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            Arrhythmia Texas Hearts

          

        

      

    

    
      This small Texas town is totally off the grid. It’s not on any map you’ll ever see!

      And why, do you ask? Because it is teaming with growly, snarly, snappy monsters, that’s why!

      We’ve got a lone wolf sheriff, a dragon warden, a sassy necromancer who just opened a hellmouth, and a whole flock of witches, shifters, vampires, gorgons, yetis, bigfoots (or is it bigfeet?), and more!

      This town is just one supernatural catastrophe away from announcing that monsters really do exist to the whole dang human world!

      We’ve got bats in the belfry, spooks in every closet, ghosts roaming the cemetery, spells gone awry, and every full moon there’s a pack of coyote shifters streaking through Main Street.

      The one thing every citizen can agree on is, without your fated mate, life sure is lonely. But the odds of finding yours here? Slim to none.

      See, there’s nothing normal about the hearts in this town…and we like it that way!

      

      Read the whole series today:

      Valentine for the Bad Dragon by Julia Mills

      Valentine for the Lone Wolf by C.D. Gorri

      Valentine for the Boss Bear by Melanie James

      Valentine for the Doting Demon by TJ Bell

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About this book

          

          VALENTINE FOR THE DOTING DEMON

        

      

    

    
      In Arrhythmia, Texas, even half mermaids, half demons aren’t exactly what they seem.

      Hell, we’re lucky to have a resident mermaid here, considering the lack of water within the city limits.

      Speaking of Hell, that’s exactly what Daruka, our local mermaid is hiding from. You see, her daddy just happens to be the keeper of the underworld.

      And he wants her to join the family business.

      Whether she’s interested or not.

      The good news is, Arrhythmia, Texas, is the sort of place where one can hide…even from the devil himself.

      The bad news is, Daruka isn’t the only demon in town.

      And demons are definitely not her cup of tea.

      Even if Asmoday does make her all hot and bothered.

      And helps when dear old dad discovers her hiding place.

      

      A snarky small-town monster romance with fated love, supernatural mayhem, and a half demon, half mermaid who’s about to learn that even monsters deserve a valentine.
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            Letter to my readers

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      

      Once upon a time, I published a book titled Monster’s Obsession.

      Valentine for the Doting Demon is the second edition of that book.

      The shared world Monster’s Obsession was part of has been delisted, and I loved the premise behind this book so much that I had to find a way to publish it again.

      Just as I was trying to decide what to do, I was offered the opportunity to write a book based in Arrythmia, Texas.

      It was exactly where this story needed to be!

      I took the main characters out of the academy, aged them, and dropped them in a small town in Texas. I added a few very charming and funny side characters. Adjusted the storyline a tad.

      If you choose to read it again, some parts will feel familiar— however, I do think the additions I’ve made will make it worth it.

      

      Cheers!

      TJ Bell

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          DARUKA

        

      

    

    
      Running from Satan’s minions ranked down there with a Monday in the dead of winter—during an ice storm.

      Which was kind of funny when one considered that Hell was hot as, well, Hell, and every day was a Monday in that place.

      My point? I’d prefer neither option, thankyouverymuch.

      While today was actually Friday—not even close, right?—I was—yet again—trying to dodge a couple of demons fresh out of Hell.

      And it was cold as balls.

      Which was a stupid phrase. Yet it flowed off the tongue in a weirdly satisfying way when one burst from their apartment in Annapolis, Maryland, on a frigid day in February, not even pausing to grab a coat.

      “Hellfire and damnation, it’s cold as balls out here!”

      See? It worked.

      More importantly, why was I analyzing phrases said in frustration when two really ugly and really determined demons were chasing me?

      “Get your head on straight, Daruka.”

      I heard a muted pop, and then a chunk of the wall I was running past exploded, sending shards of brick and mortar everywhere. I ducked—nice after-the-fact reflexes there, Dar—and swore.

      “Son of a bitch, they’re using guns? Are they seriously trying to kill me this time?”

      Dad had been threatening as much for as long as he’d been sending his minions after me, but he’d never followed through.

      Until now.

      Shit. If he was actually trying to kill me, I didn’t stand a chance. It was one thing to constantly duck his demons when they tried to kidnap me and drag me to Hell; dodging bullets was out of my league.

      Of course, feeling out of my league was reason number one why I kept refusing Dad’s “invitation” to join the family business.

      “Time for a new plan,” I muttered as I slipped around the corner, into the alley between a fairly recently opened pot shop and a bakery. The ill will from the old lady who ran that bakery had lasted approximately as long as it took for her profits to double. Now, they happily coexisted.

      Why couldn’t Dad and I happily coexist? Not a question I planned to ask now that his goons were shooting at me.

      Since I was part demon, I was, generally, pretty hard to kill. But guns? If they got me in the head or the heart, they could definitely do the trick.

      And I didn’t want to die.

      At the end of the alley, I hung a left, ran behind the bakery, toward the parking lot, lifting the hood of my sweatshirt over my blue hair as I hurried along.

      The thing with being part demon was, it helped dull one’s moral compass. I wanted to be good, but one-half of my being was too damn good at being bad.

      Plus, I was being chased by two gun-toting demons.

      Stealing a car for the win. Hopefully, it wasn’t the bakery owner’s car. She was a really sweet old lady, and I’d feel bad if she had to go to a doctor’s appointment later this morning and no longer had a ride.

      Turning the wheel, I rolled the window down and deliberately drove past my pursuers, hanging my arm out the window and smugly flipping them the bird.

      They started shooting again, and I slammed on the gas and squealed out of there, seriously not taking a breath until I was on the bridge, crossing the Severn River.

      And then I rolled down the rest of the windows and breathed deeply of the salty air, tempted, as ever, to pull onto the shoulder and dive over the railing into that briny water below.

      Did I mention I was part mermaid? Yeah, pining for water was also a thing with me.

      Okay, time for a new game plan. Since this sort of scenario had happened to me before (minus the guns), I was used to being forced to recalculate midstream. That didn’t mean it didn’t suck that I had to leave behind my quaint apartment and my cool job as a body piercer.

      The problem was, I’d been running since I turned twenty, which was when Dad decided I was old enough to join him in Hell. Eight years of constantly watching over my shoulder, of always being on alert. Hellfire and damnation, I just wanted to relax for once.

      Now that Dad had upped the ante, had basically announced that he wasn’t toying with me anymore, the very last thing I could do was relax.

      Unless I could figure out a place to hide where he’d never, ever find me.

      As I headed north on MD2, I passed a sign for the BWI or, as the tourists called it, the Baltimore/Washington International Thurgood Marshall Airport.

      I could get on a plane and go anywhere in the world. But where could I go that Dad would be least likely to find me?

      I’d already tried hiding in Stockholm, St. Petersburg, Venice, Tokyo, the Florida Keys…shit, every place I’d ever attempted to escape to had been near water.

      No wonder it was so easy for Dad to find me.

      I needed to go someplace where there wasn’t any water. Like the Sahara Desert. No, no, I needed some water. I was half mermaid. No way could I survive in an actual desert.

      Abruptly, my mom’s voice rang in my head as if she were sitting next to me, giving me advice.

      I sharply glanced over at the passenger seat. Nope. No dead mermaid there.

      Whew.

      Still…

      I should have told you about this a long time ago, Daruka. Considering a demon knocked me up and then left me to raise his offspring, I’d say I’m not very good at doing what I’m supposed to…

      Shit. I hated the memories of Mom. Because that’s all they were. She was gone, and now I’d never get to make fresh, new memories with her. And that hurt like hell.

      If he becomes too unbearable, if you don’t want to do what we both know he’s going to want you to do one of these days, there’s a place you can go where he won’t find you.

      I mashed the heel of my hand into my eye in an attempt to stem the flow of tears as I cruised west on US50, knowing I would hit traffic before crossing into Washington DC. But once I cleared the city, it should be smooth sailing, er, driving.

      Halfway across the country.

      Was I really doing this? Was I finally taking Mom’s advice?

      Was I moving to Arrhythmia, Texas?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          DARUKA

        

      

    

    
      Longest. Trip. Ever.

      Possibly because every time I saw a decent-sized body of water, I’d pull over so I could take a dip. I didn’t really know a whole lot about the interior United States, and I was worried that there wouldn’t be much water.

      Turned out, I had nothing to worry about.

      Well, until day three, when I finally reached Texas.

      Seriously, how was that even possible? One minute I was cruising through a state that was basically a swamp, and the next, it’s damn near a desert.

      With bugs. And longhorns.

      Big hair. Cowboy hats.

      Holy shit, this place wasn’t a myth after all.

      It was real.

      And I had just crossed the Arrythmia city limits, which I could see only because I was some sort of paranormal being in need.

      Interesting that a place visible only to paranormal beings was somehow hidden from the most legendary paranormal being there was.

      No, not Dracula.

      The devil.

      Dad, remember?

      Arrhythmia, Texas, according to my mother on her deathbed, was located south of Dallas, north of Houston, and west of both of them. I’d know it when I got there, she’d said. And then a coughing fit took over before she was finally able to answer my question. “It’s a magical place, protected by wards so no one can find it except paranormal beings who really, really need it. No humans can find it unless a supe helps them. And your father has no clue it even exists. This is why it’s the safest place you can be.”

      Curious that these wards kept out the devil and humans but no other paranormal beings.

      Whatever. Avoiding Satan was all I cared about.

      My mouth was no doubt hanging open as I slowly inched along Main Street, taking in huge red flowerpots filled with red and pink flowers, parked in front of every storefront on the street. Plastic hearts hung from lampposts. Plate glass windows were decorated with images of Conversation Hearts. Red garland and twinkle lights framed most of the windows and doorways.

      Had I accidentally stumbled into Hell?

      No, no, that wasn’t it. It was February. Today was Monday.

      Valentine’s Day was on Saturday.

      And apparently, this town took celebrating that overblown lovey-dovey holiday to extremes.

      Lilith save me, I was going to hate it here.

      Underneath the decorations were rectangular brick buildings lined up like soldiers for two blocks before the road just sort of ended in a whole lot of Texas-sized nothingness.

      The bricks were bleached, whether by time or deliberate choice, and several buildings had signs hanging above the doors announcing what sort of business was inside, while the rest had a company name scrawled on the door.

      People—rather, supernatural beings—wandered about, coming and going from a coffee shop, a bookstore, a wine tasting room—oh, I needed to check that out, even if I didn’t decide to stick around.

      As my stolen fifteen-year-old Buick Lacrosse inched down the street, I studied the locals. I assumed they were local; Mom said this place wasn’t for everyone. In fact, she said it was more often than not the last resort for people like me. People who needed to hide. Or start over.

      Or both.

      I watched a tall, skinny guy slip out of the bookstore and jog down the block to the wine tasting room. He wore black from head to toe, covering every inch of skin. He wore a wide brimmed hat with a dark scarf hanging from it, draping to his shoulders; he somewhat resembled a beekeeper on his way to collect honey.

      Definitely a vampire. Vamps were allergic to the sun. If so much as a fingernail were exposed, it would start sizzling and stinking like, well, cooking flesh.

      Gross.

      A very hairy couple strolled along the sidewalk, holding hands, a small dog—no, no, it was a lion cub—trotting along in front of them.

      “Jeremiah,” the woman shrieked when the lion cub sat on its haunches next to a little bistro table in front of the coffee shop. “No begging!”

      The lion cub slowly lowered himself to all four paws and turned to follow as the couple, who I presumed were his parents, walked past. The wraith seated at the table plucked a strip of bacon from their sandwich and tossed it at the lion cub, who neatly caught it, his entire demeanor perking up as he trotted away.

      Maybe this place wasn’t so bad after all.

      Mostly because all these creatures were openly wandering about, in their natural forms, without a care that a human might come along, realize what they were, and draw entirely unwanted attention to the fact that monsters walked among them.

      While the human aspect was clearly taken care of, regarding the devil aspect, well, I was going to need a little more convinc⁠—

      “Hey, watch where you’re going!”

      Impulsively, I pressed both feet to the brake and the Buick lurched to a stop. Whipping my head around to face the windshield, I stared at a man with long, thick, luxurious dark hair. Pale skin with a slight tan. Muscular, sharply defined, tatted up shoulders. In fact, a great deal of ink. He wore a black leather vest with no shirt underneath. The breeze caught his hair, lifting it for a moment to show me pointed ears.

      I could have fun decorating those ears with piercings.

      My second thought, which was far more important: this guy was a faery or an elf. Except his eyes, under those heavy dark brows and above cheekbones as sharp as glass, were purple. And glowing. Faeries and elves did not have glowing eyes.

      Most shifters did, usually when they were excited.

      Vampires. Mummies.

      This guy was none of that.

      He was the other being with glowing eyes.

      A demon.

      Shit.

      Which was my best option for escape: running him over or shifting into reverse? Or should I get out and run?

      Nope, definitely not running. This mermaid slash demon did not do running.

      The moment the demon’s glowing purple orbs caught mine, I felt a thing zap between us. A jolt. A surge of energy that sped up my heartbeat and sent my pulse into the stratosphere and increased my already-high body temperature by approximately a thousand degrees. Hellfire and damnation, I was sweating.

      Neither demons nor mermaids sweated. Not normally.

      Oh, double shit.

      This wasn’t your run-of-the-mill demon. This guy was a lust demon.

      And elf?

      What a fucked-up combination, although I bet the process of creating him had been hella enthralling.

      Which was not the point. A lust demon was the kind of demon no one, and I did mean no one, could resist. Lust demons messed up people’s heads. Convinced them that all they wanted was sex, all the time. Lust demons were worse than succubi. Probably because they created succubi.

      Damn, Dad was playing dirty. This was way worse than gunfire.

      And I needed to get the hell out of Dodge, or Arrythmia, as it were.

      I did not need to sit here in this old lady Buick and watch as a lust demon strolled around the hood to the driver’s side door. A lust demon with incredibly muscular legs wrapped in tight leather pants. And that vest did little to hide the plains and valleys of his finely cut chest. There were so many tattoos on his arms, they looked like sleeves. My gaze was drawn to the leather cuffs on his wrists. They had silver buckles.

      Were they for sex play?

      Gah! This was insane. I wasn’t even that into sex, normally. I’d tried it, found it lacking, and rarely felt revved up enough to want to do it again.

      Now, suddenly, all I wanted to do was strip naked and beg him to have his lusty way with me. Repeatedly.

      Not cool.

      I was here for a purpose. To hide from my father. It wasn’t a permanent solution, though. Small towns weren’t my thing. As cool as it was that monsters could live their lives out in the open with no fear of discovery, I preferred the hustle and bustle of highly populated areas. Places where there was always something to do, day or night.

      Go ahead, call me the heroine from a Hallmark movie. I’d own it. Give me a big city any day.

      Sure, until now I’d always ended up in coastal areas, but they weren’t tiny fishing villages. They were metropolitan areas where hundreds of thousands of people lived and yet stayed the hell out of my business.

      Pretty much the antithesis of small-town living.

      Which meant I would eventually need to work out a plan B. Or was it plan Z at this point?

      Whatever. My point was, I needed a permanent solution to my family issues. As soon as I figured out what that was, Arrythmia would be in my rearview mirror.

      That meant there was no time to get freaky with Mr. Hottie Demon Guy. I knew what happened when women fell for overly good-looking men. That’s what happened to my mom.

      She hadn’t known who or what my dad was—he was a master at camouflaging himself. Big surprise there—when she fell for him. And he hadn’t been smart enough to wrap himself up when he seduced her. Hence my appearance in the world.

      I remembered overhearing them arguing when I was fourteen. Mom said, “But, Lucifer, she isn’t even a full-blooded demon. Why would you want her in the business?”

      “That’s exactly why, sweet Marissa. She’s more than a demon.”

      At the time, I’d thought being more than a demon was a good thing. Until Mom told me, “He’s just sugarcoating to make the idea sound alluring. He knew you were listening.”

      And then Mom had gone into an entirely too detailed description of Hell—he’d taken her there, once—and, yeah, I’d lost interest in the idea of helping with the family business pretty quickly.

      If only dear old dad would tire of trying to force me into joining his team, we’d all be happy.

      I felt the demon’s presence before I dared glance at the open side window to see that he was now standing outside my vehicle, his hands clasped over his groin, which was pretty much at eye level. The word amor was tattooed across his knuckles. Amor was another word for cherub, which were these adorable little angelic flying toddlers, so I had to believe he’d chosen that tattoo sardonically.

      “Welcome to Arrythmia,” a silky smooth, rich, velvety voice said. The timbre of that voice curled around my body like a silk negligee. I shivered before I could stop myself.

      “I’m Asmoday,” he added.

      Gah. Even his name was sexy.

      “Uh…” I couldn’t form words. My brain wasn’t working. Actually, it was working just fine. It was busy documenting all the various sexual positions Asmoday and I could try, which, for the record, was not at all helpful.

      “Generally, the next step would be for you to offer up your name,” Asmoday said, ever so helpfully and with a definite teasing lilt to his voice.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I finally managed.

      “I’m not that kind of demon. I’m not going to invoke your name.”

      “I know what kind of demon you are.” I ground my teeth and clutched the steering wheel, willing myself to shift the vehicle into reverse and get the hell out of town. While I wasn’t in any hurry to deal with Dad’s gun-toting demons, I was reasonably confident I could handle them far better than I could handle this guy.

      Actually, I was willing to bet I could handle this guy really well.

      “Gah!”

      He blinked those glowing purple eyes, his heavy brows furrowing. “Something wrong?”

      “J-just step away, would you?” I wiped sweat from my brow. Even though I was somewhere in the middle of Texas, it was still February, so it was definitely not wipe-sweat-from-your-brow weather. And yet, I was perspiring like it was mid-July.

      Those beautiful eyes suddenly widened. “Wait.”

      He canted his head.

      I waited.

      “Are you attracted to me?” he demanded.

      Hellfire and damnation.

      I definitely should have taken my chances with the gun-toting demons.
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