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        The road to hell is paved with good intentions… and bad blood.

      

        

      
        For the vampire prince and his witch, the plan was simple:

      

        

      
        Save the wolf. Capture the traitor who took him. Torture the bastard into spilling the intel on the demons working against them.

      

        

      
        But after a string of brutal attacks leaves one vampire near death and the rest reeling from the effects of the blood curse, Gabriel and Jacinda have no choice but to hunt down their enemies at the source:

      

        

      
        Hell.

      

        

      
        It’s a land of imprisoned souls, unimaginable torments, and ever-shifting realms that make Earth’s most inhospitable places feel like paradise. And for the monsters who call this brutal underworld home, the newcomers look like easy prey.

      

        

      
        But for Gabriel and Jacinda, the real enemies aren’t the demons lurking in hell’s darkest corners.

      

        

      
        The real enemies are the demons lurking inside their own dark souls.

      

        

      
        And the servants of hell won’t rest until every last one is brought to light.
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      Renault Duchanes would burn for this.

      Gabriel could scarcely see through the haze of his red-hot fury. His hand trembled, the phone clutched inside it seconds from cracking.

      “You’ve just signed your death warrant, bloodsucker,” he warned, but the line had already gone dead. Duchanes had made his singular demand—hand over the witch, or the wolf dies—and that was that.

      They had until dawn to comply. And in the scant few hours remaining, Gabriel was certain Cole would endure the kind of torture that would make hell look like an amusement park.

      Fuck.

      Gabriel closed his eyes, trying to focus.

      Plan. He needed a fucking plan. But even if Duchanes hadn’t warned them to come alone, they were out in the middle of the woods, hours away from anyone who could’ve helped. With Cole’s life already in mortal danger, Gabriel wasn’t about to put Dorian, Aiden, Colin, or Isabelle in the line of fire.

      Beyond that, there was no one else he trusted to outmaneuver Duchanes, rescue the wolf, and keep his woman safe.

      Gabriel sighed. In this, he and his witch were utterly on their own, which meant it would all come down to him. He didn’t give a fuck what Duchanes had demanded—Jacinda wasn’t getting anywhere near the bastard.

      For a moment, the world fell silent, the only sounds the frantic pounding of his heart and the echo of Duchanes’ threats.

      I want my witch returned to me…

      The thought of that wretched vampire putting his hands on Jacinda, using her, tormenting her, feeding from her…

      The phone exploded in his hand.

      By the time Gabriel saw the blood and felt the sharp bite of broken glass and metal, the wounds were already healing.

      If only he could say the same for his heart.

      “Gabriel,” a soft voice broke through the tempest of his thoughts. Almost a whisper. Almost a prayer.

      Jacinda…

      The lightest touch of her hand against his face brought him back from the precipice.

      His vision finally cleared.

      His rage, however, did not.

      If anything, looking into her bright blue gaze only further stoked the flames.

      “It’s okay,” Jacinda said gently. “We’ll figure this out.”

      “Nothing to figure out. I told you I’d destroy anyone who dared to touch you, did I not?”

      The faintest smile lit up her face, and she slid her hands behind his neck, her warm body pressed firmly against his. “Actually, you said you’d bleed and burn them. Monster, man, or mage.”

      “Brilliant. That’s precisely what I’ll do, then. In that order.” He brushed a quick kiss across her mouth. The contact was all-too-brief, but if Gabriel lingered so much as another minute over those soft lips, the courage to walk out that door would surely abandon him. “I’ll call you when it’s done.”

      She glanced down at the shattered phone still gripped in his hand. “Right. And while you’re off vanquishing the enemy, I’m supposed to just, what? Netflix and chill with my knockoff Irish coffee?”

      “Yes.” He turned away from her to hunt down his clothes. He found them on the floor, half-buried by the comforter he and Jacinda had been wrapped up in most of the night, and quickly changed. “I’ll find a way to get in touch. Just… just lock the doors and windows and lie low until I or one of my brothers comes back for you.”

      Ignoring his protests, Jacinda retrieved her clothes from the floor, tugging on the jeans she’d worn earlier. Dirt from the Enchanted Gardens still clung to the bottoms, a stark reminder of their passionate tumble beneath the rosebushes that stirred Gabriel’s cock to rapt attention.

      But when he met her gaze again, it wasn’t lust he found there.

      Only anger.

      “So that’s the whole plan?” she said, hands on her hips, wild curls damn near crackling with the sudden force of her emotion. “Storm the castle, bleed and burn the bad guys, save the wolf?”

      “Clear and concise. Less room for error that way.”

      “Less room for success, too.”

      “It will work, Jacinda. It has to.”

      “You’ve left out a few crucial steps, Prince.”

      “Such as?”

      “How are you going to capture Duchanes and save Cole?”

      “I’m not going to capture Duchanes. I’m going to eviscerate him. Wait, no—bleed and burn him. That’s what I said. Even better.”

      “We need him alive, Gabriel. He’s our only shot at breaking the curse.”

      “The curse is the least of my worries tonight.”

      “Not mine.”

      “Jacinda, we don’t have time to argue about this. I need to—”

      “How are we supposed to get past the security guys, anyway? Cole said the warehouse is—”

      “We’re not getting past anyone.” Gabriel shoved his feet into his boots and grabbed his jacket, wishing like hell he could trade it all for the comforter instead, spend the rest of the night before the fireplace in a storm of hot, sweaty limbs and feverish kisses and…

      No. He needed to lock Jacinda inside, secure the cabin, and make for Newark. The sooner he could reach Duchanes, the sooner he could end this nightmare.

      The sooner he could get back to his woman.

      “This is a solo mission, Jace,” he said firmly. “And if I’ve got any hope of saving the wolf, I need to leave now.”

      “Has anyone ever told you you’re super adorable when you’re full of shit?” She shot him a condescending smile, then dropped it, her face turning stone-cold serious. “Go shovel the driveway so we can get the car out of here. I’ll put on the coffee.”

      “Jacinda, I told you. You’re staying in this cabin until—”

      “If you so much as think about leaving without me, I’m never talking to you again. Or kissing you. Or doing that thing with my tongue and the—”

      In a flash he had her pinned against the wall, hands fisting her hair, mouth close to her ear. “Do not disobey me on this, little moonflower. Your protests, however valiant, are pointless. You’re staying here. End of discussion. Understood?”

      “Fuck off, Prince.” She shoved against his chest, glaring up at him with new fire in her eyes. “I’m coming whether you like it or not. Your only choice is whether I ride shotgun with you or strap on a pair of snowshoes and make for the highway. Maybe some trucker will take pity and offer me a lift.”

      Gabriel tightened his fist in her hair, trying to fight off the urge to kiss her. How the fuck could he be so enraged and so turned on at the same time?

      “You wouldn’t dare,” he warned.

      “Try me, dickhead.”

      Heat rose between them, a whiff of hellfire scenting the air. A low, possessive growl rumbled through Gabriel’s chest, but Jacinda refused to back down.

      “What’s it going to be, vampire?” she asked. “Am I riding with you, or taking my chances with that trucker?”

      “You’re bloody impossible, witch.”

      “Nope. Just determined.”

      “Determined to get yourself killed?” Gabriel finally released her and paced the room, red haze clouding his vision once more. “Are you mad? For fuck’s sake, woman. As much as I love talking to you, and kissing you, and especially that thing you do with your tongue, I’d give it all up in a heartbeat for a chance to keep you safe. Don’t you get that?”

      “Doesn’t matter. Renault said—”

      “It’s a trap, Jacinda. The moment we set foot in that warehouse, he’ll take you from me, and I can’t—”

      “Of course he’ll take me! That’s the deal—me for Cole. There are no other options here, Gabriel. If we don’t give him what he wants—or at least make it look like we’re giving him what he wants—Cole’s dead. And who’s next? One of your brothers?”

      “Not happening. I’ll find Cole and deal with Duchanes before anything—”

      “You don’t know that. Renault’s a smug asshole, but he’s not completely stupid. He’ll expect a double-cross.”

      “Doesn’t mean he’ll be able to defend against it.”

      “And if he can? What do you think happens to me then?” She grabbed her coat and boots, ignoring his protests. “He knows we’re here, Prince. He’s obviously got people watching the place. The minute he realizes I’m not with you, I’m dead. And this time, I doubt his goons will do me the courtesy of leaving a decapitated wolf as a warning.”

      “Jacinda…”

      Gabriel cursed under his breath.

      Fucking hell, she was right. Gabriel knew it—he’d known it as soon as Duchanes had issued the demand. There was no way around this. They either showed up together as ordered, or the dawn would bring nothing but death.

      Cole’s. Jacinda’s. Dorian’s. His own.

      “Trust me on this,” she said, reaching for his hand. “Please, Gabriel.”

      Gabriel finally stopped pacing and turned to face her again. Slid his hands back into her silky hair. Tried one more time to break through her obstinate, reckless, beautiful audacity—a thing he loved and loathed in equal measure.

      “You risked your life to save Charlotte,” he said softly. “Now you’re ready to do it all over again for Cole?”

      “Seriously? How is that even a question?”

      “Because it’s… You’re just… If anything were to… Ah, moonflower.” Gabriel sighed and shook his head. As much as he wanted to chain her to a chair and lock her in the closet to keep her safe, he couldn’t help but admire her courage. Her fire. “What happened to the woman ready to sacrifice the whole world just to save her father’s soul?”

      Tears glazed her eyes, and when she finally answered him, her voice was little more than a sigh. “Maybe she realized she wouldn’t be able to look her father in the eyes if she sat on the sidelines and let her friends die.”

      Gabriel nodded, touched his forehead to hers. There was no use in perpetuating the argument—he’d already lost. “Then let’s just be sure we don’t let anyone die tonight, shall we?”

      “Thanks for the ‘we,’ Prince.”

      “We’re partners, are we not?” he teased.

      “Despite your best efforts to play the lone hero…” She pulled back and grinned, then thrust out her hand. “Hell yeah, we’re partners.”

      Gabriel took it. Held on tight. But he couldn’t return her smile—not when he thought about the odds.

      “I’m still not sure what the fuck we’re doing,” he said. “What we’re walking into at that warehouse. Duchanes and his vampires? A hundred grays ready to attack? Dark mages preparing for another sacrifice?”

      “Whatever it is, we can handle it. Together. We just need three things—well, four, counting the coffee.” Jacinda headed to the kitchen.

      Gabriel followed, digging out the travel mugs as she set the pot to brew. “And the other three things?”

      “A halfway decent plan, a little magic, and your favorite—leverage.”

      “Second favorite.” Gabriel slid a hand around the back of her neck, tracing her earlobe with his thumb. “Weapons, Jace. That’s my first favorite, and you left it off your list entirely. We’re not going in there unarmed.”

      “Silly vampire.” She glanced up at him and smirked, her eyes turning demon-black, a hint of silver-blue hellfire flashing through them like an electric current. “Who said anything about going in unarmed?”
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      A few hours before dawn, Newark’s warehouse district was dark and deserted, no human foolish enough to brave the frigid streets.

      Jaci burrowed deeper into her coat and picked her way across a parking lot slick with ice, her breath clouding. The destination was just ahead, a dingy nondescript warehouse that currently served as HQ for Renault and his ragtag army of supernatural freaks.

      It’d taken her and Gabriel a while to get there. The snowy mountain roads were a bitch, and they’d had to make a couple of pit stops—a garden center and a spice shop—to procure the ingredients Jaci needed.

      And by “procure,” she obviously meant “steal,” but whatever.

      Just add breaking-and-entering to the list of crimes and misdemeanors I’ll be repenting for in my eternal hell…

      Gabriel had stuffed the registers with cash on their way out—the only thing marginally easing her guilt about the smash-and-grabs. Well, that and the fact that if they didn’t stop Renault tonight, it wouldn’t be long before the human world fell into mortal danger, too.

      Just like Cole.

      Cole. Her memories of the wolf shifter—the rough sound of his laughter, the sparkle in his kind eyes, the faint tinge of marijuana that perpetually surrounded him—pushed her onward, every step a lonely echo.

      The warehouse loomed large in front of her. No windows, just like Cole had described. No light. No hint as to what was hiding inside those walls.

      Gabriel waited in the shadows across the street, cloaked in a spell that temporarily muted his vampire signature from any supernaturals skulking around. Jaci had no idea how things would ultimately go down tonight, but she did know this:

      If Gabriel accompanied her inside, Renault’s goons would surround them in an instant, stake Gabriel into dust, capture Jaci on sight, and shoot the whole half-baked plan to hell.

      It’d taken almost the entire drive over for her to convince him of this fact, but eventually, logic won out and he agreed to give her a fifteen-minute head start. Didn’t make it any easier to walk away from him now though, knowing the all-too-brief kiss they’d shared in the frigid darkness might just be their last…

      No. Hell no. We just have to get through this shitstorm, then we’ll be back in each other’s arms, toasting in front of the fire and reminiscing about the time we kicked Renault’s ass…

      Sucking in a cold, energizing breath, Jaci hopped up onto a loading dock and made her way toward the two panther shifters guarding the entrance, just as Renault had instructed. Behind them, she could just make out the space inside—a massive concrete room divided by rows of industrial metal shelving, unmarked wooden crates, and steel cages stacked three layers high.

      Supernatural creatures of all sorts—little more than science experiments at this point—hissed and cowered inside, rabid and mutilated.

      She could only hope Cole wasn’t one of them.

      Jaci gulped.

      Now or never…

      “Isn’t it a little cold for you boys tonight?” she called out. “Thought panthers preferred the tropics.”

      They were on her in a flash, one pinning her arms behind her while the other unzipped her coat and gave her a thorough pat-down.

      She’d tucked two wooden stakes in her waistband earlier, and he’d found them easily, just like she’d hoped.

      “Where’s your bloodsucking boyfriend?” The handsy guy felt around to her backside, his searching growing more invasive.

      “I was about to ask you the same question,” Jaci replied. “Keep digging though—I’m sure he’s in there somewhere.”

      “Don’t get cute, witch.”

      “Can’t help it.” She shrugged and flashed a smile. “Genetics are a real bitch sometimes, am I right?”

      Handsy shot her a glare that could break glass. “Only reason you’re still alive is the boss wants it that way. The second he don’t, your ass is mine.” As if she needed convincing, he grabbed a handful of her flesh and squeezed. “Now I’ll ask again, one more time. Where’s Redthorne?”

      “Parking the car. Geez.” Jaci rolled her eyes. “No valet service here. I’m totally docking a star from my Yelp review.”

      Handsy glanced at his mute twin, still pinning her arms. “Find him.”

      The shifter released her and loped down the dock.

      He’d be dead in a matter of minutes.

      “The fuck you grinnin’ about?” Handsy glowered at her, still holding her ass hostage.

      Just wondering what a panther looks like wearing his intestines on the outside of his body…

      Out loud, she said, “Just wondering if it’s true what they say about a man with big hands.”

      He let out a grunt, a lazy smile stretching across his mouth. “What’s that, witch?”

      “Big gloves?”

      “That’s all you got for me?” He squeezed her ass hard enough to leave a bruise. Leaning in close, he growled, “After the boss has his way with you, I’m gonna break you in half.”

      “Hope you’ll at least buy me dinner first.”

      “Only thing you’re eating tonight is dick. Let’s go.” At this, he finally removed his hand from her backside and gave her a hard shove into the warehouse. Jaci caught herself before she fell, trying to take in as much information as she could—the other exit points, the position of the mages and demons inside, an approximation of just how many enemies they’d be taking on tonight.

      The odds were definitely not in her favor.

      Jaci’s confidence faltered. One witch-demon and a royal vampire… against a legion of crazed monsters? Monsters who could very well be juiced up by powers from Viansa?

      She almost turned and bolted.

      But then Renault Duchanes emerged from the center of the warehouse, sauntering toward her wearing a look of supreme satisfaction, and the fire inside her roared back to life.

      You are going down tonight, motherfucker.

      A few dozen of his buddies loomed behind him—a handful of dark witches she’d seen in his service before, a bunch of mages she hadn’t, and a good number of demons and vampires. A few of the vampires held grays on leashes, just like she’d seen that night outside the hospital.

      If they decided to attack, she was toast.

      Fortunately, Renault didn’t like sharing the spotlight or calling in backup—liked to make everyone believe he had everything under control at all times. For now, his minions kept their distance, busying themselves by checking the cages, scurrying from one row of shelves to the next, following whatever orders he’d given them.

      But Jaci knew the deal. One word from the boss and they’d tear her apart… or worse. Lock her in a cage.

      She sucked in another fortifying breath.

      Not tonight, fuckers. Not tonight.

      Renault took his time getting to her, clearly enjoying the buildup to her so-called surrender.

      “You’re in deep shit now, blondie,” her panther guard whispered, surreptitiously grazing her ass with his palm. “But don’t worry—we’re still on for later. Sloppy seconds? That’s my kink.”

      Every flame of hellfire inside was screaming to burst free. It roiled in her belly, crackled through her limbs, zipped down her spine until she felt like she might explode with it.

      But Jaci didn’t flinch. One wrong move and she’d lose this battle before it’d even begun.

      Instead, she waited. Thought of the vampire lurking outside in the shadows. Thought of the wolf they were here to rescue. The monsters they were here to end. All the innocent lives they’d save tonight, assuming she stayed calm and everything went as planned.

      Renault continued his slow march, king of his concrete castle. But the closer he got, the less kingly he appeared. Despite his posturing, the vampire looked tired and old—much older than she’d remembered. His face was pale and gaunt, dark circles ringing his bloodshot eyes. A faint but noticeable tremor shook his hands.

      The curse.

      She could almost feel it eating away his life force, one cell at a time. It was the worst she’d seen of it, and she suspected—left unchecked—it’d probably kill him in a matter of weeks. Days, maybe.

      The thought should’ve filled her with joy. Instead, it terrified her.

      The vampire she loved was bound to the same fate.

      I will break this, Gabriel. I promise…

      “So my witch has finally come to her senses.” Renault hummed with pleasure as he approached, his lecherous gaze raking her from head to toe. Stopping just before her, he smiled and said, “Hello, Jacinda. So lovely to see you again.”

      Jaci lowered her gaze to the floor and hunched her shoulders, a tiny whimper escaping her lips.

      Renault hummed again.

      Jaci kept her smile at bay.

      And the award for Most Convincing Performance in a Vampire Takedown goes to…

      “You… you too, Renault,” she said softly, forcing a tremble into her voice.

      Unlike the panther she’d mouthed off to, her former master required a different approach. One she’d honed over her years of working as his bonded witch, perfecting her technique until the witch she became for him was so different from the witch she truly was, she no longer recognized herself.

      It was Gabriel who’d brought her back. Gabriel who saw the real Jacinda hiding inside. The one who fought hard and loved harder, who always spoke her mind, who never let her enemies get the better of her—even the enemy she’d fallen in love with.

      Again, her smile threatened to break free.

      Again, she buried it.

      Renault took a step closer. Fingered a lock of her hair. Licked his greasy lips.

      Certain he was close enough to scent her blood, Jaci flipped through her memories of hell, calling up a couple of the most terrifying—she and her father trying to outrun a dozen fanged hellbeasts in the volcanic region of Jenspar. Viansa dousing her in gasoline and locking her in a coffin for three days, flicking lit cigarettes at her until she’d grown bored of the game.

      No, it wasn’t true fear that soured her blood now—just an echo triggered by those dark memories—but the effect would be the same.

      She knew it the moment Renault scented it. He perked up immediately. Leaned in close. Dragged his nose along the side of her neck and sniffed as if she were a fine wine.

      “Beautiful,” he whispered. And this time, Jaci didn’t have to fake her shiver. His touch was as repulsive as his face.

      “Careful, boss.” The handsy panther held up the stakes he’d taken out of her pants. “Bitch was packing.”

      “Jacinda. Really?” Renault released her hair and drew back. With a quick stomp of his boot, he obliterated the weapons. “And here I thought this was a happy reunion.”

      “I… I didn’t mean… I’m sorry,” she stammered, forcing herself to meet his gaze. Calling up a few tears and another bad memory, she dropped her voice to a whisper and said, “I was… I’m… I’m just scared.”

      Disgust flooded his eyes, but desire quickly followed, just as she’d known it would. Below his beltline, his pants tented out.

      He reached for her once more. Brushed his knuckles along her jaw. “You should be scared. You know I don’t like to be threatened.”

      Jaci’s eyes widened in feigned horror.

      Renault smiled again.

      The fucker never could resist a damsel in distress.

      But unlike her vampire prince, Renault wasn’t interested in saving anyone.

      Only in dominating. Only in hurting. Only in feeding.

      Showtime.

      “Please!” Jaci wrapped her arms around her chest and stepped backward, eyes darting everywhere, lip trembling, looking every bit the vulnerable prey Renault wanted to see.

      The prey she needed him to see.

      “I swear,” she continued, fake tears rolling down her face. “I swear I wasn’t going to stake you, Renault. I’ll… I’ll do anything you want. Just… please. Please don’t hurt me.”

      “I only hurt those who hurt me, Jacinda.” Another grin, a flash of fang, and the monster was on her, hauling her against his chest and sinking his fangs deep into her neck.

      Jaci didn’t know which was more annoying—the sting of his sloppy bite, or the pencil-dick erection poking her stomach—but she didn’t resist him. Just tried to relax as he took his fill.

      Slurping. Gulping. Moaning.

      Her stomach turned. How she’d managed to live with this pig for so many years without roasting his ass was a damned mystery.

      The panther caught her gaze and winked. His pants had tented too.

      There was a special word for men who got their kicks overpowering women. A few special words, actually. And as the slimy vampire sucked and slurped from her artery, every last one of them raced through her head.

      But tonight, in this moment, her heart lighter than it’d felt in decades, Jaci had a different word for Renault Duchanes:

      Defeated.
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      Ten seconds. Fifteen. Thirty.

      And away we go…

      A new tremor began in Renault’s fingers, terrible and obvious, vibrating into Jaci’s upper arms where he tried in vain to hold tight. One by one, his fingers loosened, finally releasing her. His fangs slid back into his gums, and he sucked in a rattling breath, then unleashed a bloody cough.

      Jaci took a step back, narrowly avoiding the spray. “Something wrong, Renault?”

      He reached for her again but missed, stumbling and falling to his knees.

      “What the fuck?” The asshole panther guard tried to grab her from behind, but Jaci was ready for it. She whirled on him, hitting him head-on with a burst of hellfire.

      He was a pile of charred bones before he could even scream.

      “Barbecued panther,” she said with a satisfied grin. “That’s my kink, asshole.”

      Renault coughed again, damn near choking.

      “Food allergies?” she asked with a shrug. “You should be more careful about checking the nutrition label before you help yourself to someone’s artery.”

      “You’re a… demon?” Renault wheezed. “What… what have you done?”

      “Only what you asked me to do. Devise a poison strong enough to kill a vampire? I mean, it didn’t actually kill Dorian Redthorne, but he’s a lot stronger than you.” Jaci shrugged and crouched down in front of him. “Should I start taking bets on how long you’ll survive? Truth be told, you’re not looking so hot, Ren.”

      “You… you used my poison? On me?”

      She cringed and wrinkled her nose. “Is this, like, an intellectual property thing? I never signed an NDA, so I just assumed… Well, damn. This is awkward.”

      One hand clutching his throat, the other reaching for her, Renault turned the loveliest shade of purple. “Give me… the… antidote.”

      “I’d love to.” Jaci stood up and stretched, letting out a lazy sigh. “But there’s only one place in the world the antidote exists, and unfortunately for you, it’s not in this warehouse. So if you want to avoid tonight’s express train to hell, you should probably do exactly as I say.”

      Lies. There was no antidote, just like there was no imminent death on Renault’s horizon.

      The poison she’d crafted tonight was a modified version of the one she’d made on Renault’s orders all those months ago. Unlike its deadlier predecessor, this one was designed to infiltrate Jaci’s bloodstream without harming her, but severely weakening any vampire who fed from her.

      Left untreated, it probably would kill Renault, but not for a few days at least.

      Plenty of time to get what they needed from him.

      Gabriel had wanted her to kill the vampire outright, but Jaci refused. Not only was the promise of the non-existent antidote their best leverage for getting Cole back, but the vampire’s heart was the key to breaking the Redthorne curse. She needed him to stay alive tonight.

      Besides, making her former master suffer? That was just fucking fun.

      “Where?” Renault panted. “Where is it?”

      The other supernaturals had finally sensed the disturbance in the force, and now a few of them were making their way over. Jaci had maybe thirty seconds before they realized their boss was hacking up blood and their security guard was a pile of smoking rubble.

      Renault coughed again, trying but failing to get back on his feet. “Filthy mongrel. I… I will—”

      “For starters, you’ll call off the goon squad, or they’ll be sweeping up your ashes by sunrise.”

      He glared at her and shook his head, but Jaci wasn’t about to back down.

      She got right in his face, letting her eyes turn black, her palm crackling with fresh hellfire. “Call them off, Renault. Now.”

      With no other options, he held up a hand and shook his head, halting the advancing mob. They’d gotten close, though. Close enough to realize their boss was having a real shitty night.

      Mages. Vampires. Demons. Grays. Too many to count. Jaci sensed the mages’ dark magic on the air, smelled the demons’ hellfire. Together, they were an arsenal of weapons locked and loaded, every last one ready to blow.

      “Stand down,” Renault ordered, finally getting to his feet. Pressing a hand to his chest, he cleared his throat and repeated the command. “Stand down.”

      A murmur of confusion rippled through the group, but eventually, they backed off.

      Jaci let out a sigh of relief.

      Gabriel would join her soon.

      They’d find Cole and get out of there.

      The end was so close she could taste it.

      Then Renault coughed again and dropped back onto his knees, and one vampire—one stupid, inbred, wannabe-hero vampire—decided to break rank.

      She’d barely caught sight of his blur before he barreled into her, slamming her to the ground and pinning her beneath two hundred pounds of pure muscle. Jaci couldn’t catch her breath. Couldn’t fight him off. He fisted her hair, and with a monstrous gleam in his eyes, he bared his fangs, yanked her head to the side, and…

      Collapsed in a bloody heap on top of her.

      Blinking the gore from her eyes, Jaci looked up as the face of her rescuer slowly came into focus, one sexy inch at a time.

      Chiseled jaw with just the right amount of stubble. Infuriating smirk. Gorgeous green eyes.

      In his hand, he clutched the dead vampire’s heart.

      Seconds later, the heart—along with the rest of the carcass damn near crushing her lungs—exploded in a cloud of ash.

      “Honestly, woman.” Gabriel dusted off his hands and helped her up. “I’m all for a bit of role-play, but I think you’re taking this whole white-knight-saves-damsel thing too far.”

      “You know I can’t resist a good rescue, Prince.”

      “Speaking of rescues…” He leaned in close, whispering into her hair. “I assume you’ve got a plan? I mean, you said you had a plan, but this… Well, this isn’t inspiring much confidence.”

      Jaci glanced out across the sea of angry, confused faces, all of them clearly waiting for Renault to give the execution order. She could see it in their eyes—the weighing of the options.

      Attack now, and risk embarrassing their boss and possibly getting executed for acting without a direct command.

      Do nothing, and risk their boss dying before he could line their pockets with whatever riches he’d undoubtedly promised in exchange for their loyalty.

      Turn tail and run, hoping like hell he never tracked them down.

      Jaci knew the dilemma all too well.

      She didn’t think the remaining vampires and demons would act, but the dark mages… She didn’t trust them. They were total rogues, and something told her Renault needed them a hell of a lot more than they needed him.

      “I have a plan,” she whispered back. “But we might have to spill some blood.”

      “Excellent.” Gabriel cracked his neck and grinned at her. “Been a while since I committed mass murder. Kind of itching for it, to be honest.”

      “You need therapy. You know that, right?”

      “Says the woman presently liquifying her former boss from the inside out? Besides, murder can be quite therapeutic, given the right circumstances.”

      Jaci shrugged. “Fair point. On both counts.”

      “Say the word, Duchanes,” one of the mages called out. “I will end this ridiculous charade and the witch and vampire who—”

      “Save it,” Jaci said. With one more glance at Gabriel, she stepped forward to address the crowd. “Listen up, people. Right now, a deadly poison is coursing through Renault’s bloodstream, eating him alive. The only way to save him is with an antidote located in a secure lab offsite. No one knows its location but me and my companion. So from here on out, we’re in charge. Clear?”

      “Duchanes,” the angry mage pressed. “Give the fucking order.”

      Renault’s response was little more than a shake of his head and a few broken words. “Do… do what they say.”

      “Bring us Cole Diamante,” Gabriel demanded, “or your man dies.”

      Underscoring the point, he gave Duchanes a swift kick to the back, sending him sprawling face-first onto the concrete.

      Jaci planted a boot on his scrawny neck, grinding down hard.

      “Tick-tock,” she said to the lingering goons. “The road to recovery is long and winding, and this vampire is fading fast.”

      “Do it,” Renault croaked out, blood spilling from his lips. “Get… get the wolf.”

      She’d never seen the vampire so emasculated. So pathetic.

      A new smile broke across her face. This time, she didn’t bother hiding it.

      “Jacinda Colburn.” Gabriel leaned in close once more, the low timbre of his voice making her shiver. “You are absolutely brutal.”

      “Only when provoked.”

      “In that case, remind me not to provoke you.”

      “I thought you liked brutality, Mr. Let’s Slaughter a Warehouse Full of Supernaturals For Fun.”

      “Not for fun, for therapy. Remember?” Gabriel shook his head and laughed, and warmth rose in Jaci’s chest. Renault was nothing but a weak, docile sack of shit pinned beneath her boot. Cole would soon be back in their care. Eventually, they’d have to deal with the grays and her sister and the rest of the riffraff holing up in this warehouse, but right now, in this moment, it felt as if the magic of Winter Solstice had conspired with the universe to finally grant them a victory.

      Jaci closed her eyes and sighed, welcoming in the return of the light, the promise of the new day awaiting them just outside the warehouse walls.

      But then the mage had to go and fuck it all up.
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