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PRAISE FOR 
A WITCH’S GUIDE TO FAKE DATING A DEMON


“Whimsically sexy, charmingly romantic, and magically hilarious. This book put a spell on me and bewitched me, body and soul!”


—Ali Hazelwood, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Bride


“The most utterly witchy sort of meet-cute, and I loved their banter.… Quirky, witty, and sexy all at once, and Oz is a delicious swoon-worthy hero. The small-town-with-magic setting is just as charming as the characters and made me want to visit Glimmer Falls. Highly, highly recommended for Nalini Singh fans who like a side of Charmed to their romance.”


—Jessica Clare, New York Times bestselling author of Go Hex Yourself


“Sarah Hawley makes an outstanding debut with A Witch’s Guide to Fake Dating a Demon. Reading this book is like standing in the bright heart of magic. I laughed, I swooned, I sighed dreamily, often on the same page. It truly was a sparkling delight, and I can’t wait to see what spell Hawley weaves for us next!”


—India Holton, bestselling author of The League of Gentlewomen Witches


“This romantic comedy is witty and fun, with plenty of humor balanced with the sexual tension between the protagonists.”


—Library Journal


“Hawley delights in her humorous and romantic paranormal debut.… Hawley ably navigates life and love among toxic family members, fantastical chaos, and small-town politics—with some steamy scenes and plenty of dad jokes along the way. This is a treat.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Hawley’s delightful debut is a welcome addition to the witchy rom-com genre with its ecological flavor, fresh take on the demon realm with a fascinating cosmology, and enticing secondary characters who deserve their own stories.”


—Booklist (starred review)


“A delightful, smile-inducing romantic comedy between a witch and the demon she fake dates to save face in front of her demanding family, A Witch’s Guide to Fake Dating a Demon is perfect for all fans of unlikely soulmates, banter galore, hilarious family dynamics, and April Asher’s Not the Witch You Wed.”


—The Nerd Daily


A DEMON’S GUIDE TO WOOING A WITCH


“Full of witty dialogue and steamy sexual tension, the novel unfolds at a steady pace and draws the reader in. Though this is only her sophomore effort, Hawley is bound to become a staple for readers of paranormal romances. Recommend to fans of Katie Mac-Alister, Lana Harper, and Molly Harper.”


—Library Journal (starred review)


“I devoured this story! Each book in this series gets better, too. It’s fun and rompy and full of fantastical shenanigans.… Sarah Hawley’s stories feel like she’s taken Kresley Cole’s expansive world-building and plopped it into a small town. You get the cozy vibes mixed with the fun of the different magical races clashing. Can’t wait to read the next one!”


—USA Today bestselling author Ruby Dixon


“A deliriously sexy romp, featuring my own personal brand of fiction kryptonite: a kick-ass heroine who puts the bad boy in his place, only to have him fall in love with her for it. Hawley has a unique talent for comedic writing.… I hope this series never ends!”


—Jenna Levine, USA Today bestselling author of My Roommate Is a Vampire


“The tension between Calladia and Astaroth is pulled so tight that it’s practically vibrating.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“Sizzlingly sexy, endlessly imaginative, and laugh-out-loud funny, this is one of the most enjoyable paranormal romances of the year.”


—Booklist (starred review)




To Sarah Tarkoff—thank you for believing
 in Glimmer Falls as much as I do.
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ONE



ON WEREWOLF BEN ROSEWOOD’S LIST OF THINGS TO AVOID If At All Possible, weddings were near the top.


It wasn’t that he hated seeing other people happy or that he disliked cake or an open bar or dancing—well, all right, dancing was mortifying unless one was very drunk, which the open bar took care of—it was that he felt like a terrible person every time he went to one.


He raised his champagne, swaying slightly. The postceremony dinner was wrapping up and it was speech-making time. Another mortifying activity best practiced by drunk people or those who didn’t have an anxiety disorder.


In vino confidence, he thought.


Mariel and Ozroth Spark, the newlyweds in question, looked at him expectantly from the sweetheart table. One witch, one demon: both people Ben cared about and didn’t want to disappoint with a terrible speech.


“Mariel,” he said, addressing his longtime friend and employee at his garden shop, Ben’s Plant Emporium, “it has been a privilege to work alongside you and watch you thrive like the plants you care for. You’ve always given your time, love, and support to everyone around you, and you deserve to receive that love back a thousandfold.”


Ben was sweating. He nudged his gold-framed glasses up his nose with his free hand, then peered down at the note card on the table that held his talking points.


“Now that you have Oz by your side,” he continued, “you shine more brightly than ever, and I’m happy to see it.”


It was a clumsy speech, but Mariel didn’t seem to mind. The brunette witch was beaming, looking radiant in a white dress with lacy cap sleeves and a full skirt embroidered with vines and flowers. Next to her and wearing a black suit that matched his usual stark aesthetic was Oz—or as he had once been termed, Ozroth the Ruthless. The soul bargainer had been on Ben’s shit list for a long time before he’d realized the demon was actually considerate, thoughtful, and utterly besotted with Mariel under that gruff exterior.


The normally surly Oz was now grinning widely, with lines of joy stamped beside his eyes. Those marks deepened with every year on Earth now that Oz was mortal, and Ben felt a surge of longing laced with envy. Not because Oz was marrying Mariel in particular—marrying Mariel, Ben’s tipsy brain repeated, delighting in the alliteration—but because they were happy and in love.


This was why Ben didn’t like weddings. He should be unconditionally delighted for his friends rather than sad about his own single status. He shoved down the shameful envy and glanced at the card again.


“Oz,” he continued, addressing the black-haired, black-horned demon, “as you know, I wasn’t sure about you at first. It isn’t every day a demon comes portaling to Earth demanding your friend’s soul.” The crowd chuckled at that, and Ben felt a surge of relief. Thank Lycaon, progenitor of werewolves, he wasn’t messing this up too badly. “But I saw how hard you fought to protect Mariel, and since then your love has grown and deepened. You prove that love with actions, not just words, which is the measure of a good man. It’s an honor to know both of you and to be invited to give this speech.”


He wasn’t sure why they’d asked him to give a speech, but the reception had been speech-heavy so far, with family and friends of the bride and groom spouting impassioned, brilliant toasts that were all far better than Ben’s.


“My skills are in gardening, not public speaking,” he said, wrapping things up, “so I’m going to sit down before I embarrass myself.” Another few chuckles at that. “In lieu of the brilliant oratory you deserve, I present you with a plant.” He nodded toward the side of the room where another of his employees, a naiad named Rani, stood holding an orchid. She strode forward, grinning confidently in the way of well-adjusted people who didn’t want to shrivel up and disappear in front of a crowd, and presented the plant to Mariel.


Mariel gasped and clapped her hands to her mouth. “Ben, are you serious? You found a Winter Sunrise?”


The Winter Sunrise orchid was rare, found only near the top of a magic-laced mountain in France where the ley lines allowed flowers to bloom through the snow. Its petals were snowy white blending into soft pink, the edges lined with orange, and the golden stamen glittered with magic.


“A rare flower for a rare friend,” Ben said. He’d had to trade away a substantial selection of aphrodisiacal plants from his shop’s inventory to get it, but he didn’t regret the transaction.


“It’s perfect,” Mariel said, beaming at him. The orchid leaned forward in its pot, brushing its petals against her cheek. Mariel wrinkled her freckled nose. “Hi, baby,” she whispered to the flower. “You’re going to love my greenhouse.”


Plants always behaved that way around Mariel. She was brimming with so much nature magic, the world came alive around her and plants acted downright enamored. Ben was a bit jealous, since werewolves didn’t have any magic other than the truly unfortunate monthly transformation into a feral creature, but he couldn’t deny it made her a heck of an employee at the garden shop.


Oz looked at Ben with obvious gratitude. Thank you, the demon mouthed.


Ben nodded in acknowledgment. Then, glad to have the speech over with, he plopped back into his seat.


His sister, Gigi, nudged him with her fork. A fork that unfortunately had residual sauce on it, leaving a greasy smudge on his navy coat sleeve. “Good speech, bro.”


He blew out a heavy breath. “I’m just glad it’s over.”


“You’re a great public speaker. I don’t know why you hate it so much.” Gigi shrugged and tucked back into her pasta.


His sister was thirty-three years old to Ben’s thirty-eight, though he claimed she acted ten years younger and she claimed he acted eighty years older. They were both taller and more broad-shouldered than average and had the same thick brown hair and brown eyes, but personality-wise, they couldn’t have been more different. Gigi was an extrovert who loved parties and public speaking, while Ben preferred time alone with his plants, books, and knitting.


Tonight Gigi was wearing a gold dress with her favorite pink Converse, and glittering piercings marched up her ears. “Thank Lycaon you’re not wearing a sweater vest,” she’d said when she’d spotted his navy suit earlier that day. “Someday you’ll let me take you shopping.”


That was an “absolutely not,” and what was so wrong with sweater vests? They were sophisticated yet cozy, wrapping around his torso like a hug.


Or maybe like one of those ThunderShirts worn by quivering dogs, his judgmental inner voice said.


Ben drained his champagne.


Thankfully, the speeches wrapped up soon after. They’d gone well, all things considered. He’d had a brief moment of worry when Mariel’s mother had spoken, but Diantha had spent the last two years repairing her relationship with Mariel and attending therapy. She wasn’t perfect, but she was vastly improved from the pre-Oz days.


With speeches and eating done, it was time for dancing—and an open bar, thank the neurosis gods. The event space had a ceremony room decorated with stained glass, a large dining room, and an open-air courtyard where the rest of the festivities would take place. Magical light orbs drifted over the stone courtyard, and the trees enclosing the yard had been draped with rainbow fairy lights and gauzy swaths of fabric in bright colors. The night sky was thankfully clear—never a guarantee in the small town of Glimmer Falls or western Washington State in general—and the mid-August temperature was ideal. If the temperature or weather had been bad, though, one of the attending witches or warlocks would have taken care of it with a microclimate spell.


Ben smiled as Oz tromped his way through the choreographed steps of the couple’s first dance with the grim concentration of a general approaching battle. Mariel didn’t seem to mind the demon’s straightforward but less-than-graceful ballroom style—she laughed and spun in his arms, dress flaring like a blooming lily. After Oz dipped her low and delivered a decidedly PG-13 kiss, the assembled guests cheered.


Then it was time for the father-daughter and mother-son dance. This had been an object of concern during the year leading up to the wedding. Mariel’s relationship with her father was still strained from his years supporting Diantha’s absurdities, though they’d made progress in family therapy. The more difficult issue was that Oz had been taken away from his demoness mother at a young age in order to be trained as a soul bargainer and hadn’t seen her in hundreds of years—hadn’t even known her name or if she was alive or dead. But Oz’s childhood mentor, Astaroth, had made it his mission to atone for his part in that tragedy by finding her, and now Elwenna the demoness stood at the edge of the dance floor, hands clasped to her mouth. When the music started up again and Oz held out a hand, eyes glistening, she took it, and more than a few guests started weeping outright.


Ben had always been a crier, and now he wiped away a tear, sniffling. He couldn’t imagine being separated from his family for that long.


He also couldn’t imagine the day coming when he could spin his wife around the dance floor in front of their families … though he could easily conjure a memory of the last time he’d talked with his mother on the phone and she’d hesitantly asked, “So, I know you’re busy, but have you given any thought to dating?”


Yes, Mom. Arguably too much thought. And the moment “anxious, workaholic werewolf” appeared on someone’s vision board, she’d be first to know.


But tonight wasn’t about him, so Ben gave his full attention to the two pairs spinning (or aggressively marching, as the case may be) across the dance floor, applauding and cheering them on.


Once the formal dances ended, Mariel grabbed a flute of champagne and raised it high. “Let’s party!”


Music started blasting from the speakers as people of a variety of species rushed to the dance floor to begin gyrating with an enviable amount of confidence. Ben sidled up to the bar. It was manned by a centaur named Hylo he recognized as the bartender at a dive bar, Le Chapeau Magique. They had buzzed hair and a labret piercing, and their roan coat had been shaved with heart designs to commemorate the occasion.


“What’s your poison?” Hylo asked.


“Whiskey,” Ben said. He normally wasn’t much of a drinker, but if he was going to dance—and Gigi would certainly drag him onto the floor if Mariel didn’t first—he needed to drown his self-consciousness.


“How about an old fashioned?” At Ben’s nod, Hylo started mixing ingredients, tapping their hooves rhythmically. The non-binary centaur was a member of an Irish step dance troupe as well as a popular ClipClop influencer (as Gigi had informed him, being far more social media savvy than he was). Hylo presented the drink with a flourish, and Ben thanked them, slipping money into the tip jar.


He downed the old fashioned in under a minute, then held the empty glass out.


Hylo raised their eyebrows. “Dang, are you trying to get wasted?”


Ben gestured to the dance floor. “Social anxiety,” he said succinctly.


“Ah.” Hylo nodded knowingly. “Well, don’t party too hard, all right? I’ll have to cut you off if you get rowdy.”


Ben wanted to laugh at the idea. The rest of his extended family was noisy, chaotic, and prone to brawling, as most werewolves were, but the number of times he’d done something that might be classified as “rowdy” could be numbered on one hand. “Don’t worry, I’m a sad drunk,” he said.


Hylo rattled the cocktail shaker before pouring him a second drink. “Weddings can be tough,” they said. “Especially for single people.”


Was he that transparent? Ben grimaced. “They shouldn’t be. I just need to be a better person.” He slipped another tip into Hylo’s jar.


“It’s nothing to do with being good or bad. Being sad or lonely or even jealous is normal—the thing that matters is how you treat people, and as far as I’ve seen, you’ve been very kind.” Hylo patted his hand. “And who knows? Maybe you’ll meet your soul mate here.”


Ben doubted it. His life was consumed by running a small business, and what kind of woman wanted to be saddled with a werewolf who didn’t even like howling at the moon?


But Hylo was being patient and understanding in that bartender/therapist way that involved emotional labor they didn’t need to be doing, so Ben mustered up a smile. “Thank you,” he said. “Maybe tonight’s the night I find her at last.”


DID BEN HATE DANCING?


He didn’t remember. All he knew was that the world was tilting, the glow-orbs overhead had doubled, and he was flailing his arms to a pop song he didn’t know the name of. Around him, other guests wiggled or stomped or flapped their wings in similarly chaotic fashion.


“I love this song!” shouted the pixie hovering a few inches off the ground. Themmie—short for Themmaline—Tibayan was a Pixtagram influencer and a good friend. Her naturally black hair was bespelled purple and pink, and her iridescent wings shimmered. Along with Gigi, she’d been one of the instigators of the Get Ben on the Dance Floor campaign.


“Me, too!” shouted a British demon with pale blond hair and black horns who was gyrating on the opposite side of the small circle they’d formed. That was Astaroth, Oz’s former mentor, who had been kind of evil before a bout of amnesia had improved him immensely. The improvement was also due to his partner, Calladia Cunnington, who had reformed the demon during a road trip nearly two years ago. Astaroth’s memories had returned, including the knowledge that he was half human, but he’d remained on Team Good and now lived with Calladia on Earth, visiting the demon plane on occasion to help implement progressive societal reforms.


Astaroth was an incredible dancer. He’d spun Calladia around the floor in a waltz earlier—only wincing a few times when she stepped on his toes or headbutted him while trying to take the lead—and now he was doing an enviable John Travolta impression. He was also ridiculously handsome and an expert swordsman, and Ben had reflected more than once that the universe needed to spread out its gifts a bit more evenly.


Thankfully, being surrounded by good dancers and internet-famous pixies meant fewer people were looking at Ben. Thus, he was free to flail.


“When are you going to get hitched?” Themmie asked Astaroth, slurring her words. There were little hearts painted on the apples of her brown cheeks.


Astaroth looked toward the bar where Calladia was ordering drinks, and his face softened into an utterly infatuated expression. “Neither of us particularly believe in the institution of human marriage, and we don’t need a ceremony to be bound together forever.”


“Aww,” Themmie said. “But what about the tax benefits?”


Astaroth grimaced. “Right. Sometimes I forget humans are determined to suck the money and joy out of everything.” He shrugged. “Maybe someday, then, but I’ll let her lead the way. I’m just fortunate to be able to love her for as long as I can.”


A sharp ache took up residence in Ben’s chest. What he would give to be able to love someone with all his neurotic heart … but who could possibly love him back?


Drunk flailing took a sharp turn into drunk moroseness.


Themmie turned to face Ben. “And you? Got your eye on anyone special?”


Ben’s eyes were not fixed on anyone special, but they did abruptly grow watery. The ache spread and deepened, and he stopped waving his arms. “No,” he said sadly.


Themmie looked alarmed at his sudden shift in mood. She returned to the ground, then wrapped a small hand around his arm. “Come on,” she said. “I need a breather.”


She didn’t even come up to his shoulder, but pixies were stronger than they looked, and Themmie had no problem manhandling him off the dance floor. The world spun, and Ben staggered before face-planting into a tree.


Themmie winced. “Let’s sit you down.” She guided him to a bench. “Head between your knees.”


Ben obeyed, bracing his elbows on his knees. He closed his eyes, trying to suppress the urge to vomit. Damn the whiskey. If he were a normal person, he wouldn’t need to get drunk to dance at his friend’s wedding.


He’d said that last bit aloud, unfortunately.


Themmie patted his back. “Normal is overrated,” she said. “But want to talk about it?”


Ben didn’t. He really, really didn’t, especially not to an internet-cool pixie some fifteen years younger than him who generally had at least two or three significant others. That was why he opened his mouth and spilled the entire story to her.


“I’m thirty-eight and single and haven’t dated in nearly a decade. My business takes up all my time, and I like to knit, and I’m not even a properly rowdy werewolf, and who could ever love someone who feels this anxious most of the time? I should like all the howling and biting things, but I just feel out of control, and no one else likes sweater vests even though they’re wrong about that, and what if nothing about me is attractive and I die alone in a ditch?”


He sat back up in time to see Themmie blink rapidly. “Wow,” she said. “That was a lot. Uh, let’s back up. For starters, what’s wrong with knitting?”


“People think it’s boring,” he said forlornly. “I should have a manly hobby like … like woodworking or sword fighting or hunting elk with my bare hands.” The best he’d managed in wolf form was a particularly ornery rabbit, and he’d felt guilty afterward.


“Hobbies don’t have genders,” Themmie said. “And you don’t have to be some stereotypical macho woodsman to be attractive. Also, you’re not going to die in a ditch, knitting isn’t boring, and sweater vests … uh, I’m sure they have many merits.”


“Many,” he said fervently. “Argyle is wonderful.” Such a pleasing pattern.


“I’m sure it is,” she said soothingly. “So you’re lonely and want to date, but you’re also anxious and not sure someone will like you just the way you are?”


“That’s precisely it.” How quickly she cut to the emotional core of the matter, like Hylo had. “Have you thought about being a bartender?”


Themmie cocked her head, looking confused. “Uh, not really.”


“You’d be great at it,” he said vehemently. “Not the drink bits—or maybe the drink bits, I don’t know—but all the listening and shit. Stuff,” he clarified. “Shouldn’t swear in front of a lady.” His mother had drilled that into him growing up, but it was hard to remember sometimes, like when drunk or hanging out with his creatively vulgar cousins and friends.


Themmie laughed. “I fucking encourage swearing. And thanks, but let’s go back to you. I think you have many lovely qualities and just need to find the right person who will appreciate them.”


That was precisely the problem. “Don’t know how.”


“Well, you could go to some singles mixers around town—”


He shook his head, instantly regretting it when his brain sloshed in his skull. “People. Bad.”


“You interact with people all the time at the Emporium.”


“That’s different. I know what to say and do there.” There were specific rules about interaction in a place of business, and he knew the entire shop top to bottom, down to the well-being of individual leaves. In his sphere, he was the expert and authority. If challenged, he could be brave for the sake of his employees and his business, and if he ever felt uncomfortable, his reputation for being serious and levelheaded meant he could hide his inner turmoil with stoic silence.


At a random public event, much less one designed to spark romance, he’d be a disaster.


“Dating apps, then,” Themmie said, pulling her phone from a pocket in her yellow dress. “You don’t have to meet anyone in person until you’ve chatted online.”


“Don’t know what to write.” Also, having never downloaded more than a few basic apps on his smartphone, he had a feeling he was too out of touch for that. He even kept handwritten ledgers at the office, preferring to practice his calligraphy rather than attempt Excel. Spreadsheets were undoubtedly helpful but lacked a certain artistry, and whenever he heard the words pivot table or conditional formatting he wanted to flee.


“Just give some details about who you are and what you’re looking for. Like I’m a werewolf, six foot four or whatever, I like knitting and own my own business. In search of someone who enjoys gardening, blah blah blah. Then upload a nice picture of you. I’ll even take it for you!” She raised her phone and snapped a picture of him, then winced as she eyed the screen. “Okay, maybe when you aren’t quite so drunk.”


“Cake!” someone screeched from across the dance floor. “Time for cake!”


The music cut off and people started moving toward an enormous four-tiered cake being wheeled out—half pumpkin spice for Oz and half chocolate for Mariel.


“Let’s put a pin in this,” Themmie said, standing up. “But promise you’ll at least try to set up an online dating profile.” She reached a hand down to help him up.


“I promise,” Ben said, staggering to his feet. “Thanks, Themmie.”


He watched from the back of the crowd as Mariel and Oz fed each other slices of cake, taking frequent breaks to kiss each other. They were so in love, and Ben teared up again with a mix of sincere joy and longing. He clapped and hollered as loudly as everyone else and accepted a slice of cake from Mariel with a grin.


She slid an arm around him in a side hug. “Thanks for being here,” she said. “You’re the best.”


Ben certainly wasn’t the best, but he would never do anything to dim her blissful glow, so he smiled and laughed and congratulated her again. Later, as the newlyweds exited the venue beneath an archway of sparklers and magic fireworks, he cheered until his throat was hoarse.


Then he took a rideshare car home and threw up in a bush in his front yard. Feeling marginally better after vomiting, he grabbed a glass of water, changed into pajamas, and collapsed on his brown faux-leather couch. Bleary-eyed, he grabbed his phone and started searching for dating sites.


Bumbelina, OkEros, PaganMingle, FarmersMarketOnly, Howly Ever After … none of them felt right. He sighed and switched to browsing something more practical.


The Emporium had done extremely well in recent years thanks to the quality of the plants, Mariel’s magic touch, and the rare varieties he was able to get his hands on from international connections. He’d purchased the empty space next door and would soon be opening an adjoining coffee shop and bar, with a goal of eventually adding a small stage for lectures, music, and stand-up comedy. He wanted Ben’s Plant Emporium to become a real community destination.


Most of the construction work on the Annex—as he was calling the café space—was done, and he was now sourcing decorations. The current project was a rock-and-crystal terrarium to display succulents next to the muffins.


He’d had some luck finding bulk quantities of unusual stones on eBay, so he switched to the site, squinting through the alcohol haze. Blue sexy rock he typed in, having briefly forgotten the word crystal.


The first listing was for an old rock-blues album on vinyl, which was not helpful. The next was for an outrageously expensive sapphire that would supposedly give the wielder an erotic aura. He briefly considered it, wondering if he would have an easier time meeting women if he had an erotic aura, then decided it would be disingenuous to lure a woman in that way even if he could afford it.


The third entry gave him pause … and then he started to laugh.


Dark Arts Sexy Succbus She-Vampire TALISMAN PARANORMAL POSSESSED BLUE CRYSTAL DARK ARTS SEXY CONJURE ROCK


The image was of a small, faceted blue stone that looked suspiciously like plastic, and the starting bid price was $0.99. No one had bid thus far, and the listing was closing in a few hours.


Ben read the description, growing more entertained with every word. Questionable capitalization aside, the poster didn’t even know how to spell succubus, and they were trying to position this as a rare, possessed artifact.


This is a dark Vampire Succbus named Eleonore. She is 5’8” tall with flaming red hair and emerald eyes. Very sexy, comes with her own Knives. Hisses. French.


“… Knives?” Ben muttered, eyeing the photo of the tacky blue “crystal.” “Hissing?”


She is very Angry in nature but at least some threats are Jokes! Good friend, maybe good girlfriend I do not know, will do Anything for you—bite vengeance murder Jenga etc, Eleonore does All


“Murder?”


Dark Vampire Succbus Eleonore angry sexy French BUY NOW but BEWARE you must be firm, she has Attitude but very worth it if you want Assassin, TV watcher, best Friend, maybe-girlfriend, you will not regret it, please pay at least One Million gold doubloons, DARK VAMPIRE SUCCBUS ELEONORE


“Dark Vampire Succbus Eleonore,” Ben intoned to himself in a dramatic voice. Then he laughed, feeling better than he had since before he’d started crying on the dance floor. What a hilarious scam. He was too cowardly to set up a dating profile, but by Lycaon, he was just drunk and easily amused enough to buy a vampire succubus—or succbus—assassin girlfriend in the shape of a plastic rock for the low, low price of $0.99.


He put in his bid, then promptly passed out on the couch, still smiling.


TWO WEEKS AFTER THE WEDDING AND THIRTEEN DAYS AFTER the worst hangover he’d had in a decade, Ben looked down at the knitting project in his lap and groaned. He’d dropped a stitch a few rows back.


This project was a scarf for his mother, who had mentioned needing some new warm clothes for the winter. Next he’d make a matching one for his father and a hat for Gigi, and that took care of the first part of his holiday gifts.


He was close with his parents, as he was with his extended family in general. Werewolves were inherently pack creatures, and though Ben had long been the introvert of the family, he still had dinner with his parents and sister whenever he could get away from work—rare these days—and he was a frequent visitor at his aunt’s Shabbat dinner. His uncle had married into a Jewish family, and as a result, the extended Rosewood-Levine clan was rarely without good food to eat or something to celebrate.


Knitting for the entire array of grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins, second cousins, and friends so close they’d become honorary Rosewood-Levines was too daunting a task for a man with only two hands, so for the most part he only knitted for his immediate family. But his second cousin had just announced her pregnancy, so he had roughly six months to make his traditional “welcome to the family” baby blanket.


Lots of knitting, which normally wouldn’t be a problem … if he wasn’t currently preparing to expand the Emporium. His business took up the majority of his time, and arranging the permits, construction, decorating, supplies, and staffing for the expansion had resulted in a lot of lost sleep over the preceding months. But failing to produce gifts for his family was unthinkable, so if he had to cut back on sleep even more, he would.


Ben was reaching for a crochet hook to fix the mistake when the doorbell rang. He set the knitting aside and stood, brushing sandwich crumbs off his T-shirt and plaid pajama pants. It was a Saturday, and though normally he’d be at work, the builders had requested “no hovering” as they finished installing appliances. So here he was, catching up on projects at home while fretting about everything that could possibly be going wrong at the office.


He padded to the front door on bare feet and opened it to see a griffin with a palm-sized package in her beak and a clipboard held between two claws. A brown company vest announced the griffin’s employment at a prominent shipping chain.


The griffin spat the box into Ben’s hand before holding out the clipboard. “SIIIIIIGN,” she shrieked.


Griffins were highly intelligent but struggled to speak nonavian languages intelligibly, considering their beaks. They also smelled downright terrible to sensitive werewolf noses. Ben smiled politely and took the clipboard, ignoring the stench. He might smell equally bad to the griffin, after all.


“I didn’t order anything,” he said, looking between the box and the paper. The sender was listed as THE WITCH IN THE WOODS, with no return address, and the signature line on the receipt sat beneath text that read, I assume full responsibility for the hellion, no take backs, which struck him as nonstandard language.


“SIIIIIIIIIIIIIGN.”


Maybe he’d bought something online for the store and forgotten about it. It was definitely his name and address. Ben didn’t want to make a fuss, so he nodded and signed. “Thanks,” he said, waving awkwardly at the griffin before she launched into the air to continue her route.


Back in his living room, he sat on the couch and opened the box. Beneath layers of glittery tissue paper was a small plastic bag with a blue faceted stone inside, no bigger than his thumbnail. His brow furrowed. This was vaguely familiar, but why?


The stone proved to be plastic when he pulled it out. He studied the overhead light through it. Why had he ordered a fake plastic jewel? He sniffed it a few times, and whoa, it smelled great. Sweet in a luscious, spicy, complicated way even his rarest lilies couldn’t match.


A piece of paper was nestled in the bottom of the box. The paper was fragile and browned with age. On it was written: ELEONORE.


A vague memory surfaced—something about eBay? He grabbed his phone and scrolled through his email. Sure enough, there it was—a receipt from two weeks ago informing him he had won the auction for Dark Arts Sexy Succbus She-Vampire TALISMAN PARANORMAL POSSESSED BLUE CRYSTAL DARK ARTS SEXY CONJURE ROCK.


He laughed, surprised all over again by the bonkers listing. No one else had bid, and now for the low price of $0.99—well, $4.28, once shipping was included—he owned a plastic rock that supposedly housed the murderous, red-haired lover of his dreams. He could only imagine how the seller must have cackled realizing some poor sap had fallen for the scam.


“Well, Eleonore,” he said, “it’s a pleasure to meet you.”


The plastic jewel, predictably, did not respond.


Feeling silly and rather sleep-deprived, he dramatically lowered his voice. “Show yourself, succubus.”


A sudden wind whipped around the room, rustling the papers on his desk and making the curtains flutter. To Ben’s shock, the crystal began glowing electric blue. The wind and light swirled into a tiny cyclone in his palm that grew and grew before spinning to the middle of the room. Then the blue light flared white-hot, making him shield his eyes.


When he lowered his hand, there was a woman in his living room.


And not just any woman.


The most beautiful woman Ben had ever seen.


She had wavy, waist-length red hair, green eyes, and an hourglass figure that defined the term bombshell. Her lips were full, her cheekbones high, and her skin a smooth porcelain he felt the urge to brush his knuckles over to see if it was as soft as it looked. Her formfitting blue shirt was the same shade as the jewel, and she wore black leather pants and thigh holsters containing knives that took Ben back to his formative crush on Lara Croft.


She smelled incredible.


She was also glaring at Ben like she wanted to disembowel him.


“Uh …” he said, confused, awed, and deeply alarmed.


In response, she opened her mouth to reveal sharp fangs and hissed.





TWO



ELEONORE BETTENCOURT-DEVEREUX WAS A RARE CREATURE in many ways.


The first: She had been born to an immortal vampire sire and a mortal succubus mother and was thus a hybrid with unique traits from both species.


The second: She’d seen many centuries pass, despite inheriting her mother’s mortality.


The third: She’d been chained to a crystal, magically compelled to obey a witch’s every command.


Those commands had largely involved murder.


Eleonore glared at the man who had ordered her out of the crystal. The binding spell allowed the crystal’s owner to turn her insubstantial and shove her into a rock whenever they pleased, so the fact he had been able to force her to manifest a physical form meant he had assumed control of the stone, and thus her.


Which meant the Witch in the Woods had set her free at last … only to present her to a new jailer.


On the one hand, that meant Eleonore could finally shred that evil witch into bloody spaghetti with her fangs, now that the binding spell had been transferred to someone else.


On the other, she now had a new villain to worry about and fantasize about killing, and who knew if he would be worse than the last? People always disappointed, and centuries of bitter experience had taught Eleonore there was no limit to how low humanity could stoop.


The man was gaping at her. Somewhat like a fish, or perhaps a Star Trek redshirt about to meet his demise. She took his measure, wondering what fresh misery he would deliver. He was tall—about half a foot in excess of her own height—with the broad shoulders, shaggy hair, and animalistic energy of a werewolf. He had a neatly trimmed beard and wore gold-rimmed spectacles, a stained T-shirt, and soft, plaid-patterned pants. Attire chosen to make a person underestimate him … if it weren’t for the silver weapons gleaming from the couch beside him. The spikes were long and sharp, and though they were currently tangled in thick, colorful thread, she had no doubt they would be effective when jabbed into an enemy’s neck.


Eleonore entertained a fantasy of shoving one into his jugular and watching the blood spurt before she lapped it up. Her fangs throbbed, and her stomach was so hollow it hurt. It had been a long time since she’d fed … in any way.


“I, uh …” the werewolf said, nudging his glasses up. “This … Huh.”


Eleonore bared her fangs and hissed at him again. “If you mistreat me, wolf, be assured that someday—be it today or tomorrow or fifty years hence—I will find a way to break this enchantment and torture you in a thousand horrible ways before cutting out your liver and eating it in front of you.”


“Oh,” he said, blinking rapidly. “Wow. That’s … descriptive.” He swallowed, Adam’s apple bobbing. “Sorry, who are you?”


She scoffed. “Don’t play the fool. I’m sure my prior mistress told you everything.” A former mistress whose name Eleonore didn’t even know, as the foul woman had never shared anything beyond the moniker “the Witch in the Woods.” Whenever Eleonore had been summoned, whether to murder an enemy or to acquire a human for the witch to drain of life, or sometimes just to read the newspaper out loud or watch Star Trek, her captor had worn a hooded cloak, so she didn’t know what the witch looked like either. The witch’s hands were pale, with a slashing scar across her right palm from the spell that had imprisoned Eleonore, and she’d glimpsed long black hair once, but that was hardly enough information to go on.


God’s bones, how was she going to find the witch in order to kill her?


The werewolf shifted from foot to foot. His eyes darted to her face, then away, as if her presence made him nervous. Ha! As if he couldn’t control her every action. He could tell her to slit her own throat and she’d grab one of those weapons on the couch without hesitating, mystically compelled to obey.


Rage burned in her breast. Hunger gnawed at her stomach and her mouth was dry with thirst. Her ravenous succubus need fixated on the bulge pressing against his soft pants.


Maybe she could intimidate him into masturbating, bite him, and then revisit how she would like to torture him.


“Are you … Eleonore?” the werewolf asked.


“Obviously,” she spat.


He blew out a shaky breath. “Wow. I thought the eBay listing was a joke.”


He sounded American, but she wasn’t attuned to his slang, since she hadn’t physically left the witch’s cabin or spoken to any other beings since her last official mission in 1969. She’d been summoned a few times since then for Star Trek marathons, of course—she’d seen all of The Original Series and most of The Next Generation, Voyager, and Deep Space Nine, since the witch grew bored without company—but she wasn’t sure when exactly those summonings had been. “Eeebay listing?” she asked, confusion joining her fury. “What is this eeebay you speak of?”


He reached toward the couch, and Eleonore tensed as his hand passed the silver spikes before retrieving a small rectangular object. “I’m Ben. Ben Rosewood,” he said, holding the object up. “Please don’t eat my liver. I just want to show you something.”


Saying please moved a command into the category of a request, but this “Ben” had no need to order her not to harm him. The binding spell ensured she would never be able to hurt him.


She eyed his large, capable-looking hands, then the object. It didn’t look deadly, but neither did a lot of terrible things, Eleonore herself included. Ben tapped the black rectangle, and a screen flared to life like the television in the witch’s forest home, emitting an unnatural light.


Ah. Eleonore’s shoulders relaxed infinitesimally. She’d seen this on Star Trek. It was a Personal Access Display Device, like the one Captain Picard used to seek information, although this was a compact version, easy to hold in one hand. The witch had told her Star Trek was fiction, not a documentary, but apparently there were commonalities with today’s world.


Had humanity conquered the stars yet? The last time Eleonore had left the cabin to acquire a human for the witch, the American government had been about to send a man to the moon. An unimaginable feat … especially to a woman who had spent her youth wrapped in furs and leather, sharpening her sword with a whet-stone while gazing up at the cosmos and wondering if the stars were the silver thrones of the gods.


Now she knew there were no gods. Or if there were, none deserving of worship.


The werewolf stepped toward her gingerly. “Don’t hurt me,” he said, holding out the PADD.


Eleonore bared her teeth. His second order after demanding she show herself. What would the third be? “I wish I could,” she replied bitterly.


Ben’s eyes darted again. He was approaching her at a sideways angle, as a swordsman might to limit the size of the target for his opponent, and her eyes were drawn to his pectorals. “eBay is an online retailer,” he said. “You can buy things from other people around the world. Your, uh, rock was listed. I thought it was a joke.”


Eleonore snatched the PADD from him, peering at the glowing screen. During her last summoning for an evening of watching Star Trek reruns, the witch had told her of the so-called “internet,” a place where people could communicate, shop, and learn anything they wished by visiting “web pages.” Eleonore had had difficulty envisioning it, but she’d assumed it was a plane tangential to the physical one, perhaps inhabited by scholarly spider creatures with access to the multiverse, and that Picard’s PADD could access this realm through witchcraft.


Her first look at the internet was underwhelming. Black writing filled a white page, and there was a picture of a tacky blue crystal, nothing like the quartz she’d first inhabited or the polished malachite the witch had forced her into after the quartz had been damaged in the 1700s. The last time Eleonore had been embodied, the witch had said she’d found a more modern and durable vessel, but Eleonore hadn’t seen what her new prison looked like before being banished inside it.


Dark Arts Sexy Succbus She-Vampire TALISMAN PARANORMAL POSSESSED BLUE CRYSTAL DARK ARTS SEXY CONJURE ROCK, said the PADD.


Eleonore’s brow furrowed. “This is a nonsensical string of words.”


“Right?” Ben ran a hand through his thick brown hair, which would be just long enough for Eleonore to sink her fingers into and grip in preparation for beheading him. The movement sent a waft of his natural scent her way, and her lower belly clenched at the sweet yet masculine aroma. Just her luck that her new jailer should smell good. “And it was only ninety-nine cents and plastic, so I assumed it wouldn’t actually be possessed.”


Eleonore’s head snapped up, and the werewolf flinched. “Did you say plastic?” She’d learned of said unnatural substance during her 1969 mission.


He grabbed something from the couch and held it out. Sure enough, the blue jewel in his fingers looked as cheap in person as it did in the picture.


The indignity! Eleonore bared her fangs at the plastic stone. She couldn’t touch it herself—some stipulation of the spell—but she would love to smash the thing to pieces with a mace. Alas, even if she had a mace, that wouldn’t free her from the curse—the witch had informed her she would inhabit some nearby object instead.


Wait a moment. “Did you say ninety-nine cents?” Eleonore asked. As she recalled from 1969, a dollar could buy a gallon of milk, three gallons of gas, or a six-pack. “My service costs the same as six beers?”


“Ah.” Ben shifted again, looking embarrassed. “Less than that these days, I’m afraid.”


“How much do six beers cost now?” The gall of that witch! And while Eleonore was asking questions … “When is now, anyway?”


Ben had the PADD. Was it possible she’d reached Captain Picard’s twenty-fourth century? It seemed impossible, but perhaps her recent summonings to watch TV with the bored, foul, utterly disembowelable, soon-to-be-spaghetti witch had taken place over a longer timeline than she’d imagined.


“When is now?” Ben’s eyes widened. “Wait, are you immortal?”


Eleonore gave a short, dismissive hiss, baring only her right fang. “No, but time doesn’t pass for me when I’m trapped in the crystal.” No aging or eating or drinking, just an eternal, hazy, hungry despair—half blurry dreams and memories, half darkness.


“How long have you been trapped?” Ben asked.


Dull, regrettably attractive man. “I can’t tell you unless you let me know what year it is.”


Ben winced. “Right.”


When he told her a date in the twenty-first century, Eleonore’s eyes widened. She looked around, assessing his house in detail for the first time. The walls of this room were forest green, the couch was brown, and the only art in sight were photographs of smiling people propped on various surfaces. Hard to find details that might anchor her in this new reality.


What was the nature of this time? Ben had the PADD, and who knew how else technology had accelerated while Eleonore had been dreaming cold, empty dreams? It wasn’t the twenty-fourth century, but it was alarmingly close.


“I have been bound by that curse for almost six centuries,” Eleonore said, the weight of it heavy on her tongue.


Ben inhaled sharply, then started coughing. “Breathed in my spit,” he wheezed as he hammered his chest with a massive fist.


Eleonore eyed him. Perhaps she wouldn’t need to break the spell to kill him. He might manage to do it himself.


Ben finally stopped coughing. “Sorry. I’m just—six centuries?”


“Yes, six centuries,” Eleonore said, a scorpion’s sting in her voice. If Ben had a shred of empathy—unlikely, based on past experience—maybe he would reconsider treating her the same way the witch had.


That witch had brought Eleonore out with varying frequency over the centuries, and it had rarely been enjoyable. Sometimes once a year, sometimes once every twenty—it depended on what was needed. Humans had to be sourced every fifty years so the witch could drain their energy to extend her own life span, but assassinations or spy missions could be ordered at any time.


“A six-pack costs more like ten dollars today,” Ben said. At Eleonore’s outraged exclamation, he cringed. “That’s why I thought the post was fake. I had no idea you were actually, uh, in there.”


Eleonore stared at him, trying to determine his level of truthfulness. He looked nervous. Although he was massive, he was hunching his shoulders as if trying to make himself smaller. His eyes—a warm brown a few shades lighter than his hair—met hers and danced away, and he rubbed the back of his neck while shifting from foot to foot.


The liars Eleonore had known were far more confident in their deceptions. And was the werewolf … bashful?


The curse meant Eleonore could easily become this man’s prey, but now she considered him with the eye of a predator.


Bashful was good. Bashful had few defenses against her succubus half. Maybe she could entice this werewolf, then manipulate him into, first, not ordering her about and, second, helping her find a way to break the binding spell. And then perhaps she could feed from him, sinking her fangs into his neck and absorbing both his blood and the inevitable erotic response that accompanied it.


She licked one throbbing fang.


Perhaps it had been hasty to threaten his liver. It was her vampire father’s legacy—during times of stress, it was fangs first, critical thinking later.


Eleonore tried to remember the rules of being enticing. She’d been very much formed from her father’s mold, and though she’d loved her mother dearly, she’d never been … talented … at channeling the skills of that succubus half. No matter how often her mother had tried to train her in sensual walking and fluttering lashes and the language of coy glances, Eleonore had preferred being blunt about her appetites and opinions. A negotiation was just a sword fight that hadn’t started yet.


Still, even Eleonore recognized when a change in strategy was required. She shifted tactics, popping out a hip, then dipping her chin to look up at him from beneath her lashes.


Ben gulped. She sensed a spike of carnal interest, lush and rich.


A promising start. Eleonore fluttered her lashes, feeling absurd even as she soaked in his fear-laced arousal. “So,” she said, lowering her voice to a purr despite the anger still roiling in her chest, “if you didn’t know I was in the crystal, why did you buy it? And …” She licked her lips. “What do you plan to do with me?”





THREE



INTERNAL SCREAMING WAS PREFERABLE TO OUT-LOUD SCREAMING, which was about all the silver lining Ben could find in this situation.


The sexiest woman he’d ever seen was standing in his living room. The sexiest vampire succubus he’d ever seen, who was also the only vampire succubus he’d ever seen. A stressful situation to begin with, but she was also apparently over six hundred years old and had threatened to torture him and eat his liver.


Cue freak-out.


How had that eBay listing been real? And what was he supposed to do now?


Despite her threats, Eleonore was now looking at him in a sultry way. Well, mostly sultry—she’d started blinking aggressively like something was in her eye, and he was tempted to ask if she needed eye drops—but then she licked her lips and lowered her voice, and that throaty murmur sent an electric tingle from the top of his head to the tips of his toes.


Still, the shift from hostility to seduction on her part was both abrupt and suspicious. People rarely tried to seduce Ben—that he was aware of, anyway—and when they did, they certainly didn’t open with threatening to eat his organs. Which meant she had another reason for the abrupt change in demeanor.


When in doubt, the standard assumption was that everyone secretly hated him. Or in this case, overtly hated him, sultry looks aside. “I’m so sorry,” he said, deciding to ignore the lip-licking and the way she was sticking a hip out like she’d dislocated something. “I bought the crystal when I was drunk. I saw the listing and thought it was funny, and I’d just come from a wedding, and—” He bit off the rest of that confession. She didn’t need to know how pathetically lonely he was.


She blinked, a sweep of long auburn lashes. “A wedding?” she asked in her French accent.


He winced. Well, he supposed he owed her this much. She probably hadn’t anticipated manifesting in his living room either. “Friends were telling me to try online dating. I … well, this is going to sound stupid, but the listing said you’d be a good girlfriend, and I thought it would be funny—” He broke off as she whipped his phone up again. Lycaon, she moved quickly.


She frowned and poked the black screen. “It’s broken.”


“It went to sleep and I have to put in my passcode.” He held out a trembling hand. “May I?”


Eleonore clutched the phone, looking suspiciously between it and his hand. Then she snapped her teeth in a clear warning before giving him the phone. “I wish to inspect the pad more once you’re finished.”


So long as she didn’t rip out his jugular, she could inspect whatever she wanted. The way she spoke, it was clear she hadn’t been around modern technology. He’d have to look up the last time a six-pack cost a dollar. “It’s a smartphone,” he said, keying in his passcode. “A phone that also works as an internet browser and … other stuff. Apps and things.”


Her eyebrows rose. “A phone?” she asked, sounding scandalized. “How can that be? Where is the cord?” When he held it out again, she snatched it fast enough to make him flinch. She touched the screen, then yelped when the page scrolled. “Incredible. And this will make telephone calls?”


“It will.” Though he wasn’t sure he wanted to introduce her to that functionality yet.


Eleonore dragged her finger over the screen, scrolling down the rest of the listing. Her nails were slightly pointed, and Ben shuddered as he imagined the tips of them sinking into his bare chest as she pinned him down for the evisceration.


Her expression darkened once more. “The rest of this advertisement is just as appalling as the title.”


“It’s very poorly written,” he agreed.


“She was never particularly good at writing. She used to dictate letters to me, and even her thoughts required substantial editing. Though I suspect vodka played a role in this, too.”


“She?”


Eleonore glared at him again, and it was incredible how those gorgeous, long-lashed green eyes could stab through him like icicles. “The witch you purchased this from.” Her gaze shifted over his shoulder and went distant. “Who I will strangle with her own intestines as soon as I find her.”


Apparently the brief interlude into flirtatious behavior was over, but this was far more effective anyway. Ben restrained a whimper as his heart rate spiked. Her bloodthirstiness shouldn’t be sexy. It really shouldn’t. But she was wearing thigh holsters, for goodness’ sake, and his fight-or-flight impulse was expressing itself in weird ways.


What was he supposed to do in this bizarre situation?


Her bared fangs triggered a realization. If she was a vampire and had been summoned for the first time in who knew how long … Well, he knew what his parents would say about a host’s duties. “I apologize if this is an indelicate question,” Ben said, “but … are you hungry?”


Her head snapped up in another whip-fast movement. He’d never met a full-blooded vampire either, but he’d heard a bit about them, and they were supposed to be preternaturally quick. “Yes,” she said, pupils widening until they nearly swallowed the green of her irises. Her gaze fixed on his neck. “Very hungry.”


Perhaps he shouldn’t have asked, because he’d now opened a can of worms. Antagonistic, hungry worms. Maybe those ones from Dune, bursting out of the sand to bare rows of razor-sharp teeth. And yet his body was responding, that naked hunger in her gaze scrambling his brain and making his pulse pound.


What was the etiquette for this? When he was a child, his mother had given him lessons about how to set a table or hypothetically introduce himself to the Queen, but she hadn’t covered the situation of accidentally purchasing a vampire succubus online. Was he supposed to offer his neck?


Eleonore was unbelievably sexy, but Ben was smart enough to recognize that might not be the best idea, considering her hostility. Then again, she was only half vampire. Unlike vampires or demons, succubi were a mortal species like werewolves, humans, or pixies—they might have a supernatural brand of magnetism, but they didn’t live forever. And although succubi were rare enough that Ben didn’t personally know any, he thought he remembered that they ate like humans did. “Do you need food or blood?” he asked.


“Both.” She stood perfectly still, though an electric energy poured off her and her scent had deepened and grown more intoxicating. Ben found himself swaying toward her. Her lips parted …


The sight of her sharp white fangs—which seemed longer now than they had a moment before—was enough to break the spell. Ben shook his head and stepped back, heart racing. “I’ll make you a sandwich to start.” He hurried to the kitchen, then rifled through his fridge for turkey, lettuce, and cheese. When he turned toward the counter to grab the bread, he nearly had a heart attack seeing her standing mere feet away, having arrived with no noise whatsoever. “Jesus, do you have to jump out like that?”


A crinkle formed between her brows. “I did not jump.”


“Semantics.” He hurriedly assembled the sandwich and handed it to her.


She snatched it like a cobra striking and stuffed half of it in her mouth at once. Then she moaned, a sound of such pure, filthy delight that Ben couldn’t help but react. He laced his fingers in front of his crotch, praying the situation didn’t escalate. It was embarrassing to be in the kind of dry spell that made a man get hard over a sandwich.


Well, not the sandwich precisely, although if the bread had been suggestively shaped he wouldn’t put it past himself, pathetic as his love life had been the last few years. Then again, his heart was working overtime to get oxygen to his muscles in case he needed to flee; it made sense some of his blood had gotten misdirected.


The sandwich was gone in a few bites. Ben filled a glass of water and handed it over, and Eleonore drained it before sighing and sagging against the counter. “I’m always so hungry when I get summoned,” she said.


Her pupils were still huge, though, and her eyes were back on his neck, so clearly she hadn’t been fully sated. Ben swallowed. “I’ll get you some blood.” When she stepped forward, he held up a hand. “From a store. Not my neck.”


Her face fell. Her eyes fell, too, fixing somewhere in the vicinity of his groin. “There are other arteries,” she said hopefully.


Oh no. First the sandwich had gotten him going; now it was his femoral artery. He faced the cabinet, willing his body to behave reasonably. “How about I give you a tiny bit of blood to top you off while you wait for me to get back from the store?”


“Yes,” she hissed. Unlike her initial hisses, which had sounded like an angry cat, this one was more snakelike and oozed satisfaction.


It was like having a feral animal in his kitchen. He had no idea what she would do at any given moment or whether or not he would come out uninjured. He fumbled for a shot glass—unused for at least ten years—and a knife, then took a deep breath. He wasn’t fond of blood, but it was his fault they were in this situation, so he might as well gather his courage and feed his new vampire guest.


He cut the pad of one finger and held it over the shot glass.


There was a red-haired blur. The next thing he knew, he was pinned against the fridge with Eleonore’s lips wrapped around his finger. She sucked, and a bolt of pleasure arrowed through Ben’s veins straight to his groin. They moaned simultaneously, and Eleonore clawed him closer with a hand at his neck and a leg wrapped around his thigh as if to keep her prey from escaping. The tips of her nails dug into his skin, and fuck.


Ben’s head spun in a delirium of panic and pleasure. There must be some magical aphrodisiac in her saliva, because he was instantly fully erect. He ground against her lower belly, helpless to resist, and she met his movements, rocking her hips urgently.


This was madness. But her mouth, good heavens, her mouth …


He needed to put an end to this. The situation had spiraled wildly out of control, and no matter how good it felt, he couldn’t mindlessly hump his new houseguest like an animal. “Stop,” he choked out.


She instantly released him and was across the kitchen in the blink of an eye, back pressed to the wall as she panted. A trickle of blood escaped the corner of her mouth, and her nipples were erect beneath her shirt. “Sorry,” she said, tongue darting to collect the blood. “I lost control.” She squeezed her thighs together, and Ben groaned as he realized she had also been affected by the contact.


“It’s not just the blood,” she blurted when he didn’t reply.


“What?” he asked, having lost most of his cognitive ability.


“Losing control,” she said in that throaty succubus voice. “I could sense your arousal and … well, I feed on that, too.”


He nearly choked on his own spit for the second time in ten minutes. She could sense his boner? Alarm bled into horror. “I’m so sorry,” he babbled, panic rising as he realized he’d inadvertently sexually harassed her. “I didn’t mean to make you feel disrespected or—or fetishized or anything else. It’s just—I haven’t been with anyone in a long time, and you’re very beautiful and terrifying, and I’m so sorry, I promise I’ll never have an erection again.”


Unrealistic, perhaps, but he was freaking out. He felt the urge to jump out of the nearest window. His house might only be one story, but there was a thorny bush he could head-plant into …


To his surprise, she smiled. “Oh, Ben,” she purred, easing closer again. “I’m half succubus. I like it when you have erections.”


He closed his eyes, willing himself not to do anything mortifying like whimper or come in his pants. Being near her was like riding a roller coaster of emotion. She switched between sultry and terrifying so quickly, he couldn’t find solid ground to anchor himself on.


“How does succubus feeding work?” he asked. “You drink blood and eat food, but you clearly also need … something else.” Maybe the technical details would take his mind off the image of her sucking sustenance straight from his dick.


“I need to experience sexual contact or be near sexual energy,” she said. “Fucking is the most efficient way to feed, of course, but I can also feed by watching people fornicate or being near someone pleasuring themselves.”


Ben whimpered, but at least he didn’t come in his pants. Technical details had betrayed him. “How …” He cleared his throat. “How often?”


“About once a week, similar to drinking blood.”


Well. This was a new logistical concern to iron out, ideally when he was far away from Eleonore and her dizzying scent. “Restaurant,” he croaked. “I’ll get you blood.” Before he could embarrass himself further, he turned and fled the house.





FOUR



THE WEREWOLF TASTED GOOD.


Eleonore licked her lips, catching the residual drops of his delectable blood. Ben Rosewood tasted of chocolate, earth, cinnamon, and a tumult of restrained passion. There was a sharp note of fear to the blood, yes, but it didn’t diminish the full flavor. The werewolf might come across as bashful, but blood didn’t lie. There was a carnal beast inside him, eager to be freed.


That beast had briefly risen to grind against her, hard and hot. His sexual energy felt like the psychic equivalent of his blood—wild, rich, rare. Was he actually shy, or was it an act to distract others from perceiving the predator within? Eleonore despised lying, but she’d been forced to play many parts over the years in order to feed and kill, from knowing temptress to virginal ingenue. She knew well that what a person appeared to be on the surface rarely matched their true self, and that those true selves were almost always grim, disappointing, or disgusting.


Whatever Ben’s truth, ugly as it likely was … gods, she would commit crimes to taste his orgasm. She shuddered at the thought, head falling back against the kitchen wall. She despised him for holding the crystal and thereby controlling her, but liking or trusting someone wasn’t a requirement for fucking them, and it had been forever since her succubus half had fed. Her lower belly was heavy with want, and though she couldn’t feed on her own orgasms, she was considering sliding a hand into her pants when the front door opened again.


Eleonore was back in the living room in a flash, in time to see Ben poke his head in. He looked mortified. “Forgot my keys.” He scooped them up from a bowl on a low bookshelf. “And my wallet. And my phone.” He grabbed both from the table, then looked down. “And my shoes.”


Eleonore folded her arms and gave him an unflinching stare.


His cheeks grew redder above the edge of his beard, and he gave her a half wave before running out of the room again.


Strange werewolf. Wanting to understand the truth of the man who held her fate in his palm, Eleonore decided to follow him. She watched through the front window as he got into a green, boxyshaped car. So long as he didn’t drive too quickly, she ought to be able to keep up with him.


It was a common misconception that vampires teleported when they wished to move quickly. In reality, they ran—their movements just happened to have a preternaturally fast top gear. She could sprint down a block in the blink of an eye.


She waited until he was a block away before beginning her pursuit. He drove carefully, halting completely at each cherry-red stop sign in a way other drivers seemed disinclined to do. Easy prey, but the thrill of the hunt coursed through her anyway. Both vampires and succubi were predators and loved a chase. Adrenaline gave blood a sharp, intoxicating edge, much like a consensual taste of fear or pain could intensify sexual pleasure.


As she pursued Ben one sprint at a time, concealing herself behind bushes or other cars, Eleonore took measure of her surroundings. It was a warm day, with sunlight cascading over green trees and quaint houses. The neighborhood sprawled in the neatly planned way she remembered from the American suburbs of 1969, but it was saved from uniformity by the individual touches on homes. The structures were painted in a rainbow of colors, and it was evident a variety of creatures inhabited this place. One house bore the massive door and entrance ramp common to centaur abodes; another had a pond in the front yard in which a naiad reclined nude, scales shining at the border between her forehead and hair; and ribbons fluttered from a tree in a third yard, marking wishes or spells.


A supernatural-friendly district. Most cities had areas like this where magical creatures congregated. She expected the town to grow more boring and ordinary outside of Ben’s neighborhood, but the opposite happened. Asphalt turned to red brick where branches interlaced over the street, and the houses grew more eccentric, with peaked gables, unusual expansions, and all manner of oddities in the windows. A pixie fluttered by overhead, books tucked under one arm, while a warlock cast illusions before an admiring semicircle of children.


When Eleonore stopped beside a parked red truck, waiting to see which direction Ben would turn, she was intrigued to see a blond woman straddling what looked like a demon in the passenger seat. The two were kissing passionately, which gave her a brief burst of energy before they broke apart, looking startled at her appearance. Eleonore had no desire to explain herself, so she merely bared her teeth and ran on.


At least that hit of arousal combined with Ben’s animalistic response to her drinking had managed to take the sharp edge off her succubus half’s hunger. Get too desperate for sexual energy and she might end up pinning her new captor down and grinding them both to completion, and she was feeling too spiteful to gift him with an orgasm.


She reached what looked like the downtown area, where shops and restaurants clustered around a village green. Ben pulled to a stop next to a black-painted storefront whose dramatically lettered sign proclaimed it to be NecroNomNomNoms. Eleonore crouched behind a newspaper box that held copies of the Glimmer Falls Gazette, ignoring a gnome who squeaked and scurried away at the sight of her.


When Ben got out of his vehicle, he was greeted by a group of people walking down the sidewalk. “Ben!” one proclaimed. “I’m surprised you aren’t at the Emporium.”


He grunted and shrugged one shoulder. “Construction.”


“I can’t wait to see the new space,” someone else said. “Are you still thinking about adding a stage?”


Eleonore’s brows furrowed. What space were they speaking of?


“Yeah,” Ben said. “I want to get the coffee shop established first, though.”


Ben was a business proprietor? Eleonore filed that away in the mental encyclopedia entry she was building. Ben Rosewood: Werewolf, possesses stabbing implements, owns a coffee shop, either bashful or using a façade of shyness to cover up his dark nature, tastes good.


Know thy enemy, someone had once said. Eleonore was hit or miss on that advice—sometimes you just needed to shout Surprise, rip out a throat, and be done with it—but this wasn’t an assassination. This was psychological warfare with the highest of stakes. On one side, a werewolf with ultimate power over Eleonore’s entire existence. On the other, Eleonore herself, who had learned early in life how to be a weapon. She hadn’t managed to break the enchantment yet, but she refused to give up.


After a few more vague pleasantries, Ben made his excuses and disappeared into the building.


The opened door let a waft of blood-scented air out, and Eleonore’s mouth watered. At least now she knew one place to go if Ben stopped providing her with blood.


“What are we looking at?”


Eleonore spun, baring her fangs and hissing. Somehow, a woman had crept up on her and was now crouched in an identical position behind the newspaper box, peering at the shop. She had red hair a lighter and more coppery shade than Eleonore’s, and black horns ran along the sides of her head, pointing straight back. A demoness.


Two demons in one morning seemed odd for the human realm, since they lived in their own plane and rarely emerged except when hunting for souls, but Eleonore didn’t know what had occurred while she’d been dreaming this last time. Perhaps there was an infestation.


“Nice teeth,” the demoness said, eyeing Eleonore’s mouth with eyes of a pale crystalline blue. “It isn’t Halloween, but I haven’t seen a daywalking vampire in over a thousand years.” Her forehead furrowed. “Unless it is Halloween?”


Many immortals were time-maddened, the Witch in the Woods included. The older they got, the less connected to reality they were. “Who are you?” Eleonore asked.


“I would ask you the same thing,” the woman said, smiling in a vague sort of way, “but I’d just forget.”


Eleonore took in other details. The demoness was dressed in a frilled white shirt, black pants and boots, and a piratical red sash, and her fingernails were filed to a point and painted black.


“It’s impolite, you know,” the demoness said.


Eleonore blinked. “What, staring?”


“Oh, no, staring at me is always allowed. I am extremely attractive.” She gestured at nothing in particular. “But there should only be one hot, ominously crouching redhead allowed in Glimmer Falls at a time.” Her mouth turned down in a pout. “I have to warn you—if you try to supplant me, I’ll be forced to dismember you and feed you to my hellhound.”


“I’m not trying to supplant you,” Eleonore said, feeling like this conversation was the metaphorical equivalent of quicksand. She had stumbled into it inadvertently and couldn’t get her footing. “I don’t even know who you are. I’m spying on a werewolf.”
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