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        Devon is everything I want, and the one thing I can't have.

        But that isn't enough to keep me away.

      

      

       

      
        
        Kohl knows there's no place for a woman around a creature like him—half dragon, half vampire, and the only one of his kind. Adopted as a child by a coven of vampires, he fights a constant battle to keep his fiery side at bay. Until the night he sees Devon dancing alone in the shadows, and the beast inside of him awakens with a burning hunger he can't ignore. Her tawny skin begs for his touch, and her sweet scent ignites a blood lust he can't control…

         

        The last place Devon ever thought she would find herself is on the witness stand of a notorious court case concerning her employer, Parasupe. Her testimony lands her boss in jail, and Devon has to relocate and start a new life. Determined to put it behind her, she treats herself to an evening out, where she meets a tattooed bartender whose tough appearance can't hide the sweet warmth of his brown eyes…

         

        But it's not safe for her in his world. Not for her. Not for him. Not for the rest of his coven. And Kohl is forced to make a choice between the woman his beast won't live without and family who allows him to exist.
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      The first time Kohl saw her was months ago on the news as she was escorted into a courtroom surrounded by lawyers. Journalists shoved cameras and microphones in her face, all trying to get a glimpse of her expression for the sole purpose of giving the people at home a thrill at the expense of someone else’s pain.

      A softer, more innocent version of the woman she was now.

      The second time he saw her, she was dancing alone in the corner of the dimly lit club where he worked, body grinding to the dark pulse of the music as though no one else was there. And as far as he was concerned, no one was. The soft innocence that once cloaked her was gone, and in its place was the cold harshness of the reality of this world, and the people in it.

      Her name was Devon Young.

      A black dress hugged her tall form from her elegant throat to the tops of the combat boots on her feet, covering her tawny skin, as though she were trying to blend into the shadows.

      As if she possibly could.

      Her hair was different. Darker. Longer. Curlier. More natural. The curls floated around her head in time to her movements with a life all their own, hiding her from him. But Kohl didn’t need to see her face. He knew exactly what she looked like.

      The song pumping through the speakers hit its crescendo, and Kohl’s blood pulsed in time to the heavy bass. Each hit of the drum reverberated through his muscles until his bones vibrated and his upper lip twitched, his fangs tasting the air, the music and the erotic motions of her body working together to rattle the tenacious hold he had on his control. Music always affected him like this. The lure of it. The power of it.

      But tonight it was worse. Because tonight, she was here.

      Kohl turned his back on the crowd of humans huddled around the bar, hiding the telltale signs of what he truly was, and started washing dirty glasses, letting Andrew handle the drink orders. He needed a minute to give himself time to regain control of his body’s errant reaction. Though he didn’t always bartend, they were short-handed tonight, so he’d offered to pitch in and help. It was the least he could do for the vampires who had taken him in when he’d had no one and nowhere else to go.

      As he washed glasses and refilled garnishes, the repetitive actions soothed the fire in his blood, and his mind wandered back to the human woman. What was she doing there? Just outside of San Antonio, Texas, of all places? He thought she lived in Dallas. And how did she get in? The club his adopted family owned didn’t exactly advertise its existence. As a matter of fact, entry was strictly enforced and by invitation only—by a member of the coven or one of their trusted human pets. Which meant she’d have to know someone who was a regular guest, and no one had ever mentioned her.

      The faces of every human who’d ever walked through the door flashed through his mind, their image forever engraved in his memory.  None of them were at her level. None of them deserved a woman like Devon.

      He’d never met her, yet he knew her.

      Even now, if he closed his eyes, he could smell her…feel her. Her anger. Her shame. Her longing.

      Her weariness with it all.

      Kohl felt it, and understood it. For he often experienced those same emotions himself. He was familiar with the weight she carried.

      Devon’s scent suddenly grew stronger, overtaking the smell of alcohol and cheap cologne, and he knew she was there at the bar. Grinding his teeth against the temptation she posed, he set down the glass he was drying and turned around, unable to resist the chance to interact with her.

      “I got this,” he told Andrew.

      His friend and co-worker gave him a sharp look, his dark eyes quickly assessing Kohl’s appearance before he nodded and went back to his own side of the bar.

      She stood between two other human females who’d been waiting for a while. His heart hammering in a way that had nothing to do with the song pounding out of the speakers, Kohl indicated he’d be right with her and took their orders first. Once he got them out of the way, he braced himself and smiled.

      “Sorry about that. What can I do for you?” He had to shout over the music for her to hear him.

      Her eyes—an intriguing mixture of brown and gold with the slightest upward tilt at the outer corners—met his for a moment before traveling over the tattoos on his neck. At least, the visible ones. His skin heated everywhere they touched, and he wished he could hear what she was thinking, but unlike the others, he lacked that ability. A genetic defect.

      A small diamond glittered on the right side of her nose. It was the only jewelry she wore. She returned his smile, but it didn’t reach those beautiful eyes. “Can you distort time and space and send me back a few years?”

      Her words, spoken in low tones not really meant to be overheard, came to him clear enough, and his stomach fell as Kohl felt her mood take a sudden dive. His smile faltered. He knew her request had nothing to do with her age—no older than thirty—and everything to do with what had happened to her following that night on the news. “No, I’m afraid I can’t.”

      She looked down at her fingers, twisted together on the bar, unsurprised he had heard her over the music and chatter. It was a moment before she raised her chin. “You know who I am, don’t you?” Then she laughed a little, glancing off to the side. She flushed, spots of dark red marring the flawless brown skin on her neck and chest. “Of course, you do. Everyone does. Even way the fuck out here.”

      As she’d already answered her own question, Kohl didn’t bother to respond. “Can I get you something to drink…Devon?” He kept his eyes on her face, away from the rush of blood under that soft-looking skin, so close to the surface it would only take the slightest nick of a fang to release it.

      She raised her voice. “Vodka and cranberry juice would be great, thank you. Heavy on the vodka.” Abruptly, she turned her back to him and leaned back against the bar to watch the dancers.

      Dismissed, Kohl wondered what he’d said or done to cause her to shut down the way she had. The entire state knew who she was, if not the entire country. It shouldn’t surprise her that he did also. Whatever was bothering her, her emotions were all over the place, wreaking havoc on his calm façade, so he set about making her drink for her and set it on the bar.

      His eyes travelled over the disarray of curls that covered the back of her head. Without thinking, he lifted his hand to touch them before remembering himself and letting it fall. Picking up a towel, he made a show of drying his hands. “It’s on the house,” he told her.

      She turned with a negative shake of those curls. “That’s not necessary. I can pay.”

      “I know you can pay. But, it’s on me. Really.” He wanted to do something to apologize, even though he didn’t know how he’d offended her.

      After a slight hesitation, she took the drink and met his eyes. “Thank you…uh…”

      His hands stilled on the towel. “Kohl. My name is Kohl. Kohl Sergones.”

      “Kohl.” She tasted the name on her tongue as she eyed up the ink on the back of his hands and arms, revealed beneath the rolled up sleeves of his white dress shirt, then moved up to the black tie strangling his throat. “Aren’t you guys a little dressed up for such a grungy place?”

      Unconsciously, he ran a hand over the front of his shirt, smoothing out invisible wrinkles. “It’s what’s required.” When he looked up again, she was watching him with a glint of light in her eyes. The heaviness of her emotions shifted a little, and he realized she was teasing him. He smiled and shrugged. “I guess it makes it easy to tell the clientele apart from the staff.”

      “Well, it does at that.” She lifted her drink in a half-hearted salute. “Thank you, Kohl.”

      “You’re welcome, Devon.”

      He watched her walk back to her corner, weaving in and out of the other humans, hips swaying with a rhythm that was both seductive and totally unconscious. She had to feel his lingering attention, but she didn’t look back. Slugging down half of the contents in her glass, she joined the other dancers.

      Kohl slowly exhaled and turned his attention to his waiting customers. But as he poured shots, shook Cosmos, and topped off glasses of beer, her words tumbled around in his head. Why did she assume he thought she couldn’t pay for her drinks?

      Admittedly, he didn’t know what had happened to her after the trial. Perhaps she’d lost her job. Perhaps she was dependent on others.

      Which led him back around to wondering how she was able to get into the club. She had to know someone here. Or, perhaps one of the other vampires had already claimed her, and he hadn’t realized because he’d only just tonight caught her scent. He squeezed his eyes shut against the red haze of an unforeseen rage. The glass he held shattered in his hand.

      Andrew shot him a look and grabbed the broom.

      Kohl shook his head slightly, trying to clear it of the woman. He had no right to feel this way about her, and didn’t know why he was obsessing over her, or why he’d been doing it since that day he’d seen her on the evening news.

      Maybe “obsessing” wasn’t the right word. It made him sound like a stalker. But he certainly hadn’t forgotten her. Little everyday things would often bring her to mind, and he’d found himself wondering what had happened to her after the trial more times than he could count. And then, tonight, she’d shown up out of the blue, like he’d somehow conjured her himself with some sort of black magic born from his longing not to be alone.

      A movement at the edge of the dance floor caught his eye, and was gone just as quickly. At first he saw nothing out of the ordinary, just humans grinding lewdly against each other, hyped up on alcohol and vampire blood, attempting to ease the loneliness of their short lives. But Kohl knew this place like the back of his hand. Something wasn’t right.

      He signaled to Andrew and wandered over to the far end of the bar, less crowded now, and searched for whatever it was that had raised a flag. A second later, the flash of the strobe lights glinted off a shiny, black barrel. And then again on the other side of the club. Human eyes wouldn’t have caught it, but Kohl had a…gift…of eyesight, if one could call it that. And he knew immediately what he had seen.

      Before the first shooter had a chance to squeeze the trigger, he was over the bar and across the room, his only thought being to protect Devon. Fire razed his hip, and he hissed in pain as a bullet seared through the muscle and out the other side, just missing the bone. He barely flinched. His focus centered on getting to the woman. To Devon.

      He was at her side before the sounds of gunshots registered to the dancers over the music. Without pause, Kohl tackled her to the floor, yelling at her to stay down when bodies began falling around them. Then he tucked her beneath his body and crawled over to one of the sitting areas, dragging her with him. She was tall for a woman, easily five ten or so, but with his size, he covered her easily.

      Flipping one of the round tables over and using it as a shield, he barricaded them in the corner. The tabletop was made of armored steel, to be used specifically for this purpose. Devon huddled behind it with her knees pulled up to her chest and her hands covering her ears as people screamed and ran over each other, trying to get to the exits to avoid the barrage of firepower exploding from the rifle barrels. Bullets ricocheted around them, and he pushed her head down, both to keep her safe and to keep her from seeing exactly what it was that was trying to protect her.

      The beast inside Kohl stirred and woke. The one he tried so hard to suppress. It was bad enough his fangs were exposed and aching to tear through flesh. He didn’t need to fight the beast, too. But try as he might to resist it, his blood burned hot as blue fire, and his skin felt simultaneously loose and tight as chaos exploded around them.

      The smell of human blood filled his nostrils, feeding his hunger. He wanted to help the other victims, but to try and do so would expose him for what he was, would expose all of them. It was bad enough he’d just sprinted from one side of the club to the other in a second’s time or less. The place was small, but it wasn’t that small. He could only hope the shooters were enough of a distraction that no one had caught him on their phone cameras as anything more than a blur, if it managed to pick him up at all.

      More gunfire came on the scene, short pops muffled by silencers only vampires would be able to distinguish among the screams and music, and he knew the club’s owners had arrived. The shooters didn’t stand a chance. He just had to wait it out. Wrapping his arms around Devon, he hunched over her trembling form, protecting her as much as he could with his body.

      Her scent filled his lungs, different now, tinged with the fear and horror that kept her frozen beneath him. Kohl shivered, his throat burning and his fangs straining with delight at the prospect of her taste. But he clamped down on his instincts, maintaining control on his hunger, concentrating on keeping the beast at bay.

      When it was all over, the sudden silence was nearly as deafening to him as the chaos had been moments before. Voices came to his ears, speaking in low tones. Voices he knew well. And he moved the table out of the way so he could stand.

      Four vampires surveyed the results of the shooting, guns at their sides, checking the bodies for life. The gore didn’t faze them. One or two of them had done much worse during a casual night out on the town.

      Bending down, Kohl touched Devon lightly on the back, gently trying to soothe her trembling. “It’s finished, Devon. It’s all clear. Here,”—he slid his hand down her arm— “let me help you up.” He knew by staying near her she would see him as he was, but there was no avoiding it. He couldn’t just run away and leave her to the mercy of the coven. The Master wouldn’t care what was done with her. But Kohl did, and he needed to make sure she got out of there all in one piece.

      Devon took his proffered hand and allowed him to haul her to her feet. Her eyes shot from one bloody body to the next, then to the holes in the walls and the overturned tables and chairs, taking in the destruction around them with wide eyes. “Oh, my God.”

      Someone turned off the music and flicked on the lights behind the bar, and Kohl quickly turned his face away, hiding in the shadows.

      She touched him on the forearm, her fingers digging into his skin. “Thank you.” Her voice shook, and she cleared her throat. “Thank you for protecting me. Or I’d probably be lying...” He heard a sob catch in her throat.

      His skin tingled where she touched him. Covering his fangs with his lips, ignoring the prick of pain as the points jabbed into the soft flesh of his mouth, he covered her hand with his and gave her a nod.

      Devon zeroed in on his eyes, her tears abating by the distraction. She became very still, her full lips parted on a quick inhale.

      Fuck. His eyes. He’d forgotten about his eyes.

      “Kohl.”

      Hawke, the coven’s second oldest vampire, handed his pistol to one of the bouncers and came walking toward them, pushing his dark hair off his forehead. In spite of his age, his physical appearance was that of a man in the prime of his life.

      His expression was grim as he reached out a hand to introduce himself to Devon. “Hello…” He let his sentence trail off, and looked at her expectantly.

      She blinked and released Kohl’s arm, her attention successfully averted. “Devon,” she said. Her voice still shook, but only slightly. “My name is Devon.”

      “Devon,” Hawke repeated. “What a lovely name. I’m Hawke. Are you hurt?”

      Kohl quickly scanned her body, looking for injuries. He hadn’t even thought to check. She could be in shock. Her dress was dusty from the floor, but otherwise she appeared unharmed.

      “No, I seem to be fine. Thanks to Kohl.” Her eyes lingered for a moment too long on his face before she turned back to Hawke.

      He wished she wouldn’t study him like that. He had a feeling she saw way too much. Much more than his physical appearance.

      Hawke snapped his fingers, and Andrew came forward.

      “Please call Devon a cab and see that she gets safely into it.”

      “I have my car—” she began.

      “I’ll have it returned to you tomorrow. I don’t think you should be driving after such a traumatizing evening.”

      “But, what about the police? Don’t I need to stay to give a statement? I think I got a pretty good look at one of the shooters.”

      “The shooters are dead now.” Hawke swung his arm in a wide circle, taking in the pile of bodies leaking all over the floor. “As are most of our patrons, unfortunately.” He caught both of Devon’s hands in his, effectively capturing her attention again.

      Kohl’s eyes fell to their joined hands and he exposed his fangs with a hiss. Hawke was his friend, but he didn’t like him touching her.

      Hawke’s eyes flicked over to him before returning to Devon’s face, and he released her hands. “Let us get you safely home. It’ll ease my mind after all that’s happened tonight. We’ll handle the police. If anyone asks, just say you left before this all went down. There’s no need for you to be involved.”

      Even though he’d let go of her hands, Hawke held her eyes with his, extending his influence over her just enough to keep her calm and get her to do what he wanted. Kohl clenched his teeth. He’d witnessed this game before, and he knew it was necessary, but he didn’t like him in her head any more than he liked him touching her.

      Her eyes glazed over. “Okay,” she agreed amiably.

      Hawke waved Andrew forward. He was already on his phone, calling for a driver.

      Though the fire in his blood had cooled somewhat, Kohl was still fighting the effects of the heavy scent of blood. More so than the others. It was a never-ending battle for him.

      He needed some air.

      “Will you walk me out?”

      He looked down at Devon, surprised by her request, then over at Hawke.

      His friend took in his appearance, assessing where his head was, and gave Kohl a nod. “Help Andrew see her off. We’ll talk after.”

      “I’ll be right back,” Kohl said. Placing his hand on Devon’s lower back, he escorted her around the ones who had fallen and out the back door. She obediently went with him, barely glancing at the gore around her.

      The night was dark, but the motion light lit up a twenty-foot perimeter. Kohl didn’t need it, but proper lighting was an integral part of the illusion of the club. He peered into the shadows and smelled the air, assuring they were alone before he let Devon join him outside and allowed the door to shut behind them. The human’s New Year had just passed, and it was actually pretty cold for central Texas. The bare branches of oak trees reached toward the dark sky with skeletal fingers, their trunks kept warm by the smaller cypress and cedars. The grass was dead and straw-like, interspersed with clumps of prickly pear cactus.

      Devon walked past him, then stopped and spun around. Calm radiated from her. Hawke’s influence. And for once, Kohl was glad of his interference.

      “No cops are coming, are they?”

      Kohl saw no reason to lie to her. She wouldn’t remember this conversation. He was one hundred percent positive Andrew was going to wipe her memories of this night before he put her in the cab. “No.”

      She took the news with an air of composure. It didn’t surprise him as much as her next move.

      Reaching up, she touched the corner of his mouth with her fingertips, near his fang. Then let her fingertips trail through the short hairs of his beard.

      His upper lip twitched from her touch and he barely managed to repress the sound of pleasure her touch wrought. Kohl held perfectly still, unsure where she was going with this, but enjoying the nearness of her too much to stop her.

      “What are you, Kohl?”

      Again, there was no reason to outright lie. He knew she was one of the few humans in the world who were aware of creatures like him. It was the reason she had been in that courtroom.

      Well, maybe not exactly like him.

      “I’m…” He paused, rethinking his answer. “Different.” He’d very nearly revealed everything, but something stopped him at the last moment.

      “I bet you are.”

      The words were said in a light tone he knew was meant to be flirty, but there was still a trace of wonder there. Again, he wished he could read her thoughts.

      The door opened behind Kohl, and Andrew joined them.

      “Your cab is on its way,” he told Devon.

      Her hand fell from Kohl’s face. She crossed her arms against the cold and thanked him. With a hint of a hesitant smile, she dropped her chin and kicked at a small stone stuck in the dirt.

      Kohl felt the air rush from his lungs when her touch left him. “Andrew, give us a second, will you?”

      “Hawke told me to make sure she got in the cab okay,” he said.

      “She will. I just want a minute. Please.”

      After a brief hesitation, Andrew gave him a nod. “I’ll be right inside. Just let me know when it gets here.”

      “Thanks, man.”

      “Sure thing.”

      Kohl knew the only reason he was agreeing was because whatever happened between him and Devon, she wouldn’t remember. And so it wouldn’t become an issue.

      The door closed behind Andrew, and Kohl suddenly found he had no idea what to say to her. But he wanted to say something, even if she wouldn’t remember it, something that would distract her from the horrors of the evening. “I saw you on the news,” he blurted. “That’s how I knew who you were.” As soon as the words were out of his mouth, he wished he could take them back. Reminding her of a separate traumatic event wasn’t exactly what he’d been going for.

      But she took it in stride. “I assumed,” she told him. “So, what’s with the eyes? I mean, they’re back to brown now, but earlier they were way lighter, and the pupils⁠—”

      He cut her off. “It was nothing, Devon.” Stepping closer, he noticed the way his heartbeat became much more pronounced and the warmth returned to his blood in response to being near her. He stopped just short of touching her, lest it got to be too much too soon. For some reason, this woman brought out the beast in him. Quite literally. “Look, I just wanted…” He searched her face, but the words wouldn’t come. So, he retreated again, placing one hand on the opposite shoulder as he scanned the trees behind her. He sighed heavily. “I don’t really know what I wanted.”

      She observed his behavior with a lack of emotion that was a bit disconcerting coming from a human, even though he knew why she was so calm. And, he was glad Hawke had saved her from the horrors she’d just witnessed.

      He crossed his arms over his chest, mimicking her stance. “I just wanted to make sure you’re all right.”

      “Are you afraid of me?” she asked.

      Something between a laugh and a snort came out of his mouth. “No. Why would I be afraid of you?” His eyes fell from her face, to her full chest and rounded hips, and back again. She was easily half his size. And human.

      “I have no idea. Except your body language tells me otherwise.”

      “So…what? You’re some kind of expert?”

      “I don’t have to be. Though I did take some classes in college.” She nodded at his arms, still crossed in front of him. “You keep crossing your body with your arms, like you’re trying to force me to keep my distance. Which, by the way, is completely uncalled for, since it’s you who keeps coming at me.”

      “I can’t seem to help it,” he told her honestly. Then he nodded at her own arms, crossed tightly across her body. “And it appears I’m not the only one.”

      That shut her up fast, but only for a few seconds. “Why did you save me, Kohl?”

      There was something in her tone, something he didn’t like hearing. Like she almost wished he hadn’t bothered. “I don’t know, but I’m glad I did.”

      Again with the honesty. Following her lead from before, he left one arm across his chest and reached out with the other to touch the corner of her mouth with his fingertips. He ran his thumb over her lower lip. It was full and soft. Softer than he’d imagined.

      He had the sudden urge to take it between his teeth.

      Her heart stuttered at his touch, then began to race, pounding loudly in his ears. The beast stirred within him again, and he told himself he needed to stop…

      Lights swung across them as the cab pulled up and parked at the end of the building. Kohl dropped his arm and stepped back. Without taking his eyes from her face, he rapped on the back door. “Cab’s here.”

      “Kohl—” Devon reached for him, eyes wide with panic.

      “It’s okay,” he told her. “It’ll be okay. Goodbye, Devon.” As Andrew came out, he turned away and stepped inside, pulling the door shut firmly behind him.

      Alone, he braced his back against the cold metal and concentrated on breathing.

      Fuck.
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      Devon woke the next morning to the loud patter of a surprise Texas hailstorm hitting the roof. It matched the pounding in her head. With a groan, she sat up and pressed the heels of her hands against her temples. Her heart was racing. The storm must have startled her from sleep.

      What the hell had been in those drinks last night?

      She remembered going out with no specific destination in mind. Just somewhere she could get lost in the music and the darkness and forget her life. Be another nameless person in the crowd. Before she knew it, she’d found herself in front of The Caves. “Exclusive” wasn’t quite the word to describe that place. More like “you were never here or we’ll have to kill you” was more apt. The owners were a secretive bunch, and she couldn’t say she blamed them.

      She’d be secretive, too, if the majority of the human race didn’t know she existed. And if it weren’t for her old job, she’d never know about them, either.

      Getting in had been easier than she’d thought it would be. While she’d been sitting in her car, debating whether or not to try her charms on the bouncer—more out of morbid curiosity than anything else—a pickup truck with oversized tires and a pair of balls hanging from its hitch had pulled up alongside her and parked, and a typical Texas good ole’ boy had climbed out. With a glance in her direction, he’d plopped his hat on his head and hitched up his Wranglers. Devon had hesitated only for a second before she’d jumped out and caught up to his bowlegged stride, locking her car behind her with the remote. Linking her arm through his, all it took was a smile and a promise for a dance, and she was admitted into the club as his guest.

      Once inside, she looked around and couldn’t help thinking she fit right in with that crowd. All people like her, dressed in black or similar dark colors to blend in with the shadows, hiding from the rest of the world.

      Her cowboy, on the other hand, with his ten-gallon hat, orange patterned shirt, and pointy-toed boots, stuck out like a sore thumb. But that didn’t deter him from bellying up to the bar like he owned the place. Devon followed him, ordering a drink from the bartender.

      There was only one time she thought they weren’t going to allow her to stay, and that was when her date’s “friend” showed up. But after the vampire ran his eyes up and down her body in a rather cold, blatant way, causing shivers to chase each other across her skin, he shrugged and told her to have a good time. Then he threw his arm around his cowboy and pulled him away to a dark corner. She didn’t see either of them for the rest of the night, but she didn’t feel there was cause for concern. There hadn’t been a vampire blamed death recorded for many years.

      Besides, she had her own problems.

      After they’d left, she remembered dancing for a bit, then going to the bar to order another drink. There was another bartender there helping the first one. One with sweet brown eyes and strong, tattooed forearms. Butterflies had erupted in her stomach when he’d focused all that charisma on her. Just thinking about it now, she had to press her palm to her belly to calm them. He’d known right away who she was. And had given her a drink for free. Not because he’d wanted to fuck her—which would have been her preferred reason, vampire or not—but because he’d pitied her.

      God, even the undead felt sorry for her.

      Devon barked out an ugly laugh and immediately clamped her palms over her temples to hold her brains in. When she was relatively certain they weren’t going to explode from her eye sockets, she rose carefully from her bed, reached over, and closed the blinds that covered her window. She didn’t even have to strain herself to get to them. She could cross the entire width of her room in seven steps or less. As a matter of fact, she could walk the length of her entire apartment in about twenty steps. But she didn’t mind. It was cozy. It had a great view of downtown Austin. And more importantly, the space was small enough that it made her feel safe.

      She came out of the bathroom showered, with her unruly hair pulled back from her face, and dressed in her least-ragged yoga pants and a hoodie, feeling somewhat more human. But when she opened the fridge, she groaned again. There was nothing in there but a few eggs, a near empty jar of salsa, and a container of butter. Her hangover definitely needed something more to soak up the alcohol.

      Shutting the door—gently, so as not to disturb her fragile head before the Advil kicked in—she left the refuge of her apartment and knocked on the door across the hall, wincing at the noise.

      Frank, her neighbor and only friend in this place, opened it wearing a huge smile on his entirely too handsome face, Superman boxer briefs, and nothing else. He frequently answered his door in this manner of dress—or undress as the case may be—but Devon couldn’t complain. The guy was in great shape.

      “You look terrible.” The smile never slipped as he issued his greeting, which also ranged in the “things you never expected” category. At least for those who didn’t know him.

      She grinned back. “Nothing a tortilla or two won’t fix.”

      He raised his eyes to the ceiling as hail continued to pound the roof. They lived on the top floor of their building, and sometimes it sounded like the weather was coming right through the tiles. “I guess I can’t make you go out for your own in this weather. If you make the eggs, I’ll bring the tortillas.”

      “Deal.”

      “See you in five.” And he shut the door in her face.

      Devon shook her head. She almost rolled her eyes, but it was entirely too painful to move them. So, she went back to her place to start scrambling up the eggs and salsa. Breakfast Taco Sundays were a thing they’d started shortly after Devon had moved in, after the first time she’d knocked on his door to borrow some tortillas and he’d let her have some as long as he was invited to breakfast. They’d hit it off immediately, and Frank remained her one and only friend in this city. The conversation normally revolved around the latest series on Netflix and the occasional breakdown of the previous night’s activities if either of them had happened to brave the singles scene. Or sometimes they watched the latest horror flick (in the morning when the sun was out and the monsters couldn’t get them) and hardly spoke at all, but it was nice to have another body in the room either way.

      Five minutes later, on the dot, Frank strutted into her apartment, and he’d even had the decency to throw on some lounge pants. “Don’t worry, Dev, my love. I have exactly what you need.”

      “Tortillas?”

      “And Ma’s famous hangover recipe.”

      Devon’s stomach heaved. “I couldn’t possibly drink that stuff again.”

      “That’s what you said last time, but it worked, didn’t it?”

      “I wouldn’t know. My body went into evacuation mode as soon as I choked it down.”

      “And you felt better, right?”

      She had to admit, she had. But she would only ever admit it to herself. Never to Frank. He would tell his mother, and like any good Italian woman, she would immediately take the compliment to mean Devon was the woman who had finally—finally!—managed to capture her only son’s heart. His mother had been set on this outcome since the moment she’d laid eyes on the new neighbor when they’d passed in the hallway a few months before. She liked Devon. Enough that she would even overlook the unfortunate fact that Devon’s family was originally from Kenya and not even a smidge Italian, though she was convinced there had to be at least a dab of it somewhere in Devon’s ancestry due to the lightness of her skin and her love of pasta.

      She also conveniently overlooked the fact that her son was extremely gay.

      “So, I actually had a date last night,” Frank said as he set the jar of green stuff on the counter.

      Devon turned off the stove and grabbed a plate from the cabinet. She glanced over her shoulder as she opened the tortillas. “You did?” she asked with genuine enthusiasm. “How did it go?” Much like her, Frank was a bit of a homebody, and didn’t get out much, despite the fact that he looked like a younger, more masculine, yet at the same time prettier, Richard Gere. She was a recluse, too, but she had good reasons. Frank did not.

      He shrugged. “Okay, I guess.” His eyes widened. “Oh! I almost forgot. When he left this morning, there was some guy lurking around your apartment door. I asked if I could help him. He glared at me and left.” He shrugged nonchalantly. “Guess I’m not his type.”

      Turning with the plate of breakfast tacos in her hand, she frowned at him. “One. I’d say your date was more than okay if he spent the night. And two, who was it?”

      “Just a guy I met on the hike and bike trail the other morning when we had that warm day. Thomas? Magnus? Something like that.”

      She rolled her eyes. “No, dufus. The guy lurking around my door.”

      He shrugged. “Don’t know, my love. Never saw him before. And he wasn’t real chatty.”

      She frowned, trying to place who it could’ve been, and headed to the small table tucked into the corner of the kitchen, plate of tacos in hand. Frank placed his hand on the small of her back as she passed him to escort her to the table.

      Devon immediately stiffened, her feet tripping over each other. Not because he was touching her; Frank was a very touchy guy. But for some reason, the warmth of his hand on her back plucked at something in her brain.

      Frank caught the plate before she dropped it. “Hey! Hey! That’s my breakfast.” Placing it carefully on the table, he frowned at her. “What’s up? You okay?”

      “Yeah.” She shook her head slightly. “Yeah, I’m fine. I just…” She wasn’t sure what had just happened. But something about the way he’d just touched her seemed so familiar….

      “You should drink The Remedy.”

      Whatever had been teasing the edge of her memory, it was gone. Devon made a face. “Ugh. Stop talking about it. I’m not drinking it. I just need some food and some more Advil, then I gotta get ready for work.”

      “But it’s Friday. Which is almost Sunday. I thought we could sit around in our underwear and eat unhealthy delivery food we can’t afford and binge on Netflix.”

      “You sit around in your underwear. I have the decency to wear clothes. And don’t you have to work?”

      “Nope. It’s a skeleton crew day.” He looked so forlorn, she wished she didn’t have to. “I wish I could, but I need the cash. Or I won’t be able to pay for the subscription.”

      “We can watch at my place.”

      Devon laughed. “Surrounded by your creepy doll collection? No thanks.”

      “They’re not creepy. They’re porcelain, and antique. You have no appreciation for fine things.”

      “Still creepy,” Devon insisted as they sat down to eat.

      Picking up his fork, Frank suddenly got serious. “I don’t like you doing the package delivery thing, Dev. It’s not safe for a woman alone. You hear stuff all the time about Uber drivers.”

      “I’ll be fine.” She took a bite of her taco, chewing carefully around her lingering headache. “I’m only doing a day shift. And I’m not driving murderers around, just packages. The money will tide me over until Mrs. G pays me at the pottery shop.”

      “You’ve got way too much up here to be wasting your time on those jobs.” He tapped the side of his head with his finger. “You should be the top network security person at these companies, not delivering stuff to their customers.”

      Her appetite suddenly disappeared, and she dropped her taco onto her plate. “You know I can’t do that anymore.” She took a drink of water and sat back in her chair. Frank was the only one who knew the whole story.

      “Because you need to stand up to that prick.”

      “Isn’t ‘prick’ a word normally reserved for a guy?”

      “Yeah, but in this case, it’s totally perfect.”

      “Frank.”

      He put his hands up in front of him. “I’m just sayin’.”

      Devon sighed. “I know. And you’re probably right. But at this moment in time I just want to eat my taco, enjoy your company, and go make a little money.”

      At first she didn’t think he was going to let it go, but after a few seconds, he dropped his eyes to his food and picked up his taco. “All right. I’ll shut up about it. For now.”

      “Thank you.” Breathing a sigh of relief, she went back to eating, hoping her stomach wouldn’t reject the food. She needed the boost in energy. “So, tell me more about this date you had.”

      “Eh. It wasn’t all that.”

      True to form, he launched into his story of his adventures the night before. But Devon found herself listening with only half an ear. Her mind kept wandering back to the night before, or rather, what she couldn’t seem to remember about it. Like getting home, for instance. She never drank so much she couldn’t get herself home safely.

      After checking that Frank didn’t need her to pick up anything for him while she was out, she threw on her largest sunglasses and went out to her car, holding her purse above her head to protect it from the weather, and prayed the painkillers would kick in soon.

      Her nondescript tan sedan wasn’t in its normal spot in the small parking lot of her apartment complex, and she panicked for a minute, wondering if she’d left it at the club and taken a cab home. She didn’t have the money to take another one back to retrieve it, and Frank didn’t have a car. Taking the bus wasn’t an option, either. They didn’t go out that far from the city. Sending up a quick prayer, Devon clicked her remote, listening for the telltale beep, and finally spotted it parked on the street.

      She frowned, wondering why the hell she parked her car way over there. Maybe the lot was full when she’d come home? Though this didn’t seem likely. The lot was never full. Dodging traffic, she ran across the street. At least she’d remembered to max out the meter.

      Shrugging it off, she got in and started the car, turning up the heat. The weather was so finicky this time of year. Luckily, the hail stopped before she reached the warehouse to pick up the packages that needed to go out, and she was able to complete her shift thirty minutes earlier than scheduled. As she’d hoped, the painkillers and food did some good, and Devon thought she might actually feel human enough to brave the grocery store.

      But instead, unable to shake the feeling all day that something was…off…she found herself traveling south on I-35.

      When she arrived at her destination, she threw her car into park, and stared at the front of The Caves.
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