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        Three sexy-but-psycho monsters. The witch they're determined to protect. And a high-stakes heist about to go very wrong…

      

        

      
        I've made some pretty questionable choices in my life—dabbling in necromancy, double-crossing vampires—but summoning the dark goddess to save my sisters? That was just plain stupid.

      

        

      
        Now I’m in her debt, and goddesses don’t exactly do payment plans. She wants the blood of the dark fae warlord of Midnight, a realm of exiles where the sun never rises and torture is a competitive sport. It’s a death trap only three men have ever escaped—my newly appointed escorts.

      

        

      
        Jax, a terrifying demon whose icy touch leaves me trembling in more ways than one. Hudson, a hulking, fiercely protective gargoyle shifter hiding a past so painful he doesn't speak. And Elian, a cocky fae prick with eyes like molten silver and a heart full of vengeance—a heart that once belonged to me.

      

        

      
        I’ll do anything to settle my debts and get back home to my sisters, even if it means teaming up with my infuriating ex and the other sinfully hot psychos for the most dangerous blood heist in history.

      

        

      
        But when it comes to the cruel fae warlord, not even my monsters can protect me…

      

        

      
        Especially when we discover why the dark goddess really sent us to Midnight.

      

        

      
        Blood and Midnight is also available in audio narrated by Mackenzie Cartwright, Teddy Hamilton, Aaron Shedlock, and Jason Clarke!
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        To the woman who missed someone so much,

        it hollowed out her fucking insides.

      

        

      
        To the woman who saved up her tears for the shower,

        where no one could hear her cry.

      

        

      
        To the woman who fell to her knees

        over a song, a scent, a photograph.

      

        

      
        To the woman who stood alone at the witching hour,

        forehead pressed to the window,

        wondering how the fuck it’d even happened.

      

        

      
        To the woman who didn’t know

        if she could drag herself up off the floor

        to face another day.

      

        

      
        I see you, you fucking goddess.

        I’ve always seen you.

        You were never alone.

      

        

      
        Just because you fell apart

        doesn’t mean you’re broken.

      

        

      
        So, scream if you have to.

        Cry.

        Shatter.

        Fucking feel it.

      

        

      
        You’re still the baddest bitch.

      

        

      
        This story is for you.
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      There’s an old adage about the difference between falling in love with a hero and falling in love with a villain. Go for the latter, it says, because a hero would ultimately sacrifice you to save the world, but a villain? He’d burn down the world just to save you.

      Sounds pretty epic, right? And let’s be honest—who doesn’t love a bad boy?

      The thing about villains, though… Ultimately, they’re just the heroes of their own stories. Still fighting for a cause. Still trying to prove something to the world.

      Trust me, I’ve fallen for both. And those assholes? They broke my heart every damn time.

      So now I’ve got a new saying:

      Screw the heroes and villains.

      I want the monsters.

      Dark. Vicious. Depraved. The men who slide into your heart like a surgical blade, so sharp you don’t even feel it until you’re on your knees, trembling and soaked in blood.

      A monster won’t try to woo you with roses and chocolates, with sweet promises whispered across satin pillowcases. He’ll kick down a fucking door to get to you, though. Snap a man’s neck just for leering. One threat against you, and he’ll tear out the guy’s throat with his teeth, then kiss you with a mouth full of blood, no apologies.

      A monster’s got nothing to prove and nothing left to lose.

      And in bed?

      Damn.

      He’ll own you, pushing until he finds the very edge of your limits, then smashing right through them. And oh, how you’ll beg him for it—beg him to break you, again and again and again. To absolutely ruin you for anything less than a life of obsession and fire.

      And while the hero slays his dragons and the villain burns down the world for the woman he loves, the monster will simply hand you the matches and gasoline, step aside, and smile as you burn it down yourself.

      Because all along, the monster always knew you could.

      He just had to make sure you knew it, too.
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      The blood on my boots was still wet when I stepped inside.

      My weapons needed a good cleaning too, but the novitiate asked me to leave the daggers and stakes at the entrance, and I obliged.

      The Temple of the Dark Moon, she reminded me, was a holy place.

      Right.

      Appropriately chastised, I nodded and followed the swish of her long black robes across the threshold, my eyes widening as the interior came into view.

      The temple had probably been beautiful once, but now it lay in ruins. Half the ceiling had caved in, and broken pillars of onyx and moonstone flanked the inner sanctuary, several of them reduced to rubble. Deep, angry gouges scored the masonry as if some feral god-beast had been locked up inside.

      Everything smelled like rot and death.

      What the hell happened here?

      Hoping whatever it was had already been dealt with, I lowered my eyes and quickened the pace.

      “Yours?” the novitiate asked from beneath her dark hood, and I knew she meant the blood I’d tracked across the chipped marble floor. I wondered if she’d be the one mopping it up later or if that would be my job now—one of the many menial tasks the Goddess surely had in store for me.

      “No.” I scraped the toe of my boot along the floor and left another smear, which was about all the acknowledgment the previous owner of the blood deserved. “Listen, I’m sorry about the mess, but I was summoned here kind of last-minute and I didn’t really have time to… I mean… Should I bathe before I meet her?” I dragged the back of my hand across my forehead, skin gritty with dirt and sweat and probably more blood. “Maybe do a purifying juice cleanse or… something?”

      With a serene smile, the novitiate lowered her hood and said, “The Goddess Melantha does not require purity of body. Only purity of intent.”

      She looked younger than I expected—only a teenager—and she wasn’t a witch. Just a regular human girl. I wondered what she’d done to end up a servant in the realm of the Dark Goddess, a place you couldn’t even access without being summoned by the deity herself, then portaled in by her magick. Ruined or not, this temple was more than just a holy place—it existed in a liminal space all its own, nothing but stars and darkness as far as the eye could see.

      Didn’t the girl have parents? Friends? Someone missing her on the other side?

      A sharp pain lanced my heart, but I breathed through it. I had no idea how long the girl had been here, but this was merely day one for me, and I had a long road ahead. I needed to stay grounded. Committed.

      “How will she know my intentions are pure?” I asked. “Is there a test?”

      “Fear not, Daughter of Darkwinter. I’m certain Her Holiness will be quite impressed with your offering.”

      Ignoring the Darkwinter bit, I forced a smile and scratched the back of my neck, sneaking a covert whiff of my armpit.

      Let’s hope her Holiness is impressed with Eau de Urban Warfare, because that’s about all I’m offering at the moment…

      “Come. She’s expecting you.” Still wearing a look of pure serenity, she continued on through a doorway at the back of the temple sanctuary, gesturing for me to follow.

      The antechamber was small and intimate, much less imposing than the main temple. The warm glow of hundreds of candles flickered across plain mud walls and a low ceiling, the ground nothing but bare earth. My boots sank into it with every step, and as the scents of candle wax and dirt washed over me, I let out a sigh of relief.

      This room, at least, had remained untouched by whatever monster had gone batshit crazy in the sanctuary.

      My eyes adjusted to the candlelight, my gaze drifting to the stone altar in the center of the room—a large slab covered in fresh flowers and bowls of fruit, ringed by votive candles in red glass orbs.

      Offerings, I assumed. For the…

      Oh, shit.

      I gasped as I finally spotted the boy, no more than ten or eleven, lying in repose on the altar. His skin was milk white, the robe they’d dressed him in much too large, as if it was borrowed in haste from someone much older.

      Someone much closer to death than this child should’ve been.

      “How did he pass?” I whispered.

      “He didn’t.” The novitiate frowned. “Melantha’s son is very much alive.”

      “Her son?” I couldn’t hide my shock. The Dark Goddess was tens of thousands of years old—probably older. Lots of witches prayed to her, worshipped her, wrote volumes about her history and magick. I’d never once heard of a child. “How long has he been like this?”

      “Six months.” She sighed, running her fingers through the sweep of dark hair across his forehead. “He was cursed by a dark fae warlord called Keradoc. A vicious monster who punishes children for the sins of their parents.”

      An icy shiver ran down my spine. Dark fae were powerful, but Melantha was a dark goddess. The dark goddess. How could a fae warlord have gotten anywhere near her child? And what sin could she have committed to provoke such terrible retribution?

      “He’s alive,” the novitiate continued, “but his soul is trapped in moonglass.” She retrieved a small wooden chest from the offerings at his side, opening it to reveal a glass-like sphere as delicate as a soap bubble. At her gentle touch, it glowed with a bright, pearlescent sheen. “It’s made from pure moonlight, cast with dark fae magick that’s been banned for thousands of years.”

      “Because it’s a prison,” I said, disgust churning inside. It wasn’t the first time I’d encountered moonglass. According to legend, the very first fae created it by deceiving the moon into lending the fae her light, then forging the magickal globes to trap the souls of their enemies. Eventually, they’d release those souls into the most hostile fae realms, sentencing them to an eternity of torment. “How did this happen?”

      She met my eyes, but her serene smile was gone, replaced now with a look of grim determination. “What matters, Daughter of Darkwinter, is that you alone can free him.”

      “Me? But… how?”

      “Breaking the curse requires the blood of the one who cast it.”

      “Keradoc. Of course.” I blew out a breath, the tightness in my muscles loosening as the pieces clicked into place. I was a blood witch—a damned good one at that. Melantha needed me to do some sort of spell to help the child. “So, when do we start?”

      “You will travel to his realm as soon as possible,” she replied. “Once you’ve extracted the blood, you’ll return to the Temple of the Dark Moon to perform the spell with Melantha, breaking the curse and—”

      “Wait. Did you just…” I blinked at her, my mind racing to keep up. “You don’t have his blood? Then how can I do the spell?”

      “As I said, once you return to the Temple—”

      “Her Holiness expects me to hunt this guy down? Some psychotic warlord from a realm I’ve never been to?”

      She arched an eyebrow, as if in warning. “Her Holiness granted you untold strength and power in your time of need, for which you so eagerly pledged your service.”

      Tension simmered in the air as she glared at me, making my skin hot and itchy.

      “I know. It’s just…” I took a breath, trying to regroup. Who was this girl, anyway? Where were the other novitiates? Melantha’s soldiers? “Forgive me, but when Her Holiness summoned me, I was under the impression I’d be meeting with her elite guard.”

      “Elite? Hardly.” A bitter laugh rang out through the small chamber. “No honor among them. No fortitude. I’m sorry, but the Guard of the Dark Moon is no more.”

      A prickle of unease tingled at the back of my mind. What the hell did “no more” mean?

      Fired? Furloughed? Executed?

      Crushed to death by falling pillars?

      None of this made any sense.

      I paced before the altar, my sudden movement snuffing out a few of the votives. “The guards are gone, so now it’s on me to assassinate some creepy warlord?”

      “Not assassinate, no. If Keradoc dies before we perform the spell, the blood will be useless.” She grabbed a taper candle and touched it to one of the votives, reigniting the flame. “You must retrieve the blood without harming him—without so much as alerting him—or all will be for naught.”

      “Are you serious? You just said he’s a warlord!”

      “And you’re a formidable blood witch, are you not? One with access to spells and magick you’re only just beginning to tap into.”

      “I’m good at what I do, sure. But dark fae warlords? I’m not… Look, you seem… knowledgeable. Clearly, you’re fond of the boy.” I smiled, fighting to keep the desperation from my voice. “Maybe you should go instead? I’ll stay here and keep an eye on things until you get back.” I took the taper from her hand and lit the remaining votives. “See? Already getting the hang of it.”

      She pinched one of the flames between her thumb and forefinger, the frustration in her eyes finally boiling over. “One candle remains unlit to honor the darkness that exists in all of us, without which we can never know the light.”

      “Right.” I raised my hands in surrender. “I should’ve known that, but I didn’t. That’s what I’m trying to tell you. I’m not the witch for the job. I’ll do anything else she asks of me, but—”

      “This is the quest the Goddess has set out for you,” she snapped. The girl was unraveling, her eyes blazing, her voice nearly trembling. “Are you reneging on your sacred vow?”

      “No, of course not. I just think we should look at all the options. I’m sure if we put our heads together, we can—”

      “How dare you question the will of the Goddess!” she bellowed, the force of it making the ground rumble. Her eyes turned a fiery red, two hot embers smoldering in a shadow-dark face. Flames crackled suddenly at her feet, the inferno rising higher and higher until she was completely engulfed.

      The mud walls cracked and bubbled around us, and I watched in mute horror as her robes burned away to reveal a body as black as the night sky, pale white serpents slithering around her thighs and torso. Her limbs elongated before my eyes, twisting like those of an ancient tree, hands and feet curling into monstrous talons. Two massive black wings burst from her back and smashed through the walls of the antechamber, each feather dripping with blood.

      The altar remained untouched, the boy undisturbed.

      I stumbled backward, my heart slamming against my ribs.

      The novitiate.

      All along, it was her. Melantha.

      And this was her true form. Dark and magnificent. Hideous and terrifying.

      I dropped to my knees, half-tripping, half awed, and bowed my head. “Forgive me, Your Holiness. I was wrong to question you.”

      Sharp claws pierced the underside of my chin, forcing me to look up and meet her fearsome gaze. I blinked through the pain, ignoring the warm blood trickling down my neck.

      “Daughter of Darkwinter,” she said, her voice echoing across the night like a death knell. “If you value the lives of the sisters you fought so bravely to protect in Blackmoon Bay, you will achieve this task. By blood and by blade, as you have promised.”

      By blood and by blade.

      The words of my spell echoed as clearly as they had the night I’d first spoken them.

      
        
        
        Blood of hell, blood of night

        I call on the darkness to show us the light

        May evil and malice and violence intended

        Return to its hosts uprooted, upended

        Dark Goddess I bend, Dark Goddess I bow

        Hear my petition, and thusly I vow

        My service is yours, by blood and by blade

        Until my last breath shall deem it unmade.

      

        

      

      That night, my allies and I—my sisters among them—had been trapped in a prison compound hidden in the Olympic National Forest. We’d managed to free the prisoners—dozens of witches and other supernaturals captured by human hunters and the corrupt fae they were working for—but soon our enemies surrounded us, outgunning us four to one. They were hybrids—nearly unstoppable beasts with the combined powers of vampires, shifters, and genetically altered super-monsters we couldn’t even identify.

      Even with our own formidable team of supernatural heavy-hitters, there was no way we could’ve survived their relentless attack.

      In a last, desperate move, I petitioned Melantha for the strength and magick to turn the tides. She answered my call at once, and thanks to her, we earned our victory—first retaking the compound, then finishing the job last night at the Battle of Blackmoon Bay.

      The battle for our lives and our home. For everything we held dear.

      I glanced down at my boots, the last of the blood soaking into the dirt, along with any hope I had of avoiding this disastrous mission.

      If I refused her, everything I was able to accomplish through the spell would be undone. The city of Blackmoon Bay would fall. My sisters—the family I’d only just discovered—would die. And everything we’d fought so hard to save would just…

      It would end.

      A surge of renewed strength shot through my limbs, my blood simmering with magick. My magick.

      “My service is yours,” I said now, repeating the vow I’d made that night. “By blood and by blade. Until my last breath shall deem it unmade.”

      “Rise, Daughter of Darkwinter.”

      I got to my feet and met her gaze once more, hoping like hell we were done with the Big Goddess Energy show. I’d seen enough of her scary magnificence to fill my nightmares for the next decade, thanks.

      Her dark wings fluttered in the breeze, and the same rot and ruin I’d smelled in the sanctuary assaulted my senses. I tried not to recoil.

      “Are you prepared to accept this task?” she asked. “To see it through by any means necessary?”

      “I am,” I said firmly. I was in it to win it now, no going back. With what I hoped was a confident smile, I asked, “What must I do?”

      Melantha extended her arms. One claw held my weapons. The other clutched a glass vial about the size of a tube of lipstick.

      After re-securing my stakes and blades, I took the vial and peered inside. Magick swirled beneath the glass, red smoke shot through with threads of black and gold. It was oddly mesmerizing.

      “Keradoc dwells in the dark fae realm of Midnight,” she said. “This portal spell will take you there, but you won’t survive it alone. There’s a man in your home realm—also fae—one rumored to have escaped Midnight alive. You must ask for his assistance.”

      My heart stalled. All the confidence I’d conjured up evaporated in an instant.

      The ground spun out from beneath my feet, and I fell back to my knees, my lungs struggling to suck in air.

      Deep inside, beneath all the magick and fire, behind all the parts of myself I’d sharpened into weapons and hardened into shields, a tiny box lay hidden, bolted with iron chains and encased in cement. That box held my darkest, most private pain. All the ghosts that had the power to eat through my very soul.

      I’d sealed them away years ago, vowing to never open that box again, no matter how often it called to me. And though it still rattled inside on occasion, for the most part, I’d kept it on strict lockdown.

      Until now.

      The dark fae realm of Midnight…  One rumored to have escaped… Ask for his assistance…

      Her words were the bolt-cutters on those iron chains, unleashing all the pain I’d so diligently buried. It seeped into my heart, burning it like hot acid, taunting me from across the long years as if no time had passed at all.

      Midnight. The most treacherous realm in the universe, controlled by the darkest of the dark fae. A place where the sun never rose and so much blood had been spilled upon its war-torn lands, the lakes and rivers ran red. Melantha was right—there was no way I’d survive it alone.

      And the fae who had?

      There was no way I’d survive him, either.

      Not again.

      “I will return you to the mortal plane,” the Goddess continued, as if I wasn’t falling apart before her eyes. “To the city of—”

      “New Orleans,” I whispered, and she nodded, sealing my fate.

      A tear slipped down my cheek.

      New Orleans. The one place I swore I’d never, ever go. A place that terrified me even more than Midnight.

      No, not because of the ghosts that haunted the city’s many cemeteries and historic landmarks.

      Because of the ghosts that haunted my heart. The ones she’d just set loose.

      “And this… this fae,” I said, still unable to speak his name out loud, even after all these years. “If he refuses to help me?”

      Her black lips twisted into a cruel grin, her wings spreading to their full, terrifying span. The ground rumbled beneath her feet, but instead of flames, skulls rose from the dirt, a dead army blooming at her command.

      Behind me, a portal opened, ready to ferry me to New Orleans.

      To him.

      “Convince him, Darkwinter,” Melantha hissed. “Or the ones you claim to love will suffer the consequences of your failure.”

      I nodded and took a deep breath.

      Fought off an onslaught of memories—strong hands sliding into my hair. Eyes the color of molten silver. Promises whispered, promises broken. The salty taste of tears and the dull ache of wounds that never fully healed.

      I took a step backward, then another.

      Closed my eyes.

      And tumbled, ass over teakettle, into my own private hell.
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      Two years.

      That’s how long I’d spent convincing myself this place didn’t exist. Convincing myself that Elian’s return from captivity in Midnight and the subsequent launching of a whole new life in New Orleans—one that didn’t include me—was just a rumor.

      Now, standing before the entrance to his exclusive French Quarter club, I could no longer deny the truth.

      Saints and Sinners, the sign read. To humans, it was just another abandoned cathedral with blown-out windows and crumbling spires, complete with a hulking gargoyle perched above the main archway.

      But for those of us who could see past the illusion of the fae glamour, a set of glowing silver doors awaited—an invitation I still couldn’t bring myself to answer.

      There were no bouncers or velvet ropes, no demands for the secret password. Just the ancient gargoyle and the doors and a small plaque reminding me this was hallowed ground, so could I please check my weapons at the armory inside the narthex?

      I practically snorted.

      Fat fucking chance.

      This was no Temple of the Dark Moon. Just because Elian’s den of supernatural sin was housed in an old church, that didn’t make it hallowed ground any more than it made him a priest.

      No one showed up in a place like this looking for redemption, anyway.

      They showed up looking for an escape.

      Or in my case—to beg.

      Damn it. The thought of even facing that prick again—let alone asking him for help—tied me up in knots. But what choice did I have? My sisters’ lives depended on me seeing this all the way through, and Elian truly was my best shot at surviving the horrors of Midnight.

      Probably my only shot.

      So, decked out in a new lace dress the color of the stars and thigh-high leather boots I’d picked out just to make him suffer, strapped from hip to ankle with weapons that would finish the job if the outfit failed, I pushed open the doors and stepped inside.

      And immediately fell under its spell.

      Everything about the place was designed to hypnotize, from the rich, blood-red walls to the restored stained-glass windows that pulsed with magick. Suspended in gilded cages from the ceiling, painted fae couples performed dances so erotic, I was already wishing for a cold shower. Semi-private candlelit alcoves lined both sides of the former cathedral, and the pews had been removed from the nave, the flooring replaced with black marble that glittered with tiny silver points.

      It looked as if the club’s many revelers were dancing across the night sky.

      I was relieved not to spot Elian among them. Despite the fever-inducing performances of the fae dancers, five years’ worth of resentment and abandonment issues still simmered inside, and one look into his entrancing silver eyes would set it all ablaze.

      Not a fire I wanted to face while sober.

      Chin raised, shoulders squared, I beelined for the bar and slid onto an empty barstool at the end, trying to spot any potential threats. Hunters were always my first concern, but we’d taken a pretty big bite out of their organization during the Battle at Blackmoon Bay. Those who remained loyal to their fucked-up cause would likely be licking their wounds for a good long while.

      Here at Saints and Sinners, vampires and fae made up the majority of the clientele, all of them rich, well-dressed, and predatory. The fae were even more refined than the bloodsuckers, their otherworldly beauty as mesmerizing as it was dangerous.

      The bartender, though… He didn’t fit the profile. Demon. Rough around the edges. A head of messy, jet-black hair and a mouth so sultry it was almost a crime to look at. He wore a white dress shirt and dark slacks but no tie, his sleeves rolled up to reveal muscular forearms mapped with scars.

      My own scars practically tingled in response.

      As he finished up with one of his vampire customers, I studied him. Another sexy scar ran the full length of his face, slicing through his eyebrow and ending in the dark stubble along his jaw. A black patch covered the injured eye.

      When he finally made his way over to me, he nodded and set a coaster on the bar, but didn’t smile or say hello. Just waited, arms crossed over his broad chest, one blue eye glowering at me like he was daring me to ask about the missing one.

      What I really wanted to ask was what time he got off work and how soon he’d like to get started on becoming my next ex-boyfriend, but…

      “Drinking or leaving, new girl?” he asked, smooth and cold as ice. “You’re holding up the line.”

      I took a deep breath, trying to re-focus on the mission.

      Midnight.

      Begging.

      Elian.

      “Drinking. Definitely drinking. I’ll have… I don’t know.” I offered a flirty smile. “Whatever you think I’ll like.”

      He leaned in close, his demonic scent enveloping me. It reminded me of the smoke that lingered in your hair when you spent too much time by the fire, a hint of lemon simmering beneath it, and holy hell did I want to jump across the bar and—

      “I need a bit more to go on,” he said, then shot me an icy grin to match his voice. “If it’s not too much trouble for you.”

      “Fine. Let’s do something with a kick, but nothing boring or predictable. That rules out whisky, vodka, and tequila. I’m not a huge fan of bubbles either, and I don’t like anything too milky. Sweet’s good, but not too sweet, and a little fruit is fine, but nothing super fruity, unless it’s—”

      “Sorry I asked.” Without waiting for me to finish, he wiped his hands on the towel draped over his shoulder, selected a martini glass from the rack overhead, and turned toward the multi-colored bottles lined up behind him.

      Before I could offer any more helpful pointers, a wave of vertigo hit, alerting me to the presence of a vampire. One getting way too close and personal.

      “Did it hurt?” A husky voice breathed in my ear.

      I turned to meet his gaze, resting bitch face locked and loaded. “Excuse me?”

      “When you fell from Heaven?” He spread his arms and grinned as if I might find the whole package so charming I’d leap into his embrace, wrap my thighs around him, and ride him all the way home.

      “Not as much as it did when they cut off my horns and tail,” I said. “Anyway, I’m all set here, so… Have a good night.”

      “Can I at least buy you a drink, beautiful?”

      “No, thank you. I’m not interested.”

      His face fell, then twisted into a scowl. “You don’t have to be such a bitch.”

      “Actually, I do. Because otherwise bloodsuckers like you assume a smile or a kind word is a full-on invitation to Pussytown, and I promise you, friend. That’s an exclusive ticket.”

      “Check the guest list again.” He reached over and touched my hair, bringing a lock to his lips before dropping his hand to my thigh and giving it a possessive squeeze. “Pretty sure I’m on it.”

      Pretty sure you’re going to regret touching me, but ooh-kay…

      “Well, since you’re so persistent,” I cooed, “maybe I should check.” With a faux-seductive smile, I slid my fingers into the top of my boot, seeking that cold, comforting piece of wood I never left home without.

      One minute, the hawthorn stake was minding its own business in the boot holster. The next, it was jammed into the back of the fucker’s hand.

      Such was the beauty of my sharp and pointy friend.

      He jerked back with a howl, the hawthorn poison already paralyzing his fingers. I yanked the stake free, spun it in my palm, and shoved it against his crotch, stopping just short of inflicting a more serious injury.

      “Touch me again, bloodsucker,” I hissed, “and your hand won’t be the only thing going limp.”

      “Go… go fuck yourself, bitch.”

      “I’d return the sentiment, but I’m pretty sure that hand won’t be up for the job any time soon.” I laughed. “Get it? Hand? Job?”

      He bared his fangs, then stumbled away like a wounded, dejected bird.

      “First drink is on me,” the bartender said. “That was the best thing I’ve seen in months.”

      I reached forward and yanked the towel off his shoulder, then wiped the blood from my stake. “Thanks for the assist, demon.”

      “You had it handled. Be grateful I don’t toss your ass out for smuggling in that stake.”

      “This teeny tiny little thing?” I finished cleaning it off, then slipped it back into the holster. “It’s not like it was going to kill him.”

      Wooden stakes could poison the fuckers—hawthorn was especially good at interfering with their healing abilities, and a well-placed stake to the chest would knock them out for hours—but still, that was just a temporary fix. Killing vampires required decapitation or burning, and I wasn’t about to ruin my new outfit with all that mess.

      “In any case, best not to draw too much attention.” The bartender set down the martini glass, now brimming with pale amber liquid. A single mint leaf floated on top.

      “What is it?”

      The barest hint of a smile quirked his lips. “It’s called a Fallen Angel.”

      It was the smile that saved him. Asshole.

      Hiding my return grin behind the rim of the glass, I took a sip, then another.

      Damn, that Fallen Angel concoction was good—good enough to savor over a long conversation laced with innuendo. A conversation that on any other night might’ve led to a kiss and maybe even an orgasm or two.

      But tonight?

      I tipped back the glass and chugged it all down. Then, before I could talk myself out of it, I said, “I’m looking for Elian.”
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      I blew out a breath, seriously impressed with my ability to say the bastard’s name without crying and/or breaking something.

      Progress!

      The sexy bartender, however, was not impressed. Quite the opposite, actually.

      “Elian,” he said flatly, folding his arms over his chest again, and I swear the temperature dropped ten degrees.

      It didn’t feel like jealousy. Aside from a little teasing, he wasn’t exactly putting out any “let’s take this back to my place” vibes. So why did he clam up when I asked about Elian?

      “Is he in tonight?” I pressed.

      The guy sized me up with his singularly intense blue eye, which apparently found me lacking. When his gaze finally made its way back to mine, he scowled as if I’d just threatened his dick with the stake. “Who the fuck wants to know?”

      “Pro-tip, buddy. Usually, when a person straight-up tells you they’re looking for someone? Dead giveaway right there.”

      Glaring. He had it down to a science. The eye, the ticking jaw muscle, the flex of those pin-me-down forearms.

      I tried to glare right back at him, but when it came to squaring off with intimidating, hot-as-hell demons, I was out of practice. “You do realize the size of your tip is inversely proportional to your bullshit, right?”

      “What do you want with… Elian?” His lip curled when he said the name—a reaction I understood all too well.

      “I need to speak with him. It’s private and it’s important. So if you could just fix me another drink for the road and point me in the right direction, I’ll gladly—”

      “Are you a dancer?”

      A dancer? Was this demon for real?

      I reached for my stake again. It wouldn’t take much. I could probably put it through his good eye before another insult had time to fall out of that sexy mouth.

      The thought calmed me almost as much as the booze.

      “I’m more of a stabby, pokey kinda girl,” I said. “With a little magick thrown in for fun.”

      “Well, we’re all set on security detail and spell casters, so unless you can work that stabby, pokey bit into a cage dance, we’re not hiring.”

      “You think I’m here about a job?”

      “Not sure I care enough to give it much more thought, honestly.” He grinned, but I could tell he didn’t mean it. Something about all this had gotten under his skin. Something about Elian.

      I opened my mouth to push him on it, but before I could utter another word, he flicked his hand to shoo me away, already turning to the next customer.

      “Enjoy your evening, angel,” he said over his shoulder.

      Enjoy my evening?

      It’d taken me two years and the threats of a scary-ass goddess to work up the nerve to set foot in this city, a killer outfit to walk through those silver doors, and a good dose of booze just to say Elian’s name without a string of curses attached.

      And this demon thought I was done?

      I was on a hot streak—no way was I bowing out now.

      I waited until he finished up with his other customers, then tapped my empty glass. “Still needing that second drink, friend.”

      He watched me for a beat, then muttered something inaudible before clearing away the empty glass and reaching for another. “Shall I start a tab, then?”

      “I’m not staying long enough for that.” I opened up the black hole otherwise known as my purse, emptying its contents onto the bar as I searched for my money.

      Cell phone, lipstick, lip gloss, a vial of shifter blood.

      Hand sanitizer, emergency tampons, emergency black tourmaline, breath mints.

      Three vampire fangs, black eyeliner, a stun potion leftover from the Blackmoon Bay fight, Melantha’s portal spell, a hair tie, and…

      Aha! Sweet, shiny credit card of questionable remaining balance. After today’s shopping spree in the Big Easy, I wasn’t too sure how much farther it would get me, but hey. Hope sprang eternal.

      “Let’s give this one a whirl.” I held out the card, but the demon didn’t take it.

      His gaze was on the glass vial from the goddess, utterly transfixed. The blood-red smoke roiled inside, its black and gold threads shimmering.

      He glanced up at me again, and I braced for another argument. A brush-off. Anything but what flashed through that stone-cold eye.

      Recognition.

      The demon knew that particular magick. Which meant…

      Holy shit. Had he been to Midnight too? Was that how he knew Elian?

      He reached across the bar and covered the vial with his hand, his voice turning dark. “Put it out of sight. Now.”

      I did as he asked, too stunned to do anything else.

      “Wait here,” he said in that same deadly tone. “Do not leave this bar.”

      “Okay, but what about my—” Damn. He was already gone. “Drink,” I said with a sigh.  I was just about to hop behind the bar and make something myself when the vertigo hit me again, this wave so strong it nearly knocked me off my barstool.

      I fisted my stake and palmed the stun potion, slowly turning to face the newcomers—three of them this time.

      My wounded bird was flanked by two of his friends, each one more despicable than the last. Whatever supernatural genetics made most vampires hot as fuck and impossible to resist? Clearly skipped this lot.

      A quick scan of my surroundings and my heart sunk. No sign of the demon, and the other patrons in the vicinity were too wrapped up in their own flirtations and petty skirmishes to pay any attention to mine.

      Shit.

      “Sorry, boys,” I said as the vampires crowded in close. “You really aren’t on the guest list.”

      “It’s not pussy we’re after tonight, witch,” my original stalker said, ever the romantic. His hand hung limp at his side, the skin black and blistering. “We’re here for—”

      I shoved the stake into his chest, taking him down for the count, then hurled the stun potion at the second vamp’s feet. It exploded in a bright yellow starburst, freezing him on contact, but the third one wasn’t close enough to the blast to feel its effects. I tried to reach for one of my daggers, but he was too fast, too strong, and too smart.

      He was on me in a heartbeat, hauling me out of the stool and locking me in a vise grip, my back against his chest.

      “Got any more tricks, witch?” he growled in my ear.

      I struggled against his hold, but it was no use. My arms were pinned at my sides, my feet no longer touching the ground, and I had maybe a minute before the stun potion wore off on the other vamp. “Let me go and I’ll show you all sorts of magick.”

      “I don’t think so, pretty girl.” With a sick groan of pleasure, he clamped down hard on my neck, fangs piercing the skin. Before I could even cry out, he’d drained enough blood to make my world spin.

      I fought to remain conscious, to reach the dagger in my boot, to do something other than let this asshole finish me off. The temporarily stunned vamp was already on his feet again, stumbling toward me with rage in his eyes, fangs bared, mouth practically foaming for a taste…

      Someone slammed into us from behind, breaking me out of my captor’s relentless hold and knocking me to the ground as another man—the bartender, I realized—staked my two attackers in quick succession.

      Guess I’m not the only one good with the stabby, pokey bit…

      I caught his gaze and managed a quick smile of thanks, then turned my attention to the guy who’d knocked me down.

      The fae who’d knocked me down. Half-vampire too, I realized, dressed in a three-piece black Nehru suit that perfectly hugged his leanly muscled frame.

      My mind spun.

      How was this possible?

      He was partially on top of me from the fall, one hand cradling the back of my head, lips muttering my name like a prayer. His long hair brushed across my face, a fall of silver waves and intricate braids I itched to run my fingers through.

      Only the strongest magick could erase time, and there was no magick more powerful than scent for yanking you right back into the past. It washed over me like a dark curse—the particular mix of bergamot and rain that could only belong to him.

      Butterflies danced through my insides, my heartbeat quickening.

      When I finally found the courage to meet his eyes, my breath hitched, and not just because his weight was half-crushing my lungs.

      Five years ago, he walked out of my life without so much as a goodbye… and crushed my fucking heart.

      “Elian,” I whispered.

      Accidentally.

      Shit.

      His molten silver gaze swept down to my lips, then back to my eyes. A cocky grin curved his mouth, tugging slightly higher on the left.

      It did things to me, that crooked grin. Always had. Bad things. Stupid things. And before I knew it, I was grinning right back at him.

      Elian brushed his thumb across my lower lip, eyes sparkling, his touch making me shiver. “Still dreaming of me, little sparrow?”

      “I am,” I admitted.

      Then, just to prove it, I did something I’d been dreaming about every day for the last five years.

      I punched that sexy, silver-eyed fae-hole right in the mouth.
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