evening, Rene.”

      The councilman inflated his chest. “You’ll check it now, or I’ll haul you to the coven house by the scruff of your neck.”

      Jane marched toward them. “Rennie Richard, is that any way to talk to the oldest vampire in Orleans Parish?”

      “If it isn’t the Magistrate’s little pet.” He inclined his chin, looking down his nose at her. “My name is pronounced Re-NAY Ri-SHARD, and Gaston broke the law. I’ll speak to him any way I deem fit.”

      Gaston scoffed. “I did no such thing.”

      “On the contrary. If you’ll check your email, you will see the details of the charges. I have video evidence.”

      “And how would I check my email when I’m standing in the alley, talking to you?” Gaston had powerful glamour, but even he couldn’t tap into the sky to retrieve information in his mind.

      Rene closed his eyes longer than a blink, as if he were the one annoyed by this situation. “On your phone, you dolt.”

      Gaston waved off his statement. “I don’t carry that annoying contraption around with me, so either tell me what law I’ve supposedly broken or I will be on my way. I’m far too sober to deal with the likes of you.” He mumbled the last part under his breath, though it wasn’t entirely true. Whatever hurricane girl had in her system, the dizzying effects were growing stronger.

      “Very well.” Rene clenched his jaw. “You openly bit on a public street, a crime punishable by stake.”

      “Hold up a hot minute.” Jane stepped toward Rene, but Gaston raised a hand, stopping her.

      “I appreciate you coming to my aide, ma chère, but this is between the councilman and me.” He squared his shoulders toward Rene. “I openly did nothing. I used glamour to conceal my actions.”

      “Did you?” Rene tugged his phone from his pocket and held the screen toward Gaston. “Tell me, then. How was I able to capture it on my device?”

      Gaston watched the video play and pursed his lips. His magic should have shielded him from the view of all non-magical beings…and their insufferable devices. “What newfangled technology is this? You have cameras that penetrate glamour now?”

      Ethan stepped closer to Gaston and lowered his voice. “Dude, you didn’t use glamour when you did that.”

      “I did so!” He whirled toward his friend, and the alley kept turning long after he stilled.

      Jane clutched his arm, steadying him. “Why do you think we freaked the fuck out, man?”

      His nostrils flared as he blew out a puff of air. He didn’t need to breathe, of course, but some human habits were impossible to break. That drunk woman was definitely on something besides alcohol. Marijuana, perhaps? Ever since it was decriminalized, the French Quarter smelled of skunk.

      “It was an accident. Nothing more than a simple mistake. At the very least, my glamour worked on the man I bit. He was more confused than a vegan werewolf when I was through with him. I will speak to the Magistrate tomorrow night and clear it up.”

      “You can speak to him at your trial.” Rene slipped his phone into his pocket. “Lucky for you, we don’t stake on the spot anymore. You’ll find the details of your summons in your email. Have a nice night.” He did an about-face and disappeared into the shadows.

      “Satan’s balls. I need a drink.” Gaston smoothed his black button-up down his chest and gestured to the alley exit. “I believe we were headed to a bar.”

      “Maybe we should get you home and take a look at the email,” Ethan said.

      “Yeah, I think it’s time we called it a night.” Jane patted his shoulder. “You’ve still got that cask of AB Negative at the B and B, right? We can have a few at your place.”

      “That is reserved for special occasions.” He narrowed his eyes. “I like you much better without the chatter of reason. I’m going to a bar. You two may do as you wish.”

      He stalked down the sidewalk and crossed Canal Street, the multi-lane road separating the French Quarter from the American district. The moment he stepped into the historic Vieux Carré, the tension in his shoulders eased. Two- and three-story buildings painted in their original shades of pastel blues, yellows, pinks, and browns lined the narrow streets, their cast-iron balconies and galleries sporting the same intricate designs as when they were first built.

      Structures in the French Quarter were required to maintain their historic exteriors, and Gaston appreciated that human law more than they could imagine. Of course, after the great fire in the late 1700s, most of the buildings burned to the ground. The current French Quarter buildings were constructed in the nineteenth century, and Gaston had fond—and not-so-fond—memories of them all. His chest pinched at the cruelest not-so-fond one, and he shoved the thought to the darkest recesses of his mind, locking it away. He’d need several drinks to keep that one subdued tonight. It was the anniversary of the worst night of his undead life.

      He made his way to Bourbon Street, and his spirits lifted at the revelry. All kinds of music, from jazz to hip hop to modern rock, blasted from the bars, and the throng of people on the street was as thick as coagulated blood.

      His mouth watered as a brunette in a purple V-neck sweater stumbled past him. She’d swept her hair into a messy knot on the top of her head, exposing her luscious neck, and the scent… Mmm…Rum.

      “Wait up, old man,” Ethan said in his mind.

      Gaston paused, his gaze trained on his next meal, the dark, spiced scent of her blood calling to him as she hung a right on St. Peter. He followed until she slipped into a bar. “I’ll be in Pat O’Brien’s.”

      “Which part?”

      He didn’t bother with an answer. The sire/child bond would allow Ethan to find him with ease. Passing through the carriageway, Gaston's mind drifted back in time. This structure, built in the late eighteenth century, was originally a private residence, and oh, the parties the family had. Of course, Gaston hadn’t quite amassed his fortune back then, and he worked for a catering company, which granted him access to the most exclusive private events. Eventually, he owned the company, along with a few restaurants, and after bumping elbows with New Orleans’ elite—and sampling their privileged blood—he became one of the elite himself.

      No one knew exactly where his fortune came from, and no one needed to. Times were different back then. Fewer vampiric laws meant more freedom for a creature of the night to truly be a monster if he chose.

      He drifted along the slate flooring, past the main indoor bar, where he planned to stop before the night was through. To the right lay the dueling piano bar, a fun place to sit and watch drunk tourists eagerly hand over their cash and beg the musicians to play their songs. But Gaston wasn’t after fun tonight. Besides, with all the wooden tables packed into the space like those little canned fish the humans ate, maneuvering from snack to snack was a pain in his ghostly white ass.

      The brunette he’d set his sights on stopped at the bar for a hurricane, and Gaston’s mouth watered again. The syrupy sweet, fruity rum drinks blended fabulously with the coppery taste of blood, and he couldn’t wait to get a mouthful of the woman’s delicious life force.

      As he approached, her smile widened, the alcohol she’d consumed diminishing her self-preservation instinct. “Hello,” she said.

      He hadn’t used an ounce of glamour, yet she allowed him to move in close enough to tuck an errant strand of hair behind her ear. “Good evening, ma chère. Are you here alone?”

      “Ooh, are you French?”

      “I was once…a long, long time ago.” He activated his glamour, putting her into a temporary trance, and bit her neck. Blood flooded his tongue, and he drank deeply before licking her wounds and sealing them. He circled behind her, releasing his magic, and she rubbed her neck, turning her head from side to side as if she were confused, which she probably was. She’d just lost half a minute and half a pint of blood.

      He drank from three more women before Ethan and Jane caught up to him. “I sense one who’s alcohol-free at the table over there, young one.” After an unfortunate accident in his living years, Ethan never partook in the drink. “And plenty for you as well, dear Jane. Join the party, won’t you?”

      She looked at Ethan. “I could use a drink.”

      “I’m a little thirsty myself.” He clapped Gaston on the shoulder. “Ten more minutes, and then we’re taking you home.”

      Gaston chuckled. As if two fledglings had any chance of forcing him to go anywhere. His friends slunk into the crowd, and Gaston found a woman drinking whiskey neat, another of his favorites.

      His thirst was satiated, his belly full, yet as he stood there in the historic building, the awful memory of his gravest mistake clawed its way to the surface. Dear, sweet Bridgette. If only he hadn’t been so selfish, she could be by his side today rather than turning to dust in a tomb.

      No, he would not sink into that dark space. He needed to find someone who was flubbered…er…fubered… Gah! Whatever slang word Jane had used to mean someone who couldn’t remember her own name.

      He stalked into the main indoor bar and hit the jackpot. A blonde sat on a stool, her head propped on her hand, her eyes glazed and bloodshot. A drink from her should tip him over the edge and drown his sorrow.

      Yesss… He barely tasted the blood over the alcohol. This was exactly what he needed.

      “Give me the keys to Genevieve.” Ethan tapped his shoulder. “We’re taking you home.”

      Gaston dropped the key fob into his palm. “You may take my car back to the B and B, but I shall fly home.”

      Jane rolled her eyes. “You can barely stand up straight. If you try to fly, you’ll be eating pavement before you get out of the Quarter.”

      “Nonsense. I’m fine.” And sitting in the car while these two made googly eyes at each other was the last thing he needed.

      He brushed past them and headed for a dark hallway. A sign above the entrance read Employees Only, but he ignored it.

      “C’mon, Gaston. Come with us.” Jane’s eyes held concern. Or perhaps it was pity. Either way, she needn’t bother herself.

      “I believe I told you I am fine. I’ve had my bat-shifting ability for more than one hundred years.”

      “Seriously, man,” Ethan said, “you shouldn't drink and fly.”

      Gaston waved off their concern and transformed into a bat. He swooped out of the hallway, flapping his wings for all he was worth. Perhaps he did have a few too many, but he couldn’t very well turn into his human form right here in the courtyard, could he?

      He flew toward the famous fountain in the center of the space, a copper contraption shaped like a champagne glass with both water and flames engulfing it. The heat coming off it warmed his belly, but the change in air pressure made him lose his balance. He flapped wildly to regain control, and perhaps a few people screamed when he fluttered by their heads, but who cared? Plenty of mundane bats made New Orleans their home.

      He clipped the side of a building with his wing as he ascended to the rooftop, throwing him off balance again. Satan’s balls. He had to get himself together. If he were human, he could pass out on a park bench and walk home in the morning. Sadly, if he tried a stunt like that, he would be nothing more than a pile of ash when the sun came up.

      He perched on the edge of the roof to gain his bearings before soaring toward his home. He hated to admit Jane and Ethan were right… but they were. He couldn’t make his wings flap simultaneously. Instead, he tipped from side to side before finally spiraling down.

      Right into someone’s windshield.

      Wings spread wide, his face pressed to the glass, he could imagine he looked like a cartoon bat, tongue hanging out, cheek smushed against the surface. The impact jostled his brain, and just as he began sliding across the windshield, the driver slammed on the brakes. Gaston bounced off the hood, and then he did indeed “eat pavement” like Jane said he would.

      His mouth full of gravel, he tried to tongue it out, but his vision swam, and nausea churned in his little gut. He fought to keep his eyes open as a man and a woman raced to the front of the car.

      “Oh my god, James, you hit a bat!” The woman kneeled beside him.

      “Don’t touch it. It might have rabies.” James grabbed her shoulder.

      Gaston tried to take offense at his comment, but his swimming vision was beginning to tunnel. Rabies, indeed.

      “We have to do something,” the woman said.

      “Should we run over it? Put it out of its misery?” James asked.

      “No!” she shrieked and shot to her feet. “We have to help it. Get the shovel from the trunk. And a bag.”

      Why would a pair of humans be carrying a shovel and bag around in their car? He didn’t have time to ponder the question. His vision was now tiny pinpricks, and his ears rang louder than an air raid siren.

      “I found a bat sanctuary twenty minutes outside town,” the woman said. “Let’s take him there.”

      “Are you serious, Amy? It’s late. They probably aren’t even open.”

      “It says they have an attendant there twenty-four hours,” Amy said. “We can’t leave him here to die.”

      James huffed, and the last thing Gaston remembered was being scooped up in the shovel and dropped into a paper bag. Then, he blacked out.
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      Maeve O’Meara took to the sky the moment the colony of hoary bats left their roost. She was a vampire bat shifter—not a traditional vampire, and yes, the distinction was important. As far as she knew, she was the only bat shifter in Louisiana, thanks to the gods-awful vampire who took out her family years ago just so he could gain the ability to shift. Damn vampires and their damn parasitic habits. Living forever was never enough for them.

      No, they had to take and take, sucking the life from their victims to gain their shifting abilities. Never mind the fact it had been illegal for a vampire to bite a shifter for hundreds of years. Obviously, vampires didn’t care about laws.

      So, yeah, Maeve was the only vampire bat in Louisiana, but the hoary colony accepted her with open wings. Of course, she cared for the furry little creatures in the Wings of Love Bat Sanctuary, nursed them back to health when they were ill, and though they were all of the non-shifting variety, they were smart enough not to bite the bat that fed them.

      With the cool wind in her fur and the crescent moon shining in the sky, she followed the hoary bats above the treetops. They headed left toward a swarm of moths that would soon become their dinner, and Maeve broke from the group in search of a mammal. The heaping bowl of red beans and rice she’d eaten before she shifted didn’t satisfy her bat’s thirst for blood.

      She spotted a feral hog sleeping near the swamp, and she swooped down, gently landing beside it before hopping onto its back and sinking her fangs into its shoulder.

      Vampire bats could feed on all kinds of animals, including birds, but Maeve preferred the bigger creatures like this hog because, with her tiny fangs and small belly, they hardly noticed they’d become her meal. Vampires of the undead variety, however, had to glamour their victims into forgetting they’d been bitten. And, sure, they had their laws about not draining people and marking them so their bodies had time to replenish their blood supply before another vampire sank his fangs in, but c’mon. She’d never met a vamp who followed the rules.

      Yes, she understood the irony of a vampire bat hating vampires, but when one of the arrogant, nasty suckers murdered your entire colony, you couldn’t be expected to feel any other way.

      With her hunger satiated, she returned to the air and caught up with the colony. They chased each other, performing feats of aerial acrobatics, and occasionally flying low enough to catch a cricket or a roach. Her enhanced auditory system in this form allowed her to hear every crunch of exoskeleton as they chewed. Ick. Maeve would stick to blood, thank you very much. She could only imagine picking tiny legs and antennae from between her teeth. Her fur stood on end at the thought.

      Despite the crunch and munch of insects, though, flying with the colony was the highlight of her night. If her bat mouth could smile, she’d have been grinning from ear to ear.

      But her elation at flying under the stars quickly turned sour. Headlights approached the sanctuary entrance, which meant one of three things: someone was lost, they found an injured bat, or the bastard who killed her family had finally found her.

      Honestly, it was never the latter. She hadn’t come across a vamp this far from the city the entire time she’d lived here, which was going on fifteen years now, but cautious was Maeve’s middle name. Actually, it was Delilah, but you get the point.

      Maeve returned to the sanctuary and slipped in through the tiny crack in her office window before shifting into human form. An obnoxious buzz reverberated through the building, and she covered her ears, still sensitive from her time as a bat. She really needed to replace that doorbell with a soft chime.

      It buzzed again as she quickly threw on her clothes. “I’m coming. I’m coming.” She slipped on her Converse, grabbed a wooden stake from the weapons cabinet, put a small squirt gun of holy water into her front pocket for good measure, and padded to the front of the building. Gripping the stake behind her back, she threw open the door. A couple stood on the stoop, the man holding a paper bag away from his body like he was afraid of the contents inside.

      “Welcome to Wings of Love. What can I do for you?” After checking their auras for the tell-tale red glow of a vampire and finding them both mundane, Maeve put on her most welcoming smile and tucked the stake into the back of her pants. She glanced at the vehicle behind them, a brand-new Mercedes. Those cars had built-in navigation systems. No chance these two were lost.

      “We hit a bat.” The man shoved the bag toward her, and Maeve accepted it.

      “Hit it with what?” She started to unroll the top, but the man threw his arm in front of the woman, shoving her back. As if a tiny, injured animal could actually harm them. Sheesh. Bats were so misunderstood.

      “It flew into our windshield,” the woman said. “It was still breathing when we put it in the bag.”

      “Interesting. A bat’s echolocation system should keep it from having accidents like that. Something must be impairing it.”

      “Do we need to get tested for rabies?” the man asked.

      Maeve fought her smile. “Did it bite you?”

      He shook his head. “We didn’t touch it.”

      “He scooped it up with a shovel,” the woman said.

      Oh, my. If they’d been in a work truck, she wouldn’t have questioned it, but... “Why were you driving around with a shovel in your Mercedes? Going to bury a body?”

      The man cut his eyes toward the woman.

      Never mind. I don’t want to know. “I’ll take good care of this little guy. You did the right thing bringing it here. Have a nice night.”

      The couple darted to their car, and Maeve strode into the exam room. A tall counter with a Formica top stood in the center of the room like a kitchen island. A massive spotlight hung above it, but she didn’t bother turning it on. The humans who worked there needed the light to examine injured animals. Maeve could see just fine in the dark. Contrary to popular belief, bats were not blind.

      She set the bag o’ bat on the counter and gently unrolled the top to peer inside. The occupant was covered in soft, brown fur, and he was about five inches long. Too big for a vampire bat, but as Maeve scooped him into her hands, her pulse thrummed. She lay him on his back—yep, he was definitely a he—and spread his wings. The adorable fuzzy face, the pitched ears, the tiny fangs protruding from his little mouth… He was overgrown, but he was, without a doubt, a vampire bat.

      “Holy hellhounds,” she whispered, a trill of excitement humming through her veins. “Where did you come from?”

      The poor little guy was unconscious, so of course, he didn’t answer. Not that he could have if he were awake…unless he was a shifter. Then again, he could’ve been the murdering vamp who killed her colony. He’d sucked down enough shifter blood to become one himself…all in one night. Could this be an elaborate ruse to get her alone so he could finish the job? One way to find out.

      She tugged the holy water from her pocket and pointed the squirt gun at the unconscious bat. Her hand trembled, and she sucked in a shaky breath. Gripping the stake in one hand, the gun in the other, she squirted a stream of the blessed liquid onto the bat’s belly. No sizzling. No anguished wails of pain. Not a vampire. Her breath came out in a rush. Whew.

      After putting the weapons away, she rubbed her eyes and focused on his aura, trying her damnedest to see a spark of magic shimmering around him. Every now and then, a faint reddish-orange glow seemed to emanate from his fur, but it was most likely her imagination. It was nearly dawn, and she’d been up far too long. She was exhausted, and the hope that there could be another bat shifter—a vampire bat!—in New Orleans was making her see things.

      “Shifter or not, I’m going to take care of you.” She donned her stethoscope and listened for a heartbeat. His pulse was slow but steady. Breathing normal. She didn’t detect any broken bones, though only an x-ray would confirm that. Aside from the bump on his noggin, which he probably got from head-butting the Mercedes’ windshield, the bat seemed fine.

      “Let’s get a scan, and then you can sleep it off, okay?” She reached for the bat, and he let out a tiny groan. Her breath caught, and she ran a finger over his soft fur. “Hey there. Are you ready to wake up?”

      The bat’s eyes blinked open in surprise. He tilted his head, studying her before his lids fluttered shut.

      Maeve laughed. “Not quite, huh?”

      With a deep inhale, the bat used his wings to right himself. He narrowed his intelligent eyes at her and flapped, taking to the air in lopsided flight. He pitched to the right and then the left before smacking into the ceiling with a thwack. Thankfully, he caught the edge of a ceiling tile with one foot and hung on, stopping his tumble to the floor. Grabbing on with the other foot, he wrapped his wings around himself and closed his eyes.

      Maeve set her stethoscope on the counter and parked her hands on her hips. “You want to sleep. Got it. We can save the x-ray for tomorrow, but I can’t leave you loose in the lab all day. Come down so I can put you in a cage.”

      Christ on a cracker, would you listen to me? Talking to an animal as if I could reason with it. I need to get out more.

      She grabbed a cloth bag from a shelf and slid a chair into position beneath the bat. “Don’t be scared. I’m going to slip this over you and take you to a cage where you’ll be safe.” Climbing onto the chair, Maeve reached for the bat and managed to slide the sack over his body. But as she tried to pry his claws from his roost, he flapped wildly, his wing jabbing straight into her eyeball through the cloth.

      “Son of a bitch!” Her vision swam, tears gushing from her eye, and she lost her balance. She tumbled backward, yanking the animal down with her and sending the bag o’ bat skidding across the floor.

      Her head smacked the counter, because of course it would, right? She couldn’t catch the edge with her hand and break her fall. Oh, no. If she was going down, she was taking everything with her. Literally. The stethoscope, a tray of instruments, including a razor-sharp scalpel that sliced into her hand, and, of course, the offending little creature all ate tile along with her. Oof.

      “Are you happy now? I’ve got a knot on my head to match yours. She scrambled to her feet. Thankfully, her shifter magic would heal her quickly, but her fond feelings for this vampire bat were quickly turning foul.

      The bat sat on the sack, eyeing her with a glazed look. He was stunned for sure, and maybe a little out of it from the hubbub. All the more reason she needed to get him into a cage.

      “Come on.” She reached for him, and the little sucker actually had the nerve to bite her! His fangs pierced her already bloody palm, and he latched on like a miniature Dyson, sucking for everything he was worth.

      “I don’t think so, buddy.” She grabbed him with her uninjured hand, pinning his wings to his body, and pried his fangs from her skin before tossing him into a cage and slamming the door. “Sleep it off.”

      The bat climbed the wall of the enclosure and hung upside down from the mesh ceiling while Maeve washed her hands in the adjacent sink. “You’re lucky shifters are immune to rabies, mister.”

      Her wounds already healing, she filled out the intake form, making a special note that he was a biter and should not be touched. If he was rabid, Maeve preferred to handle him. Some of the employees at Wings of Love were human and susceptible to a plethora of diseases that wouldn’t affect her in the slightest.

      “I’ll be back when the sun sets. Behave yourself.” Maeve turned out the lights to give the little guy some peace and made her way to the office.

      Soft rays of morning sun rolled in through the window, and she yawned. It was time to get her nocturnal butt to bed. The day shift arrived, and she slipped out the back door, climbed the steps to her loft apartment, and crashed face-first into bed.

      She had a fitful sleep, her dreams full of vampires and crazy bats, and she woke an hour before sunset. After showering and brushing her teeth, she stared at her reflection in the bathroom mirror and sighed. Her pixie cut was getting long. Wispy red locks curled at the nape of her neck when they should have been smooth against her skin. It was time for a trim, which meant a trip into the city during Mardi Gras. She was not looking forward to the traffic.

      Her phone buzzed from the bedroom, and she padded across the tile and swiped the screen. “Hello?”

      “Hey, girl. You up yet?” Adelaide, her rat shifter bestie, asked.

      “Yeah. I need to grab some breakfast, and then I’ll be down.” And coffee. She couldn’t function without her coffee.

      “I brought chocolate chip muffins. I’ll share if you can get your butt down here now.”

      Mmm… Her favorite. Maeve slipped on her shoes. “Something wrong?”

      “That little guy you took in yesterday is going batshit crazy. I can’t get him to calm down.”

      Fan-flapping-tastic. He was an ornery one, wasn’t he? “I’m on my way.” She gave her coffee maker a longing glance and headed downstairs to the sanctuary.

      “It’s okay, little fellow,” Addy said as Maeve entered the exam room. “Maybe if you shifted, you could calm him? Vampire bat to vampire bat?”

      Maeve pursed her lips and approached the cage. The bat flapped his wings faster than a sinner fanned herself in church, screeching and slamming into the door.

      “You want out. Got it. But I can’t turn you loose in the recovery room until I know you’re healthy… and sane.” She looked at Addy. “Can you grab a syringe? We need to sedate him so we can get a scan.”

      The bat screeched again, and his body shimmered. The reddish-orange glow she thought she imagined last night intensified and buzzed with magic. Maeve stepped back, her butt meeting the edge of the exam counter. It can’t be.

      “Holy Hades in heaven.” Addy clutched her arm. “Is he a shifter?”

      The buzzing bat transformed into a fully clothed man, his polished dress shoe kicking the door off the cage as he scrambled to his feet and smoothed his tailored black button-up down his stomach. He had chin-length, wavy black hair and ice-blue eyes.

      Maeve froze in utter shock, her heart tumbling down into her stomach to swim through the roiling acid. His gaze locked on hers, and his eyes widened, filling with so much emotion she could have drowned in them.

      “Bridgette?” His deep, sultry voice drew her in, and he blinked, his brow pinching.

      Wake up, Maeve. It’s a trap. She forced her gaze away from his magnetic eyes and focused on his dark red aura. She would not succumb to this fate. With a deep breath, she drew her heart back into her chest, her fight or flight instinct finally kicking in.

      “Vampire! Run!” She shifted into bat form, her clothes dropping to the floor in a heap as she flew to the ceiling and clutched a tile. Apparently, Addy didn’t hear her warning, because her friend just stood there, grinning at the enemy.

      A bat-shifting vampire. This had to be the monster who took out her colony. She would not let him take out her friend too.

      “It’s you, isn’t it, Bridgette?” He stepped toward her, and she hissed.

      He held up his hands and chuckled. “I’m not going to hurt you. I apologize for my entrance last night. I drank from a tourist who had imbibed on more than alcohol, and I was not myself. Please forgive me.” He bowed like a friggin’ aristocrat from the 1700s, and her frantically beating heart slowed.

      He was using his glamour. He had to be because she should have been shitting-herself-scared, but she wasn’t. Snap out of it, woman.

      “Hi.” Addy gave him a little wave. “I’m Adelaide. If you’re not here to kill us, you can call me Addy. Otherwise, umm…” She cut her gaze to the door. “Maeve, maybe you should head to the office, and you know…get some supplies.”

      The vampire arched a dark brow, and Maeve’s stomach fluttered. Was this how he did it with her entire colony? Did he draw them in with his good looks and charm, make them feel safe before he sank in his fangs and murdered them?

      “I assure you I mean you no harm.” He gazed up at her. “You saved my life, ma chère. If you hadn't taken me in, I would have burned in the sun. For that, I am in your debt.”

      Fangtabulous. Not only had she saved the life of a murderer, but the temptation to throw herself into his arms was so overwhelming she couldn’t have stopped the shift if her life depended on it.

      Which it did. Gah!

      She dropped to the floor behind a shelving unit and returned to her human form. Unlike this godsforsaken vampire who magically kept his clothes somewhere in his bat body, Maeve—a real shifter—was completely naked when she changed form.

      She covered her boobs with her hands and rose to her full five-foot-four height. Thankfully, the shelf covered the rest of the goods because the heat in the vampire’s gaze made warmth pool below her navel. If she were a man, Mr. Happy would have been standing at attention, which would have been humiliating. What the devil was wrong with her?

      Think, Maeve. We need a plan. Because this vampire was about to become bloody avocado toast.

      Addy backed toward her and slipped behind the shelf. “You couldn’t tell he was a vampire when you took him in?” she whispered.

      “Obviously not. You couldn’t grab my clothes on your way to the shelf?”

      “Sorry. I’ve never been cornered by a vampire before. Who the hell is Bridgette?”

      “I have no idea other than Brigid, the Celtic goddess. He hit his head pretty hard. Maybe he’s gone cuckoo for Coco Puffs, and my red hair and green eyes have him thinking I’m her.”

      The vampire smirked, making Maeve’s pulse quicken. “Ladies, you are not cornered. Allow me to introduce myself. I am Gaston Bellevue, owner of the Bellevue Manor Bed and Breakfast and the oldest vampire in Orleans Parish.” He scooped up her clothes and laid them on top of the shelf.

      Maeve snatched her shirt and pulled it over her head. “You’re the monster who killed my family.” She continued dressing. “What’s wrong? Is the shifting magic wearing off? Are you here to finish the job?” Finally, her pulse began thrumming for a reason other than her unwanted attraction to the vampire. “I escaped you before. I’ll do it again, and this time, I’ll finish you.”
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