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        It’s all fun and games until someone wakes up dead.

      

      

      Governor’s daughter Jane Anderson is used to getting what she wants. When a girls' trip to Mardi Gras thrusts her into the arms—and fangs—of New Orleans' hottest vampire, he gifts her with immortality, super strength, and a complexion to die for.

       There's only one tiny problem. Jane faints at the sight of blood.

      When Ethan Devereaux meets Jane, his cold, lifeless heart learns to beat again. Convinced she's his late fiancée reincarnated, he turns her, claiming her as his own. But when Jane wakes up dead in Ethan's attic, she's loud, sassy, and downright ornery. He doesn't know if he should kiss her or stake her, but one thing's for certain…

       She is so not his long-lost love.

       But Ethan turned her, so he's stuck with her. Jane has three weeks to learn the ways of the vampire and get her license, or she'll be staked. If Ethan can't help her overcome her aversion to blood, his undead life might also be on the line.

       Join the supes of New Orleans Nocturnes as they lighten up the darker side of the Big Easy in this fun romantic comedy.
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      “I hate Mardi Gras,” Ethan Deveraux grumbled as he stalked along the bank of the Mississippi River. It was cloudy, cold, and slightly damp, and while the weather had no effect on him physically, combined with the cacophony of drunken revelry, it made him ornerier than a werewolf with mange.

      Six college-age women cackled, nearly tripping over themselves as they stumbled toward him, reeking of wine and sugary daiquiris, and he crinkled his nose. “It’s impossible to find a decent meal anywhere near the French Quarter this time of year.”

      “Lighten up, young one.” Gaston took one of the women into his arms, planting what looked like a passionate kiss on her neck, as her friends stopped to stare. The woman let out a moan, sliding her arms around him to grab his ass, unaware of the fangs sinking into her neck—and the meal she provided for the vampire—before he pushed her away.

      “Can I at least get your number, sweetheart?” she drawled, rubbing her neck where Gaston had bitten her. Not even a scratch remained in the spot he’d pierced with his fangs.

      “I’m not looking for a regular meal, ma chère. Just a snack.” Gaston winked and turned toward Ethan. “She’s better than decent. I’m sure her friends are too.”

      Ethan shook his head. “No, thanks. Have a nice night, ladies, and be careful out there.”

      The woman’s mouth dropped open at the rejection, but her friends linked arms with her and dragged her away.

      Staring out over the muddy river, Ethan took in the peaceful scene, trying his best to ignore the vexatious festivity behind him. Artificial lights dotting the suspension bridge stretching from the east to the west banks of the river cast an orange glow on the dark water, and a bird of prey silently swooped down from the sky, snatching a rodent from its hiding place in the brush—much like his mentor had done to the unsuspecting drunk woman. Like Ethan would do to someone sober before the night ended. He shuddered.

      The unmelodious noises behind him contrasted with the picturesque view of the river. Out of tune instruments blasted out something that was supposed to sound like jazz, and the shouting and laughter of dozens of inebriated partiers grated in his ears like sand between his butt cheeks.

      Why had he agreed to come here this evening?

      “You’ve got a little…” Ethan wiggled a finger at the corner of his sire’s mouth, where a drop of red marred his otherwise perfect pale skin.

      Gaston chuckled. “Whoops.” He licked the blood from his lip as he smoothed his dark hair back, closing his eyes and swaying slightly while a vampire Ethan didn’t recognize stalked toward them.

      A long black trench coat flapped around the man’s ankles, revealing pinstriped pants and polished black shoes. He wore a bowler hat, and wispy blond hair splayed around his ears. “Pardon me, gentlemen,” he said with a British accent. “I need to see your license and identification, please.”

      “My license?” Gaston stepped toward the man, puffing out his chest like a pissed-off peacock. “Have you no idea who I am? I’ve been in New Orleans as long as it’s been a city.”

      The man swallowed hard, but he held his ground. “You bit within the city limits; therefore, it’s within my jurisdiction to require proof of licensure.”

      “I did no such thing.” Gaston flicked his wrist dismissively. “You’ve no proof.”

      “On the contrary, I have the evidence right here.” He flashed his cell phone and tapped the screen, revealing a video of Gaston and the woman.

      “Hell’s bells and buckets of blood, I despise this new-fangled technology.” Gaston crossed his arms, lifting his chin defiantly. “Who are you? You don’t work for the Magistrate; you have no power here.”

      The man flipped open a leather wallet to reveal the golden badge of the Supernatural World Order and a plastic card identifying him as Constable Watson. “Your dominion is under audit. I’m here to make sure World laws are being enforced properly.”

      Satan’s balls. If the SWO was in town, there’d be hell to pay for anyone who so much as sneezed on a human without the proper paperwork. Ethan slipped Gaston’s wallet from his back pocket and showed it to the constable. “Here it is. He’s been licensed from the beginning. Registered resident of New Orleans.”

      “Give me that.” Gaston snatched it and shoved it back into his pocket. “I’m the oldest vampire in Orleans Parish, older than the Magistrate himself. I identify to no one.” When he tipped to the left, unable to hold himself upright, Ethan grabbed his arm, steadying him.

      “You might consider limiting the number of drunken tourists you consume, Mr. Bellevue.” Watson gave him a disgusted once-over. “You certainly live up to your reputation.”

      Gaston growled, and Ethan patted his back, tugging him away from the constable. “We’ll just be on our way then.”

      “I need to see your license and registration as well, good sir.” Watson widened his stance, clasping his hands in front of him and straightening his spine.

      “He’s with me.” Gaston loomed toward the unshaken officer, and Ethan pulled him back.

      “I didn’t bite anyone.”

      Watson raised his brow and typed something on his phone. “You’re not licensed, then? That is a problem.”

      Ethan blew out a breath. This was exactly why he didn’t come to the French Quarter during Mardi Gras. As if drunken tourists weren’t bad enough, every vampire constable within a hundred miles swarmed the festivities, hoping to catch other vamps behaving badly. And now the SWO had sent in their own troops?

      “I have a license.” He pulled his wallet from his pocket and showed the identification to the officer. “But if I’m not biting, I don’t see why it would be a problem if I didn’t.”

      Watson squinted at the ID and typed the information into his phone. “Haven’t you heard the new mandate?”

      Ethan shook his head and glanced at his sire. Gaston rolled his eyes, threw his hands in the air, and stumbled toward a bench before plopping onto the seat.

      “All vampires living within one hundred miles of a populated city must be licensed,” Watson said. “The grace period ends tomorrow.”

      “And if they’re not?”

      “Why, they’ll be staked, of course. Have a good evening, gentlemen.” Watson tipped his hat and strolled away.

      “Did you know that?” Ethan sank onto the bench next to his sire.

      Gaston waved an arm. “It may have been mentioned at a meeting of the elders last month.”

      “Last month? And you didn’t bother to tell me?”

      “You receive the Magistrate’s email newsletter, do you not? It’s his first attempt at harnessing twenty-first-century technology. Rather bold, if you ask me.”

      Ethan clenched his teeth. “It probably went to my spam folder.” Leave it to him to miss an email from the ruler of supernatural Louisiana. He’d have to whitelist the Magistrate’s address.

      “Precisely why he should resume sending paper letters. The post office is much more reliable.”

      “It’s actually not.” He fisted his hands on his thighs. “You could have mentioned the new mandate. It seems like a big deal, getting staked for not having a license, even if you’re not biting.”

      “You have a license. Trained by the best damn vampire to ever walk this continent, I might add.” He leaned his head back and closed his eyes. “You haven’t sired anyone, so you’ve no one to teach. Our bases are covered. It’s of no concern.” He opened one eye. “You haven’t sired anyone, have you?”

      Ethan let out a sardonic laugh. “I never will.” He couldn’t even think about cursing another human to this endless macabre lifestyle.

      “No harm done, then.” Gaston straightened. “I’m thirsty. Let’s find a tequila bar. I’m in the mood for some Cuervo-tainted O negative.”

      Ethan rolled his eyes. “We’d better get you home before the sun comes up, old man. You’re drunk.” He reached for Gaston’s arm, but the senior vampire jerked from his grasp.

      “I’m not drunk! You’re boring. If I’d known what a bore you would be, I never would have turned you.”

      Ethan’s jaw ticked. “If I’d known what a drunk you were, I never would have let you.” He ground his teeth, quelling the ancient memories. “You promised to end my suffering.” Now, he’d have to live with the pain for all eternity.

      “And I did.” Gaston rose to his feet. “You were a lonely, miserable wretch when I found you. You were out of your mind, nearly killed when you stumbled into traffic, and if I hadn’t been the one who’d run you over, you’d be an invalid now. Or dead.”

      “You should have let me die.”

      “But you wanted to live.” He took Ethan’s face in his hands. “I gave you a choice, and you chose life, my friend. It’s a gift. Embrace it.”

      He looked into his sire’s ice-blue eyes, and the memory of that fateful night twenty-five years ago came into crisp focus. Gaston was right. He didn’t want to die then any more than he wanted to now. He’d only wanted the pain to stop.

      Gaston patted his cheek. “I can ask the Magistrate for permission to stake you, but I’ve grown rather fond of you.”

      Ethan sighed, resigned. “I don’t want to die.”

      “That’s my boy.” Gaston wrapped an arm around his shoulders and guided him down the riverbank, toward Jackson Square. “The emotional pain will heal with time. You’re young, and you have your entire undead life ahead of you. Now, how about that tequila shot?”

      Ethan chuckled. “One more, and then we find a meal who hasn’t drunk her body weight in liquor.”

      “Deal. Although, I’m suddenly in the mood for Irish whiskey.”

      He followed Gaston’s gaze toward a tall redhead tugging her reluctant friend down a side street toward an Irish bar. “Whiskey it is, then.”

      The place was packed, as were all the bars near Bourbon Street this time of year. The final parade of the evening had ended hours ago, giving the humans plenty of time to get shit-faced and the vampires a smorgasbord of unsuspecting victims. Mardi Gras and New Year’s Eve were the only times a vampire was allowed to bite inside a bar. All other times of the year, they were required to have their meals in a secluded courtyard, an alleyway, or a bathroom stall, depending on how classy the vampire was.

      “Vodka’s nice too.” Gaston followed a blonde onto the tiny dance floor, and Ethan leaned against the wall, crossing his arms and taking in the chaotic scene.

      Patrons shouted their orders at bartenders, who rushed behind the bar, filling glasses and opening bottles, running credit cards and taking cash. An ass filled every seat in the room, but three-quarters of the patrons stood, laughing and talking with old and newfound friends.

      Twenty-five years ago, Ethan might have enjoyed it. He liked to let loose every now and then, until the night he lost his fiancée, Vanessa.

      He closed his eyes for a long blink, making room for the pain expanding in his chest. If he were honest with himself, he’d admit the ache had subsided over the years. But the pain was all he had left of the woman he’d loved, and he wasn’t ready to let her go.

      He let it resonate for another moment or two before opening his eyes and returning to the present. He’d never forgive himself for what happened to Vanessa, and he didn’t deserve happiness. Not an ounce of it.

      Shaking his head, he pushed from the wall and headed toward the dance floor. He’d given Gaston enough time to get his fill; it was time to go.

      He maneuvered through the throng of people and made it halfway to his destination before a brunette stumbled into him. She fell backward, but he caught her by the shoulders, setting her on her feet with ease.

      “Wow. Either you’re really strong, or I’ve lost a few pounds since I last looked in the mirror.” Her smile drew the air from his lungs, and though he technically didn’t need to breathe, shock brought out his human instincts, making him cough.

      She had long brown hair, chocolate eyes, and a sprinkling of freckles across her nose. Her voluptuous curves made his fingers twitch with the urge to run his hands along the peaks and valleys of her gorgeous body. The woman looked so much like Vanessa, his body seized. He stood motionless, staring at her as he calculated the time in his head. Could it be?

      “Are you okay?” She touched his shoulder, and something inside him burned.

      He composed himself, making sure his fangs hadn’t extended, and smiled. “I’m fine.”

      “Yes, you are.” Her friend, a tall blonde, handed her two shot glasses, and they both tossed them back, one after the other. The blonde smelled like warm cinnamon and cider. Like a witch. “You should do shots with us. I’ll go get more.”

      “That’s okay,” he said, but she was already on her way to the bar.

      “She’s trying to drunk me…get me drunk.” The brunette hiccupped and stumbled again.

      “I’m afraid you already are.” Ethan tapped a man on the shoulder and motioned with his head for him to give up his seat. The guy blinked, then got up without protest, Ethan’s vampire glamour working its magic. “Have a seat. What’s your name?”

      “Jane.” She sank onto the stool, rubbing her forehead.

      “I’m Ethan.”

      “You’re right.”

      He tilted his head. “I hope I know my own name.”

      “No, I mean I’m drunk. I don’t feel very good.” She held her stomach.

      “Shots, shots, shots!” Her friend returned, carrying three glasses filled with bright yellow liquid. “I don’t know what these are, but the bartender promised they’re good.”

      “Sophie.” Jane squinted at her through bloodshot eyes.

      “I believe Jane has had enough.” Ethan held up his hands, refusing to accept the drink Sophie shoved toward him.

      “Fuck you.” Sophie drank her shot and the one she’d bought for him. “Nobody tells Jane Anderson what to do.” She handed Jane the glass. “Drink up, babe.”

      “Except for you, I see.” Ethan crossed his arms.

      Sophie gaped, and when Jane didn’t drink her shot, she took the glass and set it on the bar. “Look, I don’t know who you think you are with your looming presence and pecs you could bounce a quarter off of.” She pressed her fingers into his chest. “Wow. Is your ass this tight?” She shook her head. “Who are you again?”

      “Good evening, ladies.” Gaston approached from the dance floor, and Sophie gave him a once-over, cocking a brow like she wasn’t impressed.

      “It’s time to go home, Soph.” Jane leaned her head on the bar. “I don’t think I’ll make it much longer.”

      “It would be an honor to escort you both.” Gaston bowed formally, and Ethan caught a glimpse of fang as he smiled.

      “Oh, no. That’s not happening.” Sophie crossed her arms and squeezed her eyes shut. “We can make it on our own. We can…” She swayed and opened her watery eyes. “Shit. I’m starting to feel those shots.” She spun toward a trash can and spewed the alcohol and part of her dinner into the bin.

      “Get them out of here.” The bartender pointed to Ethan and jerked a thumb toward the door.

      Jane rested peacefully on the bar, while Sophie leaned a forearm against the wall, dry-heaving into the trash can.

      “I think I’m done.” Sophie stepped toward Ethan and doubled over.

      She was definitely not done. Vomit hit the floor, splashing onto his shoes, the sharp, tangy scents of alcohol and pineapple juice burning his nostrils. Jane’s head slipped off the bar, and he caught her before she could fall out of her chair.

      “You know how to pick them, my friend.” Gaston touched Sophie’s arm, and she yanked away.

      “We’re not going anywhere with you. C’mon, Jane.” She reached toward her friend, and Jane slid off the stool, stumbling into Ethan again. They wouldn’t make it to the door without help, much less all the way back to their hotel.

      Gaston shook his head, making a tsk sound as he brushed his fingers to Sophie’s temple, activating his glamour. “You will allow us to escort you to your hotel.”

      Sophie’s expression went blank for a moment before she blinked, scrunching her forehead and turning to Jane. “Maybe we should let them take us. Our rental house is all the way on Esplanade. We can’t walk that far.”

      “We don’t need an escort,” Jane said as adamantly as her current state of inebriation would allow. At least she had some of her wits intact, but how long would it last before someone took advantage of her vulnerability?

      Ethan wiped his shoes with a napkin as Gaston gestured with his head toward Jane, but he hesitated to use his glamour. She, and this entire situation, reminded him so much of Vanessa, he wasn’t sure his undead heart could handle being so close to her.

      But he had to see these women to their hotel. If he could get them back safely, maybe he could atone for his sins. He slid his fingers into her soft, dark hair, focusing his magic to ensure her trust in him. “We’ll take you to your rental house. I promise you’ll be safe.”

      Jane’s face slackened, and a pang of guilt shot through Ethan’s chest. He would have preferred she trust him willingly, but with the pair of bouncers approaching from the left and the manager giving him the stink eye, he didn’t have time to woo her with his charm. Not that he had any to begin with.

      He pulled her to his side, lifting her slightly to feign the appearance that she could walk, and carried her out of the bar. Too many monsters lurked in the shadows of the French Quarter, most of them human, and he’d never forgive himself if anything happened to the women.

      Especially since—judging by the way his body was reacting—this Jane could very well be his Vanessa reincarnated.

      His body hummed at the thought, and his fangs instinctively elongated, his mouth watering with the desire to taste her. If she’d been sober, he wouldn’t have been able to help himself, but he’d spend eternity rotting in hell before he’d ingest another drop of alcohol.

      “Keys, Gaston.” He held out his hand as they approached his sire’s jet-black Maserati Quattroporte in the parking lot.

      Gaston hit the key fob, unlocking the car, but he kept the keys clutched tightly as he lowered Sophie into the back seat. Ethan settled Jane in the front passenger side and buckled the seatbelt across her lap before zipping over to the driver’s door and blocking Gaston’s entrance.

      “Step aside, young man,” Gaston said.

      Ethan held out his hand again. “Keys.”

      “You, sir, are mad as a hatter if you presume I’ll allow you to drive Genevieve. She’s the only bit of modern technology worthwhile in this day and age.”

      “And you’re batshit crazy if you think I’m letting you drive.” He snatched the keys from Gaston. “This was part of the deal. You bring Genevieve into the city, but I drive her home, remember?”

      Gaston narrowed his eyes. “Even drunk out of my mind, my senses are a hundred times sharper than a sober human’s.”

      “I don’t care.”

      “You really aren’t any fun at all, my friend.” He touched a fang with the tip of his tongue as he eyed Sophie in the back seat.

      “Don’t even think about drinking from her. We promised to get them home safely.”

      “Boring,” Gaston sang as he sank into the back seat. “I’ll oblige you this one. I’m still rather full from the bar, and I’m not sure what kind of magic she possesses. If she belongs to the coven, I’d hate to break our truce.” He gently shut the door, running his hand along the leather armrest, caressing his precious car. “I do miss the taste of witches.”

      With the slightest pressure on the gas pedal, the car zipped through the streets, cornering like it was on rails. Speed and power. It was a car fit for a vampire, much more appropriate than Ethan’s sensible Ford Taurus.

      Ethan’s glamour had sobered Jane enough for her to give him directions, and she sat quietly in the passenger seat, grinning at him as he rolled to a stop in front of the rental house, a white, two-story Second Empire style with green shutters and a balcony. Jane had a disarming smile, and his overwhelming need to see her to safety convinced him this was fate. He’d been given another chance, and he would not fail this time.

      “Shall we rid ourselves of the baggage and return to the fun?” Gaston slid from the car and carried Sophie to the front door.

      Ethan rolled his eyes and helped Jane out of the car.

      “Did he just call us baggage?” she asked.

      “Ignore him. He’s old and ornery.”

      She giggled. “I like you. You’re funny. Sweet too.”

      If that were only true. “You don’t know me.”

      “I’m an excellent judge of character.” That had to be the glamour talking. She’d completely misjudged him.

      He’d seen her home safely tonight, but even through the alcohol, the scent of her blood sang. She’d be a temptation for any vampire who got near her, and the thought of another person’s fangs piercing Jane’s neck made his muscles crawl beneath his skin.

      He couldn’t let anyone else have her, so, brushing his fingers across her forehead, he marked her. The temporary magic would glow in her aura for a week, making her off-limits to any other vamps while her body replenished her blood supply. Some of the SWO regulations had their merits.

      As he pulled his hand away, something in his core snapped, like a glow stick cracking and coming to life. Funny, he’d never felt that sensation before. Then again, he was supposed to drink from her before he marked her. It had been against the law to mark humans without consuming their blood for the past hundred years, ever since some asshat decided he wanted every woman in New Orleans for himself and went around marking them all, leaving the rest of the vamps to fight over the men.

      Still, it was a minor law to break, and it wasn’t like anyone would find out. He scanned the sidewalk for signs of the British constable just to be sure.

      No one saw him do it, so no harm done.

      By the time he walked her to the porch, Gaston had returned to the car and laid on the horn. Impatient bastard.

      “Goodnight, sweet Jane.” He kissed her hand, and the light that she’d sparked inside him glowed a little brighter.

      “Thank you. You’re a good man.” She smiled and closed the door.
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      “I can’t believe how badly my head hurts.” Jane stared into her café au lait and gingerly pressed her fingers against her temples. It was two o’clock in the afternoon, and she finally felt well enough to venture out of her room. They’d waited in line half an hour to get a table under the famous green and white awning of Café Du Monde, but the nausea churning in her stomach killed her appetite for the beignets she’d been dying to try.

      “It feels like I’m giving birth to a bowling ball through my nose. Are my nostrils dilated? I think it’s crowning.”

      “I can’t believe we got in a car with two strange men and let them take us to our house.” Sophie bit into a beignet, and sugar rained down on the table. “They could have murdered us.”

      Jane pressed her thumb between her eyes to counter the pressure in her skull. “I know. What were we thinking?”

      “We weren’t.”

      She sank deeper into her chair. Her memory of the events that led up to meeting the men was a blur, but the car ride back to their rental house remained vivid in her mind. She couldn’t explain why she’d let her guard down, aside from drinking way too much, but the man had been sweet, nothing but a gentleman. “At least they turned out to be nice guys. Especially the one who drove.”

      “We got lucky.”

      “Damn lucky. I wish I could remember his name.”

      “I’m surprised you remember anything.” Sophie sipped her coffee. “You were trashed.”

      How could she forget a man like that? He stood half a foot taller than her, which made him at least six-foot-three, and he had the kind of wavy, dark hair a girl could run her fingers through for hours. His eyes were blue…or maybe green…and his muscular arms and broad shoulders that tapered down into a narrow waist alluded to time spent in the gym. Nice view, but probably not much going on upstairs. A man that good-looking couldn’t hold up his end of a conversation if The Rock himself was his spotter.

      “You looked pretty cozy with his friend in the back seat.” Jane arched a brow and immediately wished she hadn’t when pain sliced through her skull.

      Sophie laughed and then winced, resting her fingers on her temples. “The goth-looking dude with black hair in a man bun? You know me better than that.”

      Jane shook her head. Damn. They were both smarter than that. In their defense, it had been their first night in New Orleans, and it was Mardi Gras. Everyone went a little crazy their first time, but still. “That was pretty stupid of us.”

      “Very stupid. They could have been vampires.”

      Jane scoffed. “Not this again. Ever since you found out about your grandma supposedly being a witch, you’ve been harping on all this magic shit.”

      “I found her grimoire in Pop’s attic.” She crossed her arms. “She was a witch.”

      “So you found a book of spells. Big deal. You can’t get any of them to work.”

      “Because she was the witch. Not me. Anyway, that palm reader said I’d find magic in New Orleans. It’s just a matter of time.”

      “Right, well, vampires are about as real as your boobs.”

      Sophie’s mouth formed the shape of an O as she clutched her chest. “How dare you insult my girls. They’re real.”

      “I drove you to the surgery.”

      “They’re enhanced, not fake.” She grinned. “Like vampires.”

      Jane rolled her eyes. When she first told Sophie she was planning a month-long stay in the Big Easy, her friend had droned on and on about the secret magical societies in the city, as if witches and werewolves, and…God forbid…vampires actually existed. They hadn’t been in town two hours yesterday when Sophie squealed like a stuck pig and ran inside a store that claimed to be run by witches.

      The employees had been tight-lipped when she plied them with questions about shapeshifters and creatures of the night, which only made her more convinced they were real.

      “You’re twenty-five years old, Soph. The only monsters lurking in the darkness are of the human variety.”

      Sophie shrugged. “You never know. The green-eyed one kept looking at you like he wanted to eat you.”

      So his eyes were green. “If I’d known my head from my ass last night, I might have let him. He was hot.”

      Sophie wrinkled her nose. “His friend was way too slim and pale for me. I want a big, tanned, hairy guy to warm my bed. I’ve got to figure out where the werewolves are hiding.”

      “Good luck with that.”

      Jane’s phone buzzed on the table, her brother’s name lighting up the screen. “Ugh. It’s Justin. They’re bringing out the big guns if he’s calling.” Her other three older brothers had already called twice today, which she’d neglected to answer, but Justin knew better. Two years older than Jane, he was the only one who attempted to understand her. To treat her like an adult.

      “You better answer it, or your dad will send the Texas Rangers out looking for you.”

      Jane grinned. “The baseball team or the police? I could learn to be a sports fan.”

      Sophie snickered. “Seriously, though. They’re not going to leave you alone until you pick up.”

      Jane groaned and grabbed the phone, pressing it to her ear. “Hello, dear brother. What can I do for you?”

      “Why didn’t you tell anyone you were going to New Orleans?” He sounded resigned and not at all happy about making this call. At least he knew he was doing her wrong. No doubt their dad had badgered him until he’d agreed to do it.

      “I’m fine, Justin. And how are you and Amy? Any luck in the baby department yet?”

      He sighed. “C’mon, Jane. Don’t make this hard.”

      She straightened her spine, despite the fact he couldn’t see her indignance. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize I needed permission to live my life.”

      “It’s a dangerous city. You know Dad worries about you.”

      “All fathers worry about their daughters. Most recognize when they become adults.” She’d purposely kept quiet about the trip for this reason. Her dad would have done everything in his power to stop her from going. And as the Governor of Texas, he wasn’t lacking in the power department.

      “He saw your Instagram posts. Here, he wants to talk to you.”

      Her mouth dropped open at her brother’s betrayal. “He’s there with you?”

      “I’m sorry, Jane.”

      “You traitorous bastard.”

      Shuffling sounded through the receiver before her dad’s booming voice filled the line. “Jane, sweetheart, what are you doing in New Orleans unescorted?”

      Her eye twitched at his choice of words. Resting an elbow on the table, she cradled her head in her hand. “My job, Daddy. I’m a travel blogger. It’s what I do: travel and blog.”

      “I’m not going to argue about your so-called occupation. We’ll discuss finding you a real job later, but you and Sophie need to come home right now. It’s not safe there.”

      If her eyes rolled any harder, she’d have seen the back of her skull. “We’re fine, and we can take care of ourselves. You raised a fighter, not a victim.”

      “I know you can defend yourself, but there are criminals there you can’t even imagine. Two women alone in a city like that is asking for trouble. Your self-defense skills are useless against…” He sighed heavily. “Come home, sweetheart. You can blog about somewhere safe, like Friendswood.”

      She ground her teeth, quelling the urge to go off on her father. Justin or Jared, or any of her brothers, could travel to the middle of a war zone, and the old man wouldn’t bat an eye. But Jane was a woman. Fragile. Less than. “I’m staying in New Orleans.”

      Silence filled the line, and Jane’s heart pounded as she awaited his response. “Okay. Have it your way,” he said, “but I’m sending Paul to keep an eye on you. If you don’t have a spare bedroom, he can sleep on the couch.”

      Now he’d crossed the line. She was not a child, and there was no way in hell her father was sending a babysitter to look after her. “I don’t need your bodyguard following me around, and if you send him, I will never forgive you. In fact, I won’t come home for Easter. Good luck getting one of the guys to wear that awful rabbit suit on the Capitol lawn.”

      “Jane.”

      “No, Daddy.” Her head pounded even harder. She was way too hungover to deal with this shit. “I’m twenty-six, an adult. You have to trust me and let me live my life.”

      “What would your mother think about you running all over the place and never settling down?”

      Oh, he wanted to play the dead mother card, did he? He must have forgotten how good Jane was at this game. “She would think you raised a strong woman who can take care of herself.”

      He sighed again. The man always sighed around her, like she was the biggest disappointment in his life. “All right, sweetheart. But if you get into any trouble at all, you call me. Understand? No matter what it is.”

      “Okay. I will.”

      “I love you, Janey.”

      “I love you too.” She mashed the “end” button and shoved her phone into her purse. “I’m going to strangle Justin next time I see him. I swear my dad acts like I’m an idiot.”

      “Do you think he’ll send the babysitter anyway?” Sophie asked.

      “He better not.” Her phone buzzed, and a text from Justin read Don’t worry. I won’t let him send Paul. Stay safe. She flashed the screen to Sophie.

      “Maybe we should skip the shots tonight?” Sophie stretched her arms above her head, dropping them on the armrests as if they were heavy. “Keep our wits about us better.”

      Jane clamped her mouth shut as the phantom flavor of those syrupy drinks crept up her throat, triggering her gag reflex. Okay, maybe she was an idiot every now and then, but she wouldn’t let it happen again. “Good idea. I can hardly stomach this coffee. Excuse me, ma’am.” She flagged the waitress over. “Can I get a shot of morphine in this?”

      The waitress gave her a sympathetic smile. “The best cure for a hangover is a Bloody Mary. Tujague’s across the street makes a great one.”

      Jane groaned, her stomach turning. “Don’t even mention blood.”

      Sophie snorted. “There’s no actual blood in the drink. It’s tomato juice and vodka.”

      “I know what it is, but is alcohol really the cure for too much alcohol?” She shrugged. When in New Orleans… “Why the hell not? I’ll try anything at this point.”

      They paid the tab and crossed Decatur Street toward the restaurant. A few tables lined the wall across from the bar, but all the chairs were taken, and not a single bar stool offered her aching feet relief from all the walking she’d done since arriving in New Orleans.

      “Where are all the chairs?” She leaned her elbows on the bar and propped one foot on the metal railing near the floor. “Can’t a girl take a load off in here?”

      The bartender finished pouring a thick green liquid into a fancy glass and nodded at Jane. “This is a standing bar.” He ran his hand across the polished wood surface. “Oldest bar in America, in fact. That mirror is older than the country itself.”

      Jane followed his gaze to a massive antique mirror with intricate swirling designs etched around the edges. “Well, this is the oldest my tired bones have ever been, so we’ll take two Bloody Marys to go and find a seat elsewhere, thank you.”

      “The restaurant is open.” The bartender poured way more than a shot of vodka into each cup before filling it with a spicy tomato juice mixture and sprinkling in Worcestershire sauce and cayenne pepper.

      “Ugh. No food,” Jane said. “This will be breakfast.”

      He laughed and filled the rest of the glass with olives and pickled vegetables before passing the plastic cups to her and Sophie. “Here you go, two hangover cures.”

      “Is that a guarantee?” Jane paid for the drinks and took a sip. The vodka registered first, sharp and strong, before the smooth, slightly sweet tomato greeted her taste buds, followed by the slow burn of the pepper.

      “Nothing in life is guaranteed.” He winked before turning to the next patron.

      Drink in hand—which seemed to be the standard in this city—Jane followed Sophie into the cool February air and bustle of Jackson Square. Maybe it was her imagination, but three sips of this miracle concoction, and her head already felt lighter, the throbbing easing into a dull ache.

      Situated in the heart of the French Quarter, Jackson Square boasted a central park area with a grassy lawn, manicured trees, and an enormous statue of its namesake, Andrew Jackson, sitting atop a cavalry horse. A paved pedestrian mall lined the fenced-in park, where local artists and street performers enticed tourists to spend their money on souvenirs and photo ops rather than alcohol. Smarter choices than the fortune Jane spent last night that left her with nothing but a massive headache and the memory of a sweet, sexy man who could have killed her as easily as he’d taken her home.

      Sophie stopped in front of a dog lying on its back in the middle of the walkway. Beer bottles lay strewn around the pooch, and it had a hurricane glass tucked under its paw. It wore a dozen strings of Mardi Gras beads around its neck, and a Beers, Boobs, and Beads t-shirt lay next to a puddle of fake vomit. At least, Jane hoped it was fake.

      “Aw. Look at this little guy. Can I pet him?” Sophie knelt beside the dog, and its owner gestured to a cardboard sign giving information about the animal and permission to pet him.

      Jane dropped a dollar into a tip jar and snapped a few photos of the scene. “This’ll make a great article for my blog. How long can he stay like this?”

      She gathered more information about the man and his dog, and by the time she finished the interview, she’d drained her drink. “Wow. This really was a miracle cure. I feel so much better. Ready for another one?”

      “Not quite yet.” Sophie threaded her arm through Jane’s and led her past the St. Louis Cathedral and out of Jackson Square. “The parade starts at six, and I remember you saying something about wanting to get as far down St. Charles as we can, away from the drunks, to get the full experience. Every post you write on the trip can’t be about us getting shit-faced.”

      “True.”

      “Besides, I’m supposed to be working too. If I’m going to expand my company across state lines, I need to spend a little sober time in the city. I’m a small business owner, and you, my dear, are Jane Anderson, travel blogger extraordinaire, social media influencer, daughter of the Texas Governor…”

      “Party girl who blogs because she can’t hold a steady job.” Damn it, that phone call from her father was getting to her.

      Sophie opened her mouth to protest, but Jane held up a finger and defended herself. “Blogging is a real job, no matter what my dad says. I monetized my website, and tour companies pay me to mention them on Instagram. My brothers handle the investments of my trust fund and all the boring math stuff. It’s my job to have fun and share it with the world.” She gestured grandly with the hand that held her cup, dumping ice onto a man’s shoulder.

      He spun toward her, glowering. “What the fuck?”

      “Sorry about that.” She cringed and brushed a piece of ice from his jacket sleeve. “I can be such a klutz sometimes.” She plastered on her Governor’s daughter smile and batted her lashes, thickening her Texas drawl. “No harm done, right, darlin’?”

      The guy blinked, disarmed. “Yeah. No problem.”

      “Be a doll and toss this in the trash for me, will you?” She held the empty cup toward him, and though his brow furrowed, he took it, shaking his head as he walked away.

      Sophie crossed her arms.

      “What? He was headed in the general direction of a trash can, and he shouldn’t have cussed at me. It’s rude.”

      “One of these days, you’re going to meet someone who’s impervious to your magical man-taming powers, and he’s not going to drop everything to be at your beck and call.” She laughed. “That’s the man you’re going to marry.”

      “Psh.” Jane waved off the comment. She became a travel blogger to get away from her father’s and brothers’ control, which obviously wasn’t working out as planned. She wasn’t about to invite another man into a position of power in her life. “I can’t help it if I’m good at delegating.”

      She paused, peering up at an intriguing wooden sign hanging above a bar entrance. The words “French Quarter Absinthe” carved into the misshapen piece of reclaimed wood appeared black against the medium brown tone of the background, almost as if they were burned in. Such a fun aesthetic. “Have you ever tried absinthe?”

      Sophie grinned. “Can’t say that I have.”

      “Look. The bartenders are dressed like pirates. It’s my duty to share a place like this with the world.” She turned her back to the entrance, angling the front-facing camera on her phone just right to snap a selfie with the sign. “Perfect. Let’s make this our last drink of the day, and then we’ll head to the parade and get some food along the way.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      Jane strutted inside and slid onto a stool, patting the one next to her for Sophie to sit. The place was small and dimly lit, with a giant ship’s wheel hanging on the wall behind the dark wood bar. A couple sat at the opposite end, engrossed in their own conversation, and rock music played softly from a speaker hanging from a wooden post. Otherwise, the bar sat quiet. Dull.

      “We need to liven this place up.” Jane slapped a hand on the green marble countertop. “I’ll have one of those absinthe thingies.”

      “Make it two,” Sophie added.

      The bartender, a woman in her mid-fifties with gray-blonde hair and dark eyes, handed Jane a laminated menu listing at least a dozen different brands. Jane scanned the offerings before focusing on the woman. She wore a black pirate’s hat and a brown bar wench dress with a nametag that read “Sally.”

      “Hi, Sally. I’m Jane.” She held out her hand to shake, and Sally accepted. “I have no idea what any of this is. What do you recommend?”

      “This one’s my favorite.” She pointed to the fourth entry on the list. “It’s got a mild flavor, but it still packs a punch.”

      “We’ll take two of those then.” Jane leaned toward Sophie and snapped another selfie while Sally set up the drinks.

      She filled a glass urn with ice water and set a small wine glass on the counter, filling it with a bright green liquid. A concentrated beam of light shone from above the bar, illuminating the drink, and Sally set a sugar cube on a slotted metal spoon atop the glass. She turned a spigot on the urn, and chilled water dripped over the sugar, dissolving it into the drink.

      “Impressive,” Jane said as she accepted the glass.

      Sally repeated the show for Sophie’s drink before excusing herself to the back of the bar to slice lemons.

      “Can’t say I’ve ever seen so much flare go into making a drink.” Sophie clinked her glass to Jane’s. “Cheers.”

      Sadly, the show was a thousand times better than the result. “Ugh. This tastes like toothpaste.” Jane bucked up and chugged the rest of the awful liquid—true southern girls never wasted alcohol—cringing as the weird, minty, licorice-flavored concoction slid down her throat.

      Sophie coughed, pushing her empty glass away. “We paid twenty bucks for that?”

      “Live and learn.” Jane typed her thoughts about the drink into her phone to reference for her blog post later: Great show. Disgusting drink. Do not recommend unless you like black jelly beans and mouthwash…together.

      “Ow! Shit.” Sally clutched her hand, lifting it in the air and gesturing at the other bartender. “Grab me a Band-Aid from the back, will ya, Jess?”

      Jane’s gaze locked on Sally’s hand, and she froze. A half-inch gash sliced across her thumb below the knuckle, and bright red blood oozed from the opening, trailing down her wrist. Sally grabbed a towel, wrapping it around the wound, but it was too late. Jane had seen enough.

      Her head spun, the sensation of her own blood dropping from her skull to her feet making the room turn on its side. Her stomach lurched, her eyes fluttering as her vision tunneled and she tipped over, sliding off her stool.

      “Whoa, Nelly. I got you.” Sophie clutched her shoulders, lowering her to the ground. “Deep breaths. In and out.”

      Jane sat cross-legged on the floor, leaning forward and willing herself to stay awake. Sophie shot to her feet and returned with a glass of water, pressing the straw to Jane’s lips. “You all right, hon?”

      She sipped the water, pausing for the room to stop spinning before she replied, “Blood.”

      “Yeah, it’s cleaned up now. Not a drop in sight. Come on.” Sophie dragged her up by the arm. “Let’s get you some fresh air.”

      Leaning into her best friend’s side, Jane shuffled out of the bar. The crisp afternoon air helped to clear her head, and within minutes, she felt like herself again…a little embarrassed, but no worse for wear. “Did anyone else see that?”

      “Sally did, but she thought the absinthe knocked you out.” Sophie rubbed her back. “Do you think you’ll ever get over your aversion to blood?”

      “Doubt it. My therapist tried, but all she managed to do was dig up the suppressed memory that triggered the problem.”

      “That time you walked outside the cabin to find your dad field-dressing a deer?”

      She shuddered. “Poor Bambi.”

      They strolled through the Quarter, crossing Canal Street, the six-lane dividing line between the French and American sides of the city, where Royal Street turned into St. Charles Avenue. Chain hotels with floors soaring into the double digits were interspersed with tourist shops and fast-food restaurants along the busy thoroughfares, making it feel like they walked into a completely different city when they crossed the street.

      They stopped at Serio’s, a restaurant with a muffuletta to die for—who knew chopped olives would taste so good on a sandwich?—and Jane chased it down with a Dr. Pepper, while Sophie munched on a meatball sub.

      After way too much walking, the evening sun bled into night, and they claimed a spot on the corner of St. Charles and Conery in an upscale, safe-looking part of the city—just to make her dad happy—to watch the parade.

      The crowd was thinner this far into the Garden District, which was a good thing, but Jane’s feet were barking like angry dogs by the time they stopped. She made a mental note to stick with sneakers for treks like this in the future. She’d save her knee-high stiletto boots for their less athletic excursions.

      Marching bands sprinkled between the massive floats provided toe-tapping background music for the spectacle that was Jane’s first Mardi Gras parade, and she caught enough plastic beads to match her body weight. With a thick mass of necklaces draped over her head, she let most of the smaller, plain throws land on the ground. A girl could only carry so many, and these krewe members weren’t stingy with the good stuff. Thick strands with massive beads and plaster pendants were normal here. She didn’t have to show her boobs for anything, not that she ever had, unlike the carnival back home in Galveston, where krewe members expected the spectators to put on the show if they wanted the good beads.

      Jane was all about having a good time, but she wasn’t about to demean herself for any type of prize. Respect was the key to success. She looked down to examine a throw shaped like a locomotive when Sophie elbowed her in the ribs.

      “Hey, aren’t those the guys from last night? The ones who took us home?” Sophie pointed across the street.

      Jane squinted, her heart thrumming as she searched the faces in the crowd. “Where?”

      Sophie pointed again and let her arm fall to her side. “I swear they were there a minute ago.” She shrugged and returned her focus to the guy who’d sidled next to her. Sophie would be busy for the night.

      His buddy nodded a hello to Jane, and if she’d felt like being a good friend, she’d have played wingwoman. But the possible spotting of the mysterious man from last night sent a little flush of adrenaline through her body, and she couldn’t help but continue the search. If Sophie saw him across the way, he had to be there. He’d probably just slipped behind someone taller.

      She stood on her toes, trying to get a better view, when the tiny hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. Her skin turned to gooseflesh, and her blood seemed to hum in her veins.

      Someone was watching her.
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      Ethan’s fangs elongated, his mouth watering with the urge to taste her. Jane’s long, dark hair flowed over her shoulders, hiding her neck, but he could imagine the vein pulsing just beneath her creamy skin, the soothing sensation of her warm blood sliding down his throat, her naked body pressed against his as he made love to her.

      His dick hardened as he watched her from the shadows, behind her now, since her overbearing friend had spotted him when he stood across the street. Though invisible to the human eye, his mark shimmered in her aura, adding to her radiance. He hadn’t been this drawn to a woman since his sweet Vanessa died, and that could only mean one thing.

      Jane had to be her.

      “She is marked.” Gaston activated his glamour, sending the giggling woman he’d just bitten on her way. “Is it yours?”

      “Yeah.” His sire should have known what his mark looked like. He dragged his gaze away from the beautiful woman. “I didn’t bite her; I just didn’t want anyone else to.”

      Disbelief flashed in Gaston’s eyes as he stepped closer and lowered his voice. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done? This is forbidden. It’s been illegal for two hundred years, ever since Willem created that uncontrollable hybrid abomination that went on a killing spree throughout the entire parish. They both deserved the stake, if you ask me.”

      Ethan ignored his sire’s rant and cast his gaze toward Jane. She turned her head, rubbing the back of her neck, her eyes searching as if she felt his presence.

      “You can’t blame this on your spam container,” Gaston droned on. “I’m certain I taught you this law.”

      “It’s spam folder.” Ethan drifted toward her, his sluggish heart beating at as close to a sprint as his undead condition allowed. She hadn’t found him yet, but as soon as their eyes met, he’d⁠—

      “Oh, no you do not.” Gaston grabbed his arm and yanked him into the shadows of a building. “I am far too sober to deal with this. What the devil have you done?” He thumped his forehead, and Ethan blinked, shaking his head.

      “I haven’t done anything.”

      “Your mark. She is sensing you.”

      This was fate. She was meant to be his, so why wouldn’t she? “It’ll wear off. No one will know I didn’t bite her.”

      “Ethan, my dear son, you did not simply mark her as a meal. That’s a mating mark.” Gaston stepped back, peering at the crowd. “Satan’s balls, you’re an idiot. Go.” He shoved him, taking him by the arm again when he didn’t move, then running down the street toward the next intersection before dragging him into a yard.

      With his back against the wall and Gaston’s forearm pressed into his chest, Ethan watched as Jane drifted away from the parade, down the dark street toward them.

      “Hello?” Her voice was music from her lips.

      “It’s not a mating mark.” He struggled to go to her, but Gaston refused to release his hold. “It felt a little different when I did it, but I didn’t claim her that way. It’s not possible.”

      “Oh, it’s absolutely possible, my friend, and you’ve done it. What in hell’s name was going through that thick skull of yours?”

      “Nothing. I didn’t…” He didn’t mean to. He’d only wanted to keep anyone else from having her. To mark her as his own. Oh, fuck.

      “‘Nothing.’ Of course, because you were thinking with the wrong head. What’s the modern expression I’m obliged to call you? Oh, yes. Dick for brains.”

      “It’s ‘shit for brains.’”

      “Is it?” Gaston leaned into him until the pressure felt like his ribs would snap. Jane stood ten feet away. “Activate your glamour so she can’t find you.”

      “But if she wants to⁠—”

      Gaston’s pupils narrowed into slits, his fangs lengthening predatorily as a low hiss escaped his throat. “Do it now, or on my mother’s grave, I will stake you myself.”

      Uh oh. He was serious. Funny how a little adrenaline could sober a guy up.

      Ethan turned on his glamour full blast, blocking her from seeing or sensing him, and Jane stopped in her tracks, scratching her head before parking her hands on her hips. “Huh.” She looked up and down the street. “I could have sworn I saw him.”

      She spun in a circle, then something in the distance caught her eye. Her entire face brightened, and she cast a glance toward the parade, typed something on her phone, and then turned around, heading straight for Lafayette Cemetery #1.

      With Ethan’s hold on Jane broken for the time being, Gaston released him. “You need to remove the mark before anyone else finds out.”

      He drifted toward her, no longer needing the cover of shadow with his glamour concealing him from human eyes. “I’m not even sure how I marked her. I don’t think I can remove it.” And why should he? Accidents like that didn’t just happen. It had to be fate.

      “Do you have a death wish?”

      “I’m already dead.”

      “Undead. If you don’t remove that mark before the Council finds out, you’ll be really dead. Mate-marking a human is punishable by stake. You know this.”

      Well, shit. “Have you ever mate-marked anyone?”

      “I prefer to sow my oats in the wild, an attitude I’ve been trying to instill in you, my friend. Now fix this.”

      “It really was an accident, man. I don’t…” He blew out a hard breath. Damn it, he didn’t want to remove the mark. “I think she’s Vanessa.”

      Jane pranced across the deserted street toward the cemetery gate, her posture deflating when she found it locked. She rattled the chain, tugging on the lock before attempting to slip between the bars. Ethan smiled, admiring her tenacity.

      “What in Satan’s domain would make you think that?” Gaston cocked his head as he watched her snap pictures through the fence.

      “She looks like her, doesn’t she? Her hair, something in her eyes, her smile.”

      “Mmmm… Not really, my friend. Not how I remember her.”

      “You never knew her.”

      “I saw pictures.”

      “Which you burned fifteen years ago.”

      Gaston held up his hands. “I did you a favor that day. You’d been mourning the woman for ten years, and her energy couldn’t pass on with that shrine you’d made in your bedroom.”

      “I loved her.”

      “And it was time to let her go. Tell me you didn’t feel lighter—once you got through your murderous rage.”

      “I didn’t speak to you for six months.”

      “And you felt better. I know you did, my friend. We’re connected, remember?”

      Ethan gritted his teeth, nodding grimly. It killed him to admit it, but he did feel a sense of freedom after his sire burned every trace of Vanessa’s existence. Social media didn’t exist back then, so all he had left now were the memories, and even those were starting to fade.

      “I’ll be a callous prick like you any day now.”

      “That’s my boy.” Gaston slapped him on the back and cast Jane a curious look. “What is she doing?”

      Jane crossed to their side of the street again and stood with her back toward the cemetery, smiling at her phone as she snapped photo after photo.

      “They’re called selfies, old man.” Ethan laughed. “I know I’ve explained the phenomenon to you before.”

      Gaston grimaced. “I’ve been drunk since then.”

      Jane sighed, chewing her plump bottom lip as she flipped through the photos on her phone. Seemingly unsatisfied, she lifted the device and resumed snapping pictures, stepping backward, closer toward the cemetery gates after each shot.

      A car horn blared as a Toyota zoomed past, and Jane flinched but resumed her selfie-taking.

      “She’s not the sharpest stake in the pile, is she?”

      Ethan smiled, unable to take his gaze off her. “She’s perfect.”

      Gaston shook his head. “Remove the mating mark, and then I’ll leave you to her. Do what you want with her, as long as…”

      “She’s alive and well and has no clue what I am. I know the rules.”

      Jane took a step backward. Then another. Right into the path of a jacked-up pickup truck. Ethan’s stomach lurched, the sounds of crunching bone and tearing flesh clawing through his ears as the thump, thump of the tires sounded like the vehicle had done nothing more than hit a speed bump. She didn’t scream, and with everyone at the parade, no one witnessed the accident.

      The truck stopped for a moment before peeling out and speeding away, leaving poor Jane crumpled and dying—or already dead—alone on the pavement.

      “Well.” Gaston shoved his hands into his pockets. “Problem solved. Let’s go find dinner.”

      “Jane!” Ethan ran to her, lifting her flattened body into his arms. The coppery, sweet scent of her blood greeted his senses like the smell of fresh-baked cookies straight from his grandma’s oven. Her breath came in short, shallow pants, and her lids fluttered, her eyes rolling back so far he saw nothing but white.

      With a burst of supernatural strength, Ethan leapt over the cemetery wall, landing gracefully in a patch of grass inside the graveyard. He laid Jane on her back, folding her hands on her stomach, and stroking her hair from her forehead. “Stay with me. I can’t lose you again.”

      Gaston drifted down in front of him and dropped her purse and phone next to her before clasping his hands behind his back. “If you’re going to drain her, be sure you’re done before her heart stops beating.” He tilted his head. “Better make it fast, or she won’t have much blood left.”

      A burning lump of hot coal lodged in Ethan’s throat as he gazed at his long-lost love, slipping away from him again. “How do I turn her?”

      “Pardon?” Gaston held a hand to his ear. “This being sober nonsense is affecting my hearing. I thought you asked how to turn her.”

      “How?” Ethan’s voice grated in his throat. “I have to save her.”

      “If I recall, when I tried to teach you this lesson, you swore on your still-living-at-the-time mother’s grave that you would burn in hell for all eternity before you’d curse another human to this fate.”

      “I never said that.”

      “Oh, but you did. You can be quite the dramatic monarch.” Gaston picked at his nails absently.

      “It’s drama queen, you relic. Now, are you going to help me or not?”

      Jane gasped, and blood bubbled from her throat.

      “Gaston…” Ethan growled through his teeth. “She’s Vanessa. I know she is, and I can’t lose her again.”

      “And damning her to darkness is the perfect way to show the woman you love that you care. What if she’s not Vanessa?”

      “I marked her. She’s mine. Please help me save her.”

      “You’re making a mistake, my friend.”

      Ethan trailed his fingers down her cheek, wiping the blood from her lip with his thumb. “I don’t care.”

      Gaston shrugged. “Drink from her; absorb her essence and use your magic to form a connection. When you feel the bond tighten, stop. Then she’ll need to drink from you.”

      She wasn’t even breathing. He may have already been too late.

      He pulled the mass of beads over her head and sank his fangs into her neck, sucking the delicious life force from her veins. Resting a hand on her battered chest, he instilled her with his magic until a connection formed, like a cord running from her core to his.

      He licked the puncture wounds—vampire spit had magical healing properties—and her head lolled to the side.

      “Time is not your friend.” Gaston toed her limp leg with the edge of his boot. “Get your blood into her.”

      Ethan bit into his wrist, hard enough to tear his skin to delay his quick healing, and squeezed his forearm, working his slow-moving blood to the surface. As a drop gathered inside the wound, he pressed it to her lips, massaging his arm to encourage the flow into her mouth. “Come on, cher, swallow.”

      Jane didn’t respond. The heavy weight of despair slammed into his chest, and he hung his head, leaning down to press a goodbye kiss to her forehead. As his lips met her skin, she swallowed, latching on to his arm and sucking with the force of a top-of-the-line Dyson. Her lids flew open, her pupils constricting into pinpoints as her body’s injuries began to heal.

      “Don’t let her drain you.” Gaston placed a heavy hand on his shoulder. “You have to be functioning when she awakens.”

      Ethan pried his arm from her vacuum grip, and she sat up, her wide eyes blinking as she took in her surroundings. She looked at him and tilted her head. “I remember you.”

      His chest tightened, a strange flitting sensation forming in his stomach as he held her gaze.

      Bringing her fingers to her lips, she wiped the blood from the corner of her mouth and peered at her hand. Her brow furrowed before her eyes rolled up, and she flopped onto her back, unconscious.

      Ethan looked up at Gaston. “Is that…normal?”

      Gaston shrugged and lifted her shirt, examining her injuries. “You were conscious a bit longer before the death sleep took over, but she’s healing. She should awaken at dusk tomorrow.”

      Ethan yanked her shirt down, covering her torso. “What do I do now?”

      Gaston chuckled. “Take her home and hope to hell she’s the woman you think she is. You’re stuck with her now.”
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      What on God’s green Earth did Jane drink last night? Hell, what did she do? She squeezed her eyes shut, rolling over and willing herself to go back to sleep. Her throat felt like the Mojave Desert on an August afternoon, complete with a prickly little cactus growing at the base of her tongue. She swallowed, and another cactus cropped up just below the first one.

      She moaned, the sound grating in her esophagus, and someone in the room stirred. Had she and Sophie passed out in the living room of their rental? They’d only been in New Orleans two nights, and they’d managed to get shit-faced both times. They needed to slow down.

      Jane rolled onto her back and rubbed her face, still afraid to open her eyes. These sheets weren’t nearly as soft as the ones on her bed, and the room had a musty scent to it, while the rental house normally smelled like peach pie.

      Oh, dear Lord, she never made it home last night. The person sitting on the mattress next to her wasn’t Sophie. Think, Jane. Think. Who did you pick up? She racked her brain for a memory of what drink could have fucked her up so badly and what man she could have followed home, but aside from the nasty absinthe she’d had that afternoon, she couldn’t recall a single shot.

      Well, Jane, you made this bed…and probably did a helluva lot more than lie in it. Time to make nice with the bear you poked and get the hell out of Dodge.

      She pried her eyes open, expecting the morning—or possibly afternoon—sun to stab into her pupils like daggers, triggering the massive headache she was sure to have, but darkness engulfed the room. Her vision adjusted quickly, and she found herself staring up at wooden rafters not five feet from her head. What the hell?

      A lamp switched on, bathing the room in yellow light, and the dagger effect came on full-force. She expelled a breath of air, but with her throat so parched, she sounded like a spooked house cat guarding its favorite toy.

      “Hi, Jane. How do you feel?” A familiar, smooth, deep voice drifted toward her, and the tension in her chest eased. If she had to spend a wild, drunken night with a stranger, at least he was a hot stranger.

      She rolled onto her side and found him fully dressed in jeans and a dark gray t-shirt. He sat on the edge of the bed, his hands folded in his lap, nervous tension rolling off him in waves. A lock of dark hair fell across his eye, and he brushed it back, his biceps flexing with the movement.

      Her stomach fluttered, and a warm, fuzzy feeling flooded out from her chest to her toes. Damn. The last time she felt this giddy about a guy was with Aaron Dicks, freshman year of college. That man sure lived up to his name, unfortunately in more ways than one. Her asshole meter functioned at full capacity these days, though, and this guy seemed okay.

      “Jane?” His eyes held concern. Concern was a good, nonassholish emotion.

      “Hey.” She propped herself on her elbow. Her clothes were still on too. Weird. “I didn’t mean to hiss at you. My throat’s dry.”

      He shrugged. “It’s normal.”

      She laughed. “Women hissing at you when they wake up in the morning is normal?”

      He pressed his lips together.

      “Where are we?” She sat up, taking in her surroundings. Cobwebs clung to the corners of the rafters, and dust motes hung stagnant in the air. That explained the smell.

      “We’re in my attic. Jane, what do you remember about last night?”

      “We must’ve had one helluva time to wind up sleeping in your attic. Did I do shots again? Sophie and I promised each other we wouldn’t do shots this time, but I don’t remember what happened after the parade. We weren’t planning to drink anything.”

      Why was he asking her what she remembered? Could he not recall the night either? She sucked in a sharp breath. “Did someone drug us?”

      “No. We weren’t drugged.”

      “Oh, good. That makes me feel better, though I’m pissed at myself for doing shots again.” Hold on, she was in this man’s attic. Warm fuzzies or not, shouldn’t she have been panicking or at least calculating a quick exit? Any woman in her right mind would be out the door the moment she found her shoes, but something about the quizzical look on this guy’s face and the way his jaw ticked as his brow furrowed had her more curious than frightened. In fact, she wasn’t the slightest bit scared at all. Lord knew she’d found herself in situations much weirder than this.

      She slid to the edge of the bed, setting her socked feet on the plywood floor. “Be a doll and grab my boots for me, would you?” She pointed to her shoes and purse sitting in the corner.

      “You didn’t do shots, and your boots are within arm’s reach.” His face was so serious, she’d have thought he was going to tell her he gave her crabs or something.

      Oh, God. There were quite a few somethings a lot worse than crabs. She stretched an arm toward her belongings, wiggling her fingers. When he didn’t take the hint, she sighed and grabbed them herself before slipping them on. “Please tell me we used protection.”

      He blinked, confusion clouding his eyes for a moment before his brow rose. “We didn’t have sex.”

      A sense of relief battled with the sting of rejection. She wanted to ask Why the hell not?, but if she’d been as drunk as she thought last night, maybe that was a good thing. He’d had two chances to take advantage of her now, yet he hadn’t touched her. The fluttering in her stomach reached up to her chest, and she warmed to him even more.

      “That explains why my clothes are still on.” She tugged on the hem of her shirt, and her eyes widened as she took in its condition. A crusty, dark red substance was smeared across the front, and…was that a tire mark?

      “Holy fuck.” She looked at the guy, but she couldn’t for the life of her remember his name. “John?”

      He tilted his head, looking offended.

      “Paul? George? Ringo? What’s your name again?”

      “Ethan.” He blinked once, his dark lashes fringing emerald green eyes. Was he smoldering at her?

      Judging from the way the flutter in her core had settled below her navel, his smolder was about to set her ablaze. Damn, he was hot. Good-looking and a gentleman, yet somehow, he’d gotten her into his attic. This didn’t add up.

      “Ethan. That’s right. What the hell happened last night, Ethan?” She stood and knocked her head against a rafter with a smack. A quick, sharp pain sliced through her skull and dissipated just as fast. “Seriously, dude. Why are we in your attic? Is this some weird fetish? I’m usually down for just about anything, but I need to know what I’m getting into before I agree to it.”

      He didn’t crack a smile. “What do you remember?”

      So he wanted to play this game, did he? It seemed Mr. Serious watched a tad too many docudramas on the old TV. She had two choices: walk out the door now, look for a new vacation rental so he couldn’t find her, and get on with her life…or sit down and play along.

      She scanned the room for any possible murder weapons, but other than the mattress and a lamp, the room sat empty. Not that she was worried about becoming his next victim. In addition to her black belt in karate, Jane was an excellent judge of character, and not a single warning alarm had gone off in her mind since she woke up. Not to mention, the man could make her clothes fall off with a simple look, and Jane never fawned over men. There was something special about Ethan, even if he didn’t have much to say.

      Besides, she was dying to know how they ended up spending the night in his attic. “This is almost as weird as the time I woke up in Brock Johnson’s grandma’s panic room. Do you live with your parents?”

      He arched a brow. “No.”

      “Wife? Girlfriend?”

      “No.”

      “Okay, you win.” She sank onto the edge of the mattress. “I’ll play your game, but only because the curiosity is driving me bonkers. Why are you looking at me like that?”

      He pursed his lips, looking thoughtful for a moment and not at all pleased. “You’re not what I expected.”

      “Well, you don’t have to look so damn disappointed. I thought you’d be a little more exciting too. You know what? Never mind.” Her tolerance for bullshit had reached its limit, so she rose to her feet, hunching over to avoid slamming her head into the ceiling again. “I don’t even care how we ended up here. If we didn’t have sex, then no harm done. I’m out.”

      Clutching her purse, she made for the door, but he shot to his feet and leapt toward it, blocking her exit faster than she could say, “Holy hell raisers, you’re fast!”

      “Hell raisers?”

      “I don’t know where that came from. Move. I’m leaving.” She grabbed the knob, but he palmed the door, keeping it closed.

      “You can’t leave. It’s still daylight.”

      “I sure as hell hope it is. Move.” She tugged on the knob, but it wouldn’t budge.

      “I can’t let you leave.” His voice deepened like he actually thought he had some kind of authority over her.

      “Fuck that. I said move.” She shoved him—a smidge harder than she planned to, but the guy was trying to hold her hostage—and he stumbled, his eyes widening in surprise before his head smacked into a rafter. Damn, adrenaline is something else.

      She yanked the door open, and the brightest, goddamn blinding light she’d ever seen sliced through the opening like hellfire exploding through a ground fissure. Her vision went solid white, and her eyeballs burned like they were melting out of their sockets. Her skin sizzled, and as she fell back on her ass, she could have sworn she smelled the aroma of burning flesh.

      Ethan slammed the door, engulfing the room in glorious darkness, before he scooped her into his arms and laid her on the mattress. “I told you not to do that.” Was he scolding her?

      She blinked, her vision coming back into focus, her eyes, thankfully, still solid and in their sockets. Her face stung, and the sand content in her throat doubled along with the cacti. “Holy Mother of God…” The moment she uttered the word, a coughing fit racked her body, and it felt like she’d swallowed hot coals.

      Gasping for breath, she curled into a fetal position, slowly getting herself under control. “Jesus Christ.” Another coughing fit consumed her, and if she didn’t know any better, she’d have sworn smoke escaped from her throat. “What the fuck?”

      Ethan hung his head in his hands, muttering what she thought sounded like, “I’ve made a mistake.”

      Sitting up, she slid her feet to the floor. “You made a mistake? I’m the one who opened the goddamn—” Again with the coughing. She doubled over, nearly expelling a lung before she could breathe again.

      “Rule number one: obey your sire. Your life is in his hands until you’re trained.”

      “Obey my what?” Gripping the edge of the mattress, she chose her words carefully. “Back up a minute, Christian Grey. I don’t know what kind of kink you’re into, but Jane Anderson obeys no one. Got it?” Whew. She spoke a whole sentence without her lungs trying to make a break through her mouth.

      He narrowed his eyes, and his jaw ticked, but he remained silent, almost stoic. Something outside that door had nearly killed her, yet the only emotion he seemed capable of expressing was disdain.

      She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. She had to keep her cool. “What just happened? Why did I feel like I was on fire?”

      Ethan sighed dramatically, as if he were the one nearly burned alive by opening a door, and dragged his hands down his face. “You were hit by a car last night, and I brought you here to save your life.”

      Jane opened her mouth to argue, but the memory crept back into her mind. She’d been at the parade, and something had compelled her to wander down the street. She’d found that creepy cemetery with all the aboveground tombs, but the gates were locked. It would have made a sensational article for her blog. Her stomach sank. “I was trying to get a photo.” And that truck had come from nowhere.

      He angled his body toward her. “Do you remember anything after that?”

      “I remember…” Her jaw trembled, so she snapped it shut. It wasn’t possible. This wasn’t a memory; it was a hallucination. He didn’t float her over the cemetery wall, and he certainly didn’t… She swallowed hard. “Did you bite me?”

      “I’m a vampire, Jane. And now, so are you.” He said it so matter-of-factly, like it was just a…well, a matter of fact.

      A nervous giggle bubbled from her throat. “What?”

      “Vampire.” He bared his teeth and tapped a fang.

      A goddamn fang.

      “Oh, come on.” She scooted away. “Those are prosthetic. Vampires aren’t real.” They couldn’t be.

      “Aren’t we? You didn’t take too kindly to daylight just then, and that was filtered through glass. Imagine what direct sunlight would do to you.” He narrowed his eyes at her, giving her that full-on smoldering effect again, making her stomach flutter, and an annoying little voice in the back of her mind whispered that she should believe him.

      But she couldn’t. “That was… You put something out there to keep me in. A massive heat lamp or something.”

      “Do you really think I’d go to that much trouble to keep you trapped inside my attic? I could have just locked the door.”

      “Well…” He had her there, but still. Vampires? “Tell me the truth, Ethan. This isn’t funny. Did Sophie put you up to this?” Her friend had been trying to convince her vampires were real since they started planning this trip. It wouldn’t surprise her.

      “Your friend is a witch, yet you refuse to believe in vampires?”

      So it was Sophie. “I knew it. I knew that little tramp set this up. What did she tell you?”

      “She didn’t tell me anything. She smells like a witch.”

      Jane scoffed. “Smells? Tell me then, what does a witch smell like?”

      “Like spices. Sophie’s magic smells somewhat like cinnamon. It’s faint, though. Is she aware she has powers?”

      “Oh, come on. Cinnamon? Really?” She threw her hands in the air. “Tell me the truth, Ethan, and cut the vampire crap.”

      “I wish this wasn’t the truth, but it is. Do you have a mirror? Your face still hasn’t healed from the light. Look at it.”

      “Ha. See, I knew you were lying.” She dug in her purse for her compact, a smug smile curving her lips. “Vampires don’t cast reflections.” She flipped open the plastic container and looked at herself in the mirror. “Oh, my.”

      Her hair was a rat’s nest, and mascara stains streaked her face, but the most disturbing sights were the bright red blisters on her cheeks and forehead. She tilted her head, staring as they shrank into nothing right before her eyes.

      She caught Ethan’s reflection over her shoulder, his expression unreadable. Her lips twitched, and she hesitated to open her mouth. If she had fangs too, she’d…

      She smiled, and her teeth were normal.

      Blowing out a breath of relief, she looked over her shoulder. “You know, you’re so serious about all this, you almost had me believing you. I can see you in the mirror.”

      “Of course you can. Everything casts a reflection, even vampires. Unless we’re using our glamour.” He nodded at the mirror. “Look again.”

      She rolled her eyes and glanced in the mirror again. Wait a minute, that couldn’t be right. She squeezed her eyes shut and opened them again, but her face was the only reflection she saw. She jerked her head toward him, but he hadn’t moved from his spot on the corner of the mattress. She scooted closer, holding the mirror directly in front of his face, moving it to the side and all around him. Nothing.

      “Holy shit.”

      “Believe me now?”

      “How are you doing that?”

      “Glamour. It’s a type of vampire magic that allows us to go unnoticed among humans. It’s why you didn’t see me when you wandered down that side street last night, which wasn’t the smartest thing to do in New Orleans.”

      “I never claimed to make the best decisions.” Damn. Maybe she did need a babysitter after all.

      She snapped the mirror shut and shoved it into her purse. Pulling her knees to her chest, she wrapped her arms around her legs and chewed her bottom lip. She didn’t want to believe him. It sounded impossible, but the more she thought about last night, the more his explanation made sense.

      That truck had hit her head-on, and she was still alive when it rolled over her like a speedbump, crushing her ribcage. She didn’t imagine that. And Ethan… She didn’t imagine what he’d done to her either. He’d bitten her neck, but it didn’t hurt. After that, she could only recall waking up here. Holy bloodsuckers. She was a fucking vampire.

      “This glamour of yours… Is that why I’m not scared of you? Why I don’t remember anything after you bit me? Did you put me under some sort of spell?”

      “The death sleep pulled you under shortly after I bit you, so you could complete the transformation. That’s why you have no memory of arriving here. And it’s natural for you to trust me. I sired you.”

      “Sired?”

      “I turned you into a vampire.”

      “Ew. Okay, let’s say that then. Saying you sired me makes it sound like you’re my daddy or something, and that’s a kink I could never get into.” Ethan was way too hot to think of him as a father figure. Even with all the weirdness of discovering she’d been turned into a vampire—and this definitely took the cake for her weirdest experience yet—she still felt an underlying attraction to him. “I won’t call you Daddy, no matter how much you beg.”

      The corner of his mouth twitched, but he still didn’t smile.

      She narrowed her eyes, vowing to make this man smile if it killed her. Could vampires die? “Are you always this serious?”

      “This is a serious matter.”

      “Are all vampires this broody? Or is it just you?”

      His eyes tightened. “We retain our personalities from our human lives.”

      “Oh, so this Edward Cullen act isn’t an act? This is what you’ve always been like?”

      He closed his eyes and went utterly still, so still, she wondered if he’d turned to stone. Could vampires do that? She had so many questions.

      “Can you teach me to turn into a bat?”

      He opened his eyes, and his jaw ticked again like he was annoyed. “No.” What on Earth did he have to be annoyed about?
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