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        Ketu Ormarr has a daunting task list:

      

      

      

      
        
        Take down the drug trade that has been plaguing his dragon colony for a decade.

      

      

      

      
        
        Avenge his sister’s death.

      

      

      

      
        
        Protect his sister’s best friend and her son.

      

      

      

      
        
        Try not to fall in love with Antoinette Dupré, his sister’s best friend.

      

      

      

      
        
        No problem, right?
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        Gabriel Wilde is a reluctant dragon leader and now, a reluctant dad. Since he doesn’t know what the hell he’s doing, he enlists the aid of his trustworthy (and admittedly hot) PR manager, Talia Tatsuya. Which is all fine and dandy until his dragon decides she’s their fated mate.

      

      

      

      
        
        Damn it, Gabe doesn’t want one of those, either.
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      Ten years ago, Ketu Ormarr left New Orleans and swore he’d never return. And yet here he was, back for the second time in three months.

      It was better to spend January in the temperate, southern climate than in bitterly cold Detroit, right?

      Yeah, he wasn’t very good at convincing himself this was a positive thing. He could use a coat to protect against the chill, but what the hell did he use to tamp down his emotions when all the reminders of why he left were pelting him in the face like driving rain?

      Rolling his shoulders in an attempt to brush off the frustration mixed with a heavy dose of melancholy, he twisted the knob and stepped through the back door to Dragon Antiques, the shop Gabriel Wilde’s mother owned. She was half witch, half dragon, and until last October, she had lorded over the highly lucrative dragon’s blood drug trade that existed in this town.

      Lucrative—and deadly, as Ketu knew firsthand.

      Steel shelving units were overturned and empty boxes lay on their sides, packing material strewn across the plywood floor like chunks of multicolored vomit. A card table was flattened in the middle of the room, the legs sticking out at odd angles, as if someone had sat on it and broken it—or maybe was thrown against it and it collapsed under their weight.

      “She cleaned it all out and disappeared.” The deep, heavily accented voice preceded the gargoyle who stepped soundlessly out of the shadows near the entrance to the front of the shop. Even in human form, Argyle was massive, his facial features, his muscles still looking as though they were carved from stone under his smooth, dark skin. Truthfully, Ketu wasn’t much smaller than the gargoyle, but he still wouldn’t relish hand-to-hand combat with the guy.

      “Annoying,” Ketu murmured, “but not surprising.” He strode up to Argyle, stopping when they were practically nose to nose. Gargoyles didn’t shake hands. Ketu had learned as much from his last trip to New Orleans, this past fall.

      They stared at each other until Argyle broke eye contact a few seconds later and nodded. Had the other man felt any sort of threat, this greeting could have escalated into a dragon and gargoyle, battling it out among the ruins of a once bustling drug trade disguised as an antiques shop.

      Glad Gabe’s trust of the gargoyle appeared to be legitimate.

      “More difficult to find and stop her,” Argyle agreed. “With the curse on her mother broken, the gargoyles are no longer beholden to her. I have already checked with my brethren, and none have heard from nor seen her since October.”

      That was when she kidnapped Petra Sharmell and Noah Ladon’s baby and led them all to an abandoned sugar mill in southern Louisiana where she’d been keeping her own mother prisoner, tied to the place by a curse Petra had ultimately broken. That action also broke the gargoyles’ protection pact.

      “Four months is plenty enough time for Delilah to set up shop somewhere else and get the word out to her dealers,” Ketu said.

      “As an expression of appreciation for freeing us from our servitude to Delilah, I told your reeve I would help in any way possible; however, I do not know what I can offer. Gargoyles do not normally associate with dragons, so I would not know where to begin the search.”

      “Understood.” Ketu grimaced. If he were not indebted to the previous reeve of the colony in Detroit, he would have demanded Gabe send someone else on this mission to find Delilah and destroy her drug business. But the former reeve had adopted him into his colony at a point in Ketu’s life when he had been so low, he hadn’t been sure he even wanted to go on living, much less be around other dragons.

      “Should you need me, I have returned to my home, watching over the City of the Dead on Basin Street. My perch is near the resting place of Marie Laveau.” The gargoyle nodded once and strode from the building, leaving Ketu alone with his thoughts.

      His memories.

      His dread.
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        * * *

      

      He stood on the sidewalk and observed the brick ranch home with the attached carport. The front of the house was lined with holly bushes. A giant magnolia tree shaded nearly the entire front yard. The shutters around the windows were brown, some of the paint peeling, adding to the guilt he carried like a heavy cloak.

      I shouldn’t have left.

      But I couldn’t stay.

      Clenching his jaw and shoving his hands into his jean pockets, he strode up the path leading to the front door, hesitated, and then turned and walked around to the carport. He looked through the window in the kitchen door at a room that hadn’t changed much since he’d left. Sure, the appliances looked like they had been upgraded, and that kitchen table was new, but those curtains were the same…and so was that urn perched on the windowsill. It was pale blue, with darker blue flowers painted in a circle around the base. Eulalie’s favorite color.

      They still haven’t buried her ashes.

      Sucking in a deep breath, he stepped across the threshold, the way he had every day of his life until ten years ago.

      “Mamá.”

      He winced as the plate smashed against the tile floor, shards of white ceramic flying every which way. The woman who had been holding it turned around to face him, leaning her ample bottom against the sink, her fist over her heart, the fingers of the other hand pressed to her lips while she rapidly blinked against the tears filling her eyes.

      “Mijo,” she said, her voice a cracked whisper. “Come here,” she said, spreading her arms. “I’m afraid to walk to you right now. I don’t think my legs can hold me up without the help of this counter behind me.”

      A relieved smile tugged at his lips as Ketu obligingly stepped closer to his mother. As soon as her fingers brushed his shirt-sleeve, she grabbed him and pulled him to her, squeezing him until he could scarcely breathe. He didn’t try to extract himself from her hold, though, because her face was buried in his chest and her shoulders were shaking. His mother hated to cry, so he waited it out, letting the cotton of his shirt soak up her tears while he patted her back. He had no idea if these tears were for him or her.

      And he wasn’t about to ask.

      After long moments, she sniffled and released him, quickly turning away as she swiped at her wet face. When that apparently wasn’t enough, she turned on the faucet and splashed cold water on her cheeks, patting them dry with a kitchen towel before facing him again.

      “Gods, how you’ve grown,” she said, taking on her normal mamá persona. “Look at your arms.” She patted the bulges in his bicep while her gaze skimmed up and down his body before settling on his face. “But you’ve aged more than you should have these past ten years.”

      Actually, the aging had occurred before he’d left this place, but tragedy did that to a person. Especially if it was a tragedy that should never have happened.

      “You look as beautiful as ever though,” he responded. It was true, although she, too, looked older than she probably should for her age.

      She patted the scarf wrapped around her hair and rolled her eyes. “Sit. Let me make you something to eat.”

      He didn’t protest. He had anticipated this part, at least, would happen. His mother fed people. When she was angry, happy, sad, stressed out, it was how she dealt with, well, life. Or death.

      In no time at all, a bowl of steaming jambalaya was placed before him, along with a pint glass filled with dark beer. He chuckled as his mother lifted a second glass to her lips and downed half of it before smacking her lips and seating herself in the chair across from him.

      “I don’t know what to do,” she said while he ate. “I have so many questions. But will you answer them?”

      Depends on what they are about. “What sort of questions?”

      “About your life since you left. Where did you go? What are you doing now? Are you happy?”

      These he could answer. Mostly. “I went north. Ended up settling in a colony in the Detroit area.”

      “Settling? With a girl?”

      “Not that sort of settling.” He shook his head. No girl. At least not one he’d ever been serious about. As far as he was concerned, that would never happen. Penance since he hadn’t been able to save his sister. And besides, love—or Eulalie’s belief that she was in it—was partially to blame for her death.

      The rest of the blame fell squarely on his shoulders.

      “The reeve up there hired me to remodel his home. Started referring my services out to the rest of the colony. I enjoyed the work, the people, so I stayed. We have a new reeve now, and he recently asked me to turn the bedroom next to his own into a nursery.”

      After I return from completing this task.

      No, Talia wasn’t pregnant, but Gabe had figured this assignment would not be easy or quick. And maybe he was worried that Ketu might not want to return after visiting his home, his family.

      That won’t be a problem. There are too many memories here. I can’t stay.

      His mother nodded and sipped at her beer. “I am glad you are content.”

      Content, not happy. He didn’t miss the subtle difference in what she asked earlier and the way she phrased it now.

      “So what brings you back after a decade of running?”

      There it was. His mother hid her tears but nothing else.

      And he didn’t bother to deny what she said. Especially since it was true. He sucked in a breath, let it out slowly, before responding.

      “I’ve been sent here. My reeve wants to stop the distribution of dragon’s blood.”

      Her eyes widened. “Why you?”

      Shaking his head, he said, “Gabe doesn’t know my family history. But he knows that I’m from here. He made an assumption that I would be the best choice to return and see to the task.”

      That had been a hell of an awkward conversation. Gabe had questioned him about his hometown, his life while he’d lived here, and he’d told him as much as he could without bringing his sister—or her death—into the discussion. What Gabe didn’t know was that Ketu had started paying attention to the dragon’s blood trade too late. He hadn’t been able to save his sister.

      He’d failed her.

      He wouldn’t fail his reeve.

      His mother reached across the table and rested her hand on top of his. “As happy as I am to see you again, and as much as I would love that drug business to be destroyed, are you sure you are up to this? Does your reeve know…everything?”

      “No, not everything. Like you, I prefer not to talk about it.” He stood and took his bowl to the sink, rinsing it before sliding it into the dishwasher. “As to whether I can handle it…” He shrugged. “I don’t have a choice.”

      “We all have choices, mijo. You can tell your reeve you are not able to do this assignment. If he is a good man, he will understand and find someone else. Not that I’m not grateful you finally came back for a visit.”

      He couldn’t say he would have if Gabe hadn’t asked him to do this. And that made him feel like shit. It wasn’t his parents’ fault Eulalie died. And yet he’d punished them by cutting them out of his life. Or rather, leaving theirs. Gods, had it felt like they’d lost two children?

      He was a lousy son. A horrible brother. Did he even deserve to be called a dragon?

      “I’ll get through it,” he said. “I have to.”

      Maybe, just maybe, this would be the atonement for his sins. It wouldn’t bring his sister back, obviously, but perhaps he could finally do something right.

      For once.
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      Antoinette Dupré pressed her back against the tree, slowly turned her head, and leaned to the side so she could see the activity going on across the street, over by the fence. A fence that surrounded a playground where a whole mess of kids of various ages played, they and their parents or caregivers appearing oblivious to the drug deal about to go down not ten feet away from them.

      These dragon’s blood dealers had no fucking morals.

      Duh, her dragon whispered in her head.

      Yeah, good point. They’d have made different career choices if they did.

      She glanced around the tree again. A female dragon who probably hadn’t even hit her twentieth birthday yet stood on the sidewalk, clearly trying to pretend she wasn’t waiting for her dealer to show. Except her face was sallow, her bloodshot eyes wide and sunken. Her clothes hung on her body like they were three sizes too big, and her gaze kept darting every which way while she nervously tapped her left foot and chewed on her bottom lip. Those clothes probably had fit before she started using, but dragon’s blood had a nasty habit of making users forget to eat. Other side effects included making supremely stupid choices just to get the next fix. Choices that sometimes led to untimely deaths.

      She looks like Eulalie. The thought came unbidden. Like practically everyone else who mourned Eulalie’s death, Antoinette tried her damndest to not think about her best friend. It hurt too freaking much.

      No, she doesn’t, her dragon said. Eulalie had curly, dark hair. Like yours.

      Antoinette used to be jealous of Eulalie’s hair because it was always gorgeous, without her even having to try. That may or may not have been the reason Antoinette started letting hers go carefree instead of attempting to tame it like she used to, when her bestie was still alive.

      A young male dragon, who was probably only a few years older than the girl waiting for her fix, approached, nodding at the thin woman. The hood of his sweatshirt was up over his head, and he had both hands stuffed into his pockets.

      Seriously, how did no one else not notice him and think, He’s up to no good?

      Okay, yeah, that was a horrible stereotype, but this was a known location for drug deals, so why the fuck didn’t anyone of authority actually police the area?

      This is a dragon problem, not a human problem.

      Her dragon was right. While humans occasionally partook of dragon’s blood, they also had plenty of other opportunities of their own making to get them high. Their issues were on a level all on their own. Plus, they had no idea dragons actually existed and lived among them and created a highly addictive substance using their own freaking blood.

      It would be interesting to see the lab work if a human ever overdosed on dragon’s blood. How would they explain the magical matter they would find in the autopsy?

      But the deal was about to go down. Antoinette lifted the hood on her own sweatshirt to hide both her mess of curls and her identity as much as possible. Then she left her hiding place and jogged toward the two dragons standing on the sidewalk.

      The girl pulled a couple of bills out of her pocket and the guy slipped a small dragon figurine out of his, Antoinette rushed up, grabbed the little glass object, and stuffed it into her sweatshirt before either one of them fully comprehended what was happening.

      Now, here was the point where she had to be prepared for pretty much anything. Often both the dealer and user would bolt, running in opposite directions. While her first instinct was always to chase after the user to try to talk some sense into them, she’d learned that was almost always a futile course of action. Best bet was to try to eliminate the pushers, because then, hopefully, the users would eventually be forced to get clean.

      Yeah, yeah, there were plenty of giant holes in her plan, but it was the best she could do, given she was a vigilante of one.

      Sometimes the dealer would get pissed and try to fight her on the spot. She hated these scenarios the most because it was in front of witnesses. Humans. Children. People who didn’t need to see this shit go down.

      Still, when the guy took a swing at her, she had no choice. She had to fight back. Her goal was to scare him into giving up his trade. And if scaring him didn’t work, well, Antoinette wasn’t afraid to use any means necessary to reach her goal.

      Wouldn’t be the first time.

      One less dealer meant one less monster on the streets, enticing people like her best friend into a lifestyle that ended only one way: death, too damn soon.

      Antoinette ducked to avoid the hit, then delivered a punch to his kidney. He doubled over for a few seconds but straightened and charged at her, shoving his shoulder into her midsection and slamming her against the fence. She grunted and grabbed the belt loops on his jeans, using them for leverage as she lifted her leg and pounded her knee into his stomach.

      “Fucking bitch,” he said, snarling. “If there weren’t witnesses, I’d shift into a dragon and fry your ass.”

      “Ha. You wish.” Antoinette shoved him away and kicked him in the gut, sending him flying backward. The sound of breaking glass echoed all around them as vials of dragon’s blood spilled from the pocket of his hoodie. Antoinette began deliberately stomping on them to make sure none were still viable, while the dealer used a string of curse words to express his displeasure at the action.

      Something—or someone—jumped onto her back; thin fingers with yellowed nails chewed to the quick scrabbled at her face, narrowly missing gouging out one of her eyes.

      “Shit,” Antoinette snapped. “I’m trying to help you, moron.” She reached behind her, poking the damn wacko in the side.

      “Give me my dragon’s blood,” the druggie called out.

      Antoinette grabbed her hair and gave it a hard yank and the girl fell to the pavement on her back. “What you need is to get cleaned up and get the fuck on with your life.”

      A fist slammed into her chin, whipping her head to the side as bloody spittle flew from her mouth. Damn, that hurt.

      The dealer. Usually, these fights were one-on-one.

      A crowd had gathered on the other side of the fence, and no doubt the human police had been called. Antoinette needed to wrap this shit up and get the hell out of there, pronto.

      Shaking off the pain, she delivered one-two punches in quick succession, until the guy wobbled on his feet, his eyes glassy, his mouth hanging open. Then, ignoring the idiot user, she grabbed him by his collar and dragged him away from the spectators and into an alley on the next block. She slammed his back against the brick wall and wedged her arm under his chin, forcing him to look her in the eye. Luckily, she was pretty damn tall.

      While he was still dazed and in no condition to resist, she searched his pockets, finding another handful of the figurines that hid the coveted dragon’s blood. She stuffed them all into the front pocket of her hoodie and then focused on the guy who was finally starting to gather his wits around him.

      She pressed her arm more firmly against his windpipe until he grabbed her and tried to loosen her hold. She relaxed, marginally, and said, “This is your one and only warning, dickhead. Find a new career path. If I catch you dealing this shit again, you don’t get to walk away. Got it?”

      He nodded so eagerly, she had a slight glimmer of hope that maybe, just maybe, this one would listen the first time. It rarely happened, though. These confrontations didn’t always end with some other dragon’s death, but more often than not, there was a broken limb or two involved. Whatever it took to get a verbal commitment out of them to lay off the dealing.

      Except that for every dealer she convinced to leave the streets, another popped up to take his or her place without fail, or so it sure as hell felt like.

      Being a vigilante sucked dragon balls, to be honest. The only reason she didn’t give up was because Eulalie’s face haunted her dreams, reminding her that she should have done something back then instead of pretending her best friend wasn’t actually addicted to the drug, wasn’t wasting her life away, wasn’t convinced she loved the guy feeding her the shit that ultimately killed her.

      And since it didn’t seem like anyone else was trying to stop the disease taking over their colony, Antoinette had no choice. She had to keep at it.

      She let the guy go and he bolted. She fell back against the wall, breathing heavily. Fuck, her face hurt. She touched her cheek, gingerly, and winced. It was already swelling. Would definitely be a nasty bruise by evening.

      With a sigh, she straightened and brushed off her clothing. The glass figurines clattered together in her pocket. She needed to dispose of them and check in with Henri. Although she had a little time, and truthfully, she wanted a drink. And her favorite watering hole was only two blocks away.

      It was a little off-the-beaten-path place with this cool outdoor seating patio in the back, and, yeah, even though it was January, it was fifty degrees outside. The outdoor area would be open and not very busy. Perfect.

      It was also run by a dragon who was sympathetic to Antoinette’s plight.

      “Hey, Mitch,” she greeted the owner-slash-bartender. “I’ll take your iciest, coldest bottle of beer and a bloody mary, heavy on the Tabasco.”

      “Used your day off to take down another one of those little assholes, I see,” he said as he popped the cap and placed a bottle of Pabst on the counter.

      She scooped it up and pressed it against her swelling cheek and then sighed as the cold seeped into her heated skin. “I think this one actually listened without me having to take extreme measures.”

      “For once.” He set about mixing her drink. “I appreciate what you’re doing, but I sure wish you’d get some help.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “You have more to think about than just yourself, you know,” he chastised.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” He was right, of course, but Antoinette wasn’t very good at saying that.

      “I hate knowing you’re out there all on your own,” he continued. “One of these days, you aren’t going to show up for your shift, and I’m going to hate it.”

      He set the hurricane glass on the bar and added a strip of bacon, a fat pickle, a couple of marinated green beans, and a jumbo shrimp. The damn drink was a meal in and of itself. She reached for it and he grabbed her hand, holding it while he added a couple extra drops of Tabasco.

      “You’re my hero, Mitch. I’m going to go sit outside.”

      “I’ll send Bebé to check on you in a bit.”

      She nodded and then headed to her sanctuary.

      She’d frequented this place long before she was old enough to drink. Her mom used to work here, and Mitch used to let her and Eulalie and Eulalie’s brother, Ketu, hang out here after school. All three of them had worked in the kitchen at one point or another, and now Antoinette was the daytime bartender, four days a week.

      And yeah, this was where she’d had her first alcoholic beverage. Her first kiss, too. And when Ketu had found out, he’d scared the shit out of the kid and run him off. Eulalie had found it hilarious because for once, he wasn’t scaring off her suitors.

      I hate these memories. That’s all they are, all they’ll ever be. I’ll never have more.

      Still holding the bottle to her face, she took a hefty swig of her bloody mary and stepped out onto the patio. There was only one other person out here, a guy tucked into a corner, his long legs stretched out and crossed at the ankles while he nursed a draft beer and drew circles with his finger on the plastic table cloth. Even though his face was in profile and mostly hidden in shadows, something about him felt familiar. It was probably just that he was a dragon. Not anyone she recognized right off the bat, though, and honestly, she wanted to be left alone, so she sat at a table as far away from him as she could get.

      Resting her tennis shoes on the chair across from her, Antoinette pushed her hood off her hair before settling into her seat and pulling out her phone. She munched on the bacon and clicked the Facebook icon to get rid of the little red dot indicating someone had tagged her in a post. The screen filled with a twelve-year-old picture, one of those Facebook memories she loathed. They were always, always bittersweet reminders.

      This one was a photo of her and Eulalie and Ketu, all grinning, standing behind a tiny snowman that came up only to their thighs. Well, hers and Eulalie’s thighs. Ketu had been one of the few boys who was a good eight inches taller than Antoinette, who was five ten without heels.

      She totally remembered that day. It had started snowing overnight, a rare occurrence for New Orleans. Even rarer that it had stuck, and there was enough coating the ground that they’d been able to scrape together the rather pathetic-looking snowman.

      She and Eulalie were eighteen, Ketu twenty-two in that picture. The girls had been halfway through their senior year in high school; Ketu was visiting. He’d moved to Biloxi, was taking classes at a trade school there, learning carpentry, if her memory served. A few months later, Eulalie would catch Darius’s eye, and her life would begin the downward spiral that would ultimately lead to her death. And a few months after that, Ketu would disappear without a trace.

      They’d both left her to figure out life on her own, and as far as she was concerned, she’d done a shitty job, aside from her vigilante attempts to crack down on dragon’s blood sales. And, hell, half the time she didn’t have confidence she wasn’t doing a terrible job at that, either.

      Bebé, Mitch’s wife and primary server, stepped up to her table. “Hey, Antoinette. Oh, wow, that’s a bad one. Let me go get you a real ice pack, huh? You want another bloody, too?”

      Antoinette touched her swollen cheek. Her drink was nearly empty. She didn’t recall finishing it, but that sometimes happened when she was lost in the memories. “Yeah, sure. Thanks, Bebé.”

      She watched as Bebé headed over to check on the guy in the corner. He asked her something and then glanced up, his gaze clashing with Antoinette’s. A sizzle of awareness shot through her, like dragon’s blood pouring through her veins. She’d never touched the stuff, but Eulalie had said it was like fire roaring through her blood but in a good way. Antoinette had never been able to understand how she could say that sensation was “good.”

      Until now.

      She couldn’t be sure of the color from this distance, but the guy’s eyes appeared to be lighter than she would have expected, given his dark skin tone. He had thick, black eyebrows, plump lips, and the beginnings of a beard on his cheeks. She didn’t even need to see the rest of his body; he was gorgeous. And she already knew he had really long legs. He’d be at least her height, maybe even a couple inches taller.

      Breaking eye contact, she shifted her focus to her glass so she could fish out the last vodka-soaked green bean. A moment later, a shadow fell across her table. She knew it was that guy without even looking.

      “Antoinette?”

      He knew her name. She glanced up… and up and up. Holy cripes, he had to be six and a half feet tall, at least. And was he ever built. There were muscles everywhere, and they were big, really big. Including that one tucked behind his zipper, which was practically eye level with her slouching in her seat like this.

      Straightening and forcing her gaze north to his face, she said, “Do I know you?”

      He rubbed his hand over his closely cropped hair and said, “Well, it’s been ten years. I admit I probably wouldn’t have recognized you either if I hadn’t overheard Bebé say your name.”

      It’s been ten years? He knows Bebé?

      “Your hair is different. I like it.”

      “Who are you?” she finally asked, studying his features. Those eyes, they really were lighter than one would expect with his skin tone. Hazel. Almost green.

      Just like Eulalie’s.

      “Holy shit,” she said, scrambling to her feet, like she was going to—what the hell was she going to do? Hug him? “Ketu?”

      The ghost of a smile touched his lips, and he said, “Yeah. Good to see you again, Antoinette.”

      She sank back into her seat, her legs giving out on her. His brows furrowed and then he dropped into the chair next to her, his gaze sweeping over her features.

      “What happened to your face?”

      Right on cue, Bebé stepped onto the patio with two drinks and an ice pack on her tray. The waitress glanced over at the seat Ketu had vacated and then swiftly looked Antoinette’s way. A relieved smile lit up her face as she headed toward them.

      “I thought you’d skipped out on me for a second there,” she said as she placed a pint glass in front of Ketu and a bloody mary in front of Antoinette. “Here’s your ice pack, sugar.”

      “Thanks, Bebé.” She pressed the cold pack against her face while the waitress walked away.

      “So what’s the other guy look like?” Ketu asked, and Antoinette chuckled.

      “Way worse, I promise you. So what are you doing back in town?” And why the hell was her heart acting all crazy, like it was trying to beat its way out of her chest? For the love of the gods, it was just her best friend’s brother. And, frankly, she ought to be pissed off at him. He’d left when she’d been at her most vulnerable, when she needed a friend more than she ever had before in her life.

      He rubbed his hand over his chin and took a sip of his beer. “Doing some work for my reeve.”

      “Your reeve?” His reeve was her reeve. Who, by the way, was a wimpy piece of shit loser who let his asshole, drug-dealing son run the colony into the ground. If she ever got close to Darius, she’d do a hell of a lot more than just kick his ass. Which he well knew, clearly, since she wasn’t even allowed to attend colony meetings anymore, and he always, always walked around with an army of guards surrounding him.

      “Yeah.” Ketu cleared his throat. “I, uh, joined another colony. Up north. Detroit area.”

      She leaned back in her chair, taking her drink with her. She definitely needed it right now. “So that’s where you ran off to.”

      He shrugged and rested his elbows on the table. “I didn’t have a plan when it happened. I just needed to get the hell out of this place. Not like you, I see. You stayed here all this time?”

      “Where else would I go?”

      “Anywhere that wasn’t here.” He glanced around at the patio with its mismatched wrought iron tables and chairs and colorful umbrellas. Sure, the furniture had been upgraded over the years, but it didn’t look much different than it had when they were kids. “Too damn many memories,” he murmured, his gaze far away.

      She blew out a breath. “Yeah, well, I guess staying and wallowing was easier than leaving and forgetting.”

      “I haven’t forgotten. Maybe that’s what I was trying to do when I left, but I realized a long time ago that I’ll never forget.” Those pale eyes of his were all but drowning in despair. “Trust me. She’s with me, in everything I do, every single day.”

      Ouch. That was about the most Ketu had ever said about Eulalie since she died. Antoinette cleared her throat. “So, um, have you seen your parents yet? How long have you been back, anyway?”

      “Yes, I’ve seen my mom but not my dad yet.”

      Did that mean he’d already met Henri?

      “I just got here late last night,” Ketu continued. “Although I was here briefly in October, but it was literally for a few hours and then we got back onto a plane and returned to Detroit.”

      Antoinette hated the twinge of annoyance that hit her. Hell, he probably wouldn’t have bothered to look her up this time around either if they hadn’t accidentally bumped into each other.

      She abruptly stood. The dragon figurines clattered together in the front pocket of her hoodie. Ketu’s sharp gaze dropped and stared, which for some reason gave her goose bumps. He reached for her; she took a step away.

      And then he was on his feet, his beefy hand wrapped around her bicep, holding her in place while he shoved his other hand into her pocket.

      “Hey! Knock it off,” she shouted, struggling to get out of his grip.

      He extracted a tiny glass dragon and lifted it to eye level, staring hard at the red liquid swirling inside. After a few seconds, his gaze shifted to her face. His brows furrowed, his lip curled, and he all but snarled, “What the fuck, Antoinette? After what we went through with Eulalie, you’re messing with this shit? Are you fucking insane?”

      He waved the figurine in her face, and she snatched it out of his fingers and stuffed it back into her pocket. “It’s not what it looks like.”

      “Yeah, Eulalie used to give us that same song and dance.”

      “Trust me, I’m nothing like Eulalie.” Eulalie was weak. She hated herself every time she thought it, but it was true. Antoinette wouldn’t touch the stuff with a ten-foot pole, no matter who was offering it, whereas Eulalie had been willing to do anything to keep Darius’s attention.

      “Could have fooled me.”

      She pulled a small wad of bills out of her pocket and tossed a couple of them onto the table. “You know what? I don’t need this shit. Goodbye, Ketu. I hope you’re heading back to Detroit soon.” Then she hurried away, slipping out through the wrought iron gate and walking at a clipped pace up the street, toward home.

      She needed a shower. And to dispose of the drugs in her pocket.

      And she needed to figure out how to stop the flood of memories before they left her drowning in a pool of her own despair.

      Again.
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