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        Lost Souls, Arkansas

      

      

      Miss Lavender Verbena Greengrass loved mornings. Loooooooved them. In fact, she adored the daylight so much that she’d bespelled her new five-acre property in Lost Souls, Arkansas. 

      Here, the morning sun shone 24/7.

      Lavender had spent her entire childhood in the ugly darkness of Hell’s bowels, thanks to her partial demon lineage; she was also part fae and part human. Given her mixed blood status, living in Hell had been nightmarish. She didn’t miss the sulfuric stench, the grime-covered walls, or the echoing screams of the tormented. If it hadn’t been for the occasional family reunion hosted by her grandmother, she wouldn’t go back to Hell at all.

      Wearing her favorite black silk pajamas, Lavender entered the sunroom, carrying a tray filled with raw beef. Ready for breakfast, her carnivorous plants stretched and swayed. If they had voices, she imagined they would mewl like newborn kittens. 

      Her gossamer purple wings shimmered in the bright beams of sunlight that bounced off the sunroom’s multitude of windows. She flitted from plant to plant, cooing and fussing as she fed her babies. 

      “Aren’t you a dearie?” Lavender said in the Irish lilt she’d never been able to Americanize. Even after living on this continent for more than a century, and Ireland still clung to her voice like fresh honey. Tickling the soft edge of the slender stalk leaning toward her, she said, “Oh, my sweet darlin’. Here you go.” She plopped the food into its inner chamber. She loved her carnivorous plants. They were beautiful, dangerous, and absolute perfection. 

      “Aaaaaaaaaahhhhhhh!”

      The scream startled Lavender so much that she nearly dropped the tray. She placed it on a nearby counter and flew to the nearest window to look outside. 

      In her backyard, an old man with thinning gray hair flailed and danced around. He was dressed in a tuxedo that appeared to be smoking. She didn’t see any cigarettes between his fingers, but she could see wisps of white smoke rising into the air.

      “Aaaaaaaaaahhhhhhh! Ah! Ah! Ah!”

      Lavender tilted her head as she watched the elderly gentlemen change his two-step hopping into a “running in circle while flapping hands” routine she thought she recognized. Then she realized the old man was not smoking cigarettes. The white puffs erupting off his person came from his exposed skin. 

      Well, that was weird. 

      She opened the back door and poked her head out. “Excuse me, sir. Are you doing the Chicken Dance?”

      “What the fuck are you talking about? I’m vampire, you twit. I’m doing the holy-shit-I’m-gonna-burst-into-flames-and-die dance,” he screamed in a hoarse voice. “Aaaaaaaaaahhhhhhh!”

      Lavender rushed outside, grabbed the man by the arm and hauled him into her house. 

      “It’s almost four a.m.,” groused the vampire. His face, striped by burn marks, squished in confusion. “Why is the damned sun shining?”

      "I cast a spell around my house to make sure it’s morning all the time,” said Lavender. “It’s my favorite part of the day.” She looked at him apologetically. “I'm sorry. I wasn't expecting vampire visitors.” She held up her hand and wiggled her fingers. The morning sunshine disappeared, and night settled like a thick wool blanket. The utter darkness made her skin itch.  She wiggled her fingers again and her magic switched on the electric lights in her house. Yuck. She’d never found the artificial brightness of bulbs to be soothing.  

      “Where am I?” shouted the old man.

      “You’re in Lost Souls, Arkansas. You’re safe here. And you don’t have to yell. I hear you fine.”

      “What?” he yelled.

      Lavender touched the man’s lobes, zapping a teeny bit of magic into his ear canals. 

      “Better?” she asked. She didn't know much about vampires, but she knew they were immortal. Yet this man had gray hair, wrinkled skin, and milky eyes. "Are you sure you’re a vampire?"

      He harrumphed. “Pretty sure I’m dead, young lady. Getting Turned at the age of seventy doesn't turn back the clock. I’ve stopped aging, but I still have a few old-man problems.” He leaned forward as if to tell her a secret. “I’ve always been a little hard of hearing.”

      “I would’ve never guessed,” she teased. “What’s your name?” 

      “Arthur, but you can call me Art,” he said. “What’s yours?”

      “Lavender. C’mon, let's get you to a more suitable space." She led him through the sunroom, past the living room, which was usually brightened by the sun streaming through the huge skylight, and into the windowless hallway. 

      “Just through here, Art.” She took the vampire to the guest room she’d named “Purple Death.” She thought the title was apt given the room was painted a gorgeous deep eggplant color and decorated with prominent skull motifs. 

      You could take the girl out of Hell, but not Hell out of the girl. 

      Lavender hadn’t spent a lot of time with vampires, but she knew they were prone to pass out before dawn. Since the actual morning sun was due to arise in an hour or so, she led him to the queen-sized guest bed. 

      “Take off your shoes,” she told him.

      He shucked off the black wingtips and revealed a pair of yellow socks with tiny green alligators on them. She glanced up at him, and he shrugged. “I’m originally from Florida. I like alligators.”

      “I can see why,” said Lavender. “They are lovely beasts.” 

      Art didn’t protest as she tucked his thin form under the thick amethyst covers. She made sure the blackout curtains on the lone window were shut tight, and then she wiggled her fingers again to turn on the morning sunshine. Even though she couldn’t see the sunbeams, just knowing they’d returned to brighten her little part of Arkansas was enough to settle her nerves. She sat down next to the vampire and magicked a cup of chamomile tea. 

      She picked up the delicate china cup, rimmed in silver with tiny pink flowers laced around its top. The best part of the cup was the silver skull and crossbones etched on the bottom. “Here, have some tea.”

      “Can’t drink tea.” He peered at her. “I’m a vampire, remember?”

      “Oh, right.” Lavender touched cup, and the golden liquid turned deep red. She tilted the cup to show him. “There now. Chamomile blood. It will nourish you and calm your nerves.”

      “Thanks.” He sipped the drink. His eyes widened as a smile formed on his lips. “Say now, that is pretty good.”

      “Thanks,” said Lavender, pleased with his compliment. “It’s my own herbal blend.” She looked at him. “Now. Tell me what happened to you, Art.”

      “I sorta pissed off a demon.”

      Lavender knew all about demons, so she knew pissed-off was generally their state of being. “What did you do?”

      “I, uh …” He frowned, his lined face flushed as the blood tea perked up his pale skin and healed his minor burns. “I didn’t realize demons were asshats even to their own kin.” He paused, flustered. “I never thought about demons having families. How was I supposed to know she was his grandmother?”

      “Oh, they have families. They’re dysfunctional, but aren’t most?” Lavender’s certainly was—and that’s why she avoided them whenever possible. She offered what she hoped was a reassuring smile. “Did you kill her?” she asked gently.

      “Who?”

      “The demon’s grandmother.”

      Art’s eyes widened. “I didn’t kill her,” he said, indignant. “I left her at the altar.”

      “Oh, dear.” She patted his papery hand then cocked her head. “So you were going to sacrifice her?” 

      “What? No!” His expression was one of concern as he studied her face. “Are you all right in the head?”

      “My head is fine, I assure you.” She looked at him and frowned. “Art, I don’t approve of sacrifice—on an altar or otherwise.”

      “Lavender, I was gonna marry her,” he said. “Then all hell broke loose. My beloved and I decided to get hitched, but we didn’t want a big fuss. Me, her, and a man of God to do the deed—that’s it. Then her grandson Ferth pops up in the middle of ceremony and punches me in the face.”

      “Ferth?” Lavender drew in a shocked breath.

      But Art wasn’t finished with his story so he waved away her reaction and continued. “I’m a vampire, so hitting me rarely does a lot of damage, but Ferth’s a demon, right? I flew across the room and bounced off the wall. The preacher screams and runs away. I saw my sweet Begonia aiming a lightning bolt at her grandson.” He sighed. “Next thing I know, I’m in your backyard doing the I’m-on-fire cha-cha.” 

      “You were going to marry Begonia Darklight?” 

      “Yep. We found each other on a paranormal dating website. It was love at first summoning, I tell you.” He looked at Lavender. “I need to get back to her.” He paused. “By the way, where am I again?”

      “You’re in Lost Souls, Arkansas,” she told him again. “You mentioned Ferth, too.”

      “Yeah. Now there’s a guy who needs a pitchfork up his ass.”

      Knowing Ferth—and Lavender unfortunately did know him—he’d take delight in ruining a wedding and acting like a demonic assgoblin. But why would her cousin care about who their grandmother married? Begonia had been around for several thousand years and had mated a few times. 

      Art looked around the bedroom. “You sure have a thing for skulls.” He studied the glittery silver skulls she’d stenciled around the perimeter, which formed a border underneath the black crown molding.  

      “I do love skulls,” she admitted happily. 

      “And mornings,” said Art. His forehead scrunched up. “Look, I haven’t been undead long enough to do the travel beam thing. Maybe you can help me get back to my Begonia?”

      “Here’s the thing,” said Lavender, apologetically. She magicked away Art’s empty teacup. “Ferth is my cousin. And Begonia Darklight is my grandmother.”

      “She is?” He narrowed his gaze. “But…” His eyes widened. “Wait, Lavender. You’re Dare, aren’t you?”

      “Yes,” said Lavender, laughing. “It’s been her nickname for me since I was a baby. She’s the only one who calls me that. And she would’ve introduced you eventually. I adore her to bits, Art. The rest of my family is…difficult to like.” She sighed. “Most of them act like Ferth, I’m sorry to say.”

      “Wait a minute. You’re a demon?” He sounded skeptical. “You look like fae to me. You got the wings and everything.”

      “My father was half-fae.”

      Art looked skeptical, so she said, “Here’s a quick family history lesson, Art. As you know, Begonia’s a demon, so at one point, she had a demon mate and they had demon children, and those children begat other children, including Ferth.

      “But then Begonia fell in love with a human and married him. From that relationship, my mother, Dana, was born. Mother fell in love with my father, Sean, who was half-human and half-fae. And then I was born. An only child.”  She cleared her throat. “After they died, Grandmother took me in—and she was raised in Hell.” 

      When Lavender was six-years-old, her parents died in a fire that had destroyed their Ireland farm in 1818. Her mother and father had enough supernatural blood to have long lives, excellent healing, and some magic. But they didn’t have immortality. And fatal wounds would—and did—kill them. 

      Neither demon nor fae liked the idea of her mother and father being mated, even though their human ancestry made them unpalatable to either world. Lavender was a mix of human, demon, and fairy. She’d never belonged anywhere. She was too human for demons and fairies, although the fae were less asshole-ish about it, and too paranormal to live in the human world. That’s why Lost Souls was such a blessing. In this town, everyone belonged no matter their backgrounds. 

      All her cousins in Hell made her childhood miserable, especially Ferth. It didn’t surprise her one bit he was on the earthly plane causing trouble and doing everything possible to hurt their grandmother. Just the mention of him made black fury slither through her, burning through her veins.

      “Your hair is…uh, on fire,” said Art. “Black and purple. Huh. Never seen flames those colors before.”

      “Oh!” Lavender drew in a deep breath and thought of mornings, rainbows, glitter skulls, and her adorable carnivorous plants. Her fury receded and with it, the power that threatened to explode from her. The fire that had flared across her skull extinguished. 

      “So, about that ride to my beloved?” asked Art. 

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I don’t think you should go anywhere right now. Ferth can’t touch a hoof on my property. You’re safe here—and my grandmother knows that.” Lavender smiled as she tucked Art in like he was a small child. “I believe Grandmother sent you here so I can protect you.” 

      “Don’t need protecting,” he grumbled. 

      “You should try to rest,” said Lavender as she turned off the bedside lamp. It wasn’t quite dawn, but she felt like Arthur needed extra rest. She whispered a sleep spell and the vampire closed his eyes. 

      He started snoring. 

      Good Goddess. He sounded like the combination of heavy thunder and a thousand chainsaws. She flicked magic at him, and the awful noises quieted. 

      Lavender returned to the sunroom, where she’d left her smartphone. She called her grandmother, but it rang once before switching to voicemail. 

      She ended the call without leaving a message.

      Begonia Darklight was a powerful demon capable of taking care of herself so Lavender wasn’t too worried about her grandmother. It seemed likely that Begonia would pop in as soon as she’d dealt with Ferth. 

      Until then, Lavender would do her best to take care of Art. 

      How hard could it be to look after an elderly vampire?
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        Broken Heart, Oklahoma…

      

      

      “You lost your vampire?” 

      Werecougar Caulder Mason stared at the trim brunette dressed in jeans, a pink T-shirt touting “Bite Me” in a glittery scrawl, and white Reeboks. Her smile was razor-sharp. Vampire fangs tended to affect the sincerity of a bloodsucker’s grin. 

      She wore a pinned name tag that read: 

      Jessica

      Vampire Mom

      Boss of You

      “I didn’t lose him,” said Caulder, looking away from her irritated gaze. “I just don’t know where he is right now.”

      The last place Caulder wanted to be was in the teeny office of the Adopt-an-Elderly-Vampire program, which was one of several teeny offices in the newly constructed Broken Heart Community Center. It was the first, and probably last, time he’d ever set foot in the place. 

      “Look, dude. Part of the rules of your participation in the Adopt-An-Elderly-Vampire program is that you keep your old bloodsucker within sight at all times.” She pointed to a poster on the wall that listed the agency’s mission statement and three rules. Number one was: Keep your elderly vampire within sight at all times.

      “Apparently, he’s been missing since yesterday,” admitted Caulder. “His friends told me he was getting married and might be on his honeymoon.” 

      “He didn’t invite you to the wedding?”

      “I didn’t even know he was engaged. Technically, Arthur Cobbler isn’t my vampire. My sister Lissa signed up for this program. I only met this guy once when Lissa brought him by my place.” Lissa was Caulder’s exact opposite: sunny, friendly, and affectionate. She loved socializing and being around parakind. Caulder preferred his solitude and had built his two-room cabin in the dense woods miles away from town. His younger sister had said if he refused to get a social life, she’d bring one to him. In his view, a senior citizen bloodsucker who thought “pull my finger” was still hilarious didn’t exactly fulfill the requirements of getting a social life. “I’m only vampire-sitting until Lissa gets back from vacation.”

      “Okay. Well, did your sister put a tracker on him?”

      “A tracker?”

      “Yeah. Like this.” She picked up a glass bowl on the desk and took out a little black dot. “Our security dude Braddock Hayes invented these. You stick ‘em on the back of the neck and download an app. Boom.” She pointed to the poster again. “Rule number three, Caulder. Always keep tabs on your elderly vampire.” 

      “Isn’t that a lot like rule number one, keeping your vampire within sight at all times?”

      “If you’d followed rule number one, you wouldn’t need rule number three.”

      Caulder ran a hand through his hair. This is why I don’t talk to people. He blew out a breath. He was born and raised in California and, until moving to Oklahoma, had always lived in big cities. Despite living in Broken Heart for the last few years, he still hadn’t gotten the hang of small-town Southern hospitality. “I didn’t know putting a tracker on Art was an option.”

      “What’s the point of writing the Guide to Taking Care of Your Undead Senior Citizen if no one reads it?” Jessica rolled her eyes then she picked up a tablet from the desk, frowning in concentration as she scrolled through the information on its screen. 

      Caulder glanced at the poster once more and read rule number two: Always feed your elderly vampire before going on field trips. Yikes. He hoped Art was filled up on blood. He wasn’t sure what to do if he found the old guy running around biting people. 

      “Ah ha! You’re in luck. Lissa put a tracker on Art.” Jessica looked up. “Where’s your phone? I’ll show how to download the app.”

      “I don’t have a phone.”

      “You don’t have a cell phone?” She shook her head. “No one uses landlines anymore. All we have in Broken Heart is the cell tower.” 

      “Well, even if a land line was available, I wouldn’t have one.”

      “How does your sister get hold of you?”

      “She drives out to my place. And in a pinch, I have a CB radio.” 

      Jessica stared at him for a full thirty seconds, her mouth hanging open. 

      “Can you just tell me where he is?” asked Caulder. “Please?”

      The vampire blinked. “Yeah. Sure.” She looked at the tablet again. “Why would he go there?” She tapped the screen and used two of her fingers to expand an image. She flipped the tablet around and showed him. “Art’s in Arkansas—in a little paranormal town called Lost Souls. It’s way smaller than ours, but the people there are cool. And by people, I mean parakind.” 

      Caulder studied the map. “Thank you.” 

      “Go see Tabor Standing Bear and his wife, Grace, before you go stomping around town. They’re the guardians. If you don’t have their permission to visit, they’ll throw you out on your ass.” She tapped the image again. “See that dot? That’s their house. I’ll call and let them know you’re on your way.”

      “I appreciate that,” he said, and then he turned to go. 

      “Do you want me to print you out the map?”

      “I don’t need it.” He’d been born with an eidetic memory, which meant he couldn’t forget the map he’d just seen or the conversation he’d just had with Jessica. That was another reason he lived in seclusion. His recalls were so vivid, he often felt overwhelmed. “I memorized the map and the address.”

      “In three seconds?” 

      “Two,” he said, smiling, “thanks for your help.”

      “Thanks for making my evening confusing and strange.”

      His smile widened. “I do what I can.”

      Caulder waved good-bye and left the office. He’d parked in front of the community center, so he didn’t have to go far to get into his battered white truck. Caulder had replaced the engine twice, and nearly everything else at least once. He didn’t mind the rust or the body damage. He had enough scars of his own that he wouldn’t remove those earned by another. Even if it was an inanimate object. 

      “All right, Art,” he muttered as he started the truck. Its rumble was as reassuring as a werecat’s purr. “I’m coming to get you.”
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        * * *

      

      “You do know you’ve imprisoned me, your own flesh-and-brimstone, and tried to kill my fiancé, right?” Begonia Darklight looked up from her cross-stitch and peered at her grandson through the jagged rock bars of her cell. Everything in Hell was made from the strange substance, a color of red no mortal eyes had seen. She knew the cells in this dungeon had been made long before her ex-husband’s great-grandfather had taken over the Darklight rulership. And demons lived for damned near ever. She also knew none of her powers would work so long as she was trapped inside here. 

      “Look, I have to prove to Father that I have what it takes to rule the Darklight legion.”

      “And you think taking out an elderly vampire will prove how demonly you are?” Begonia rolled her eyes.

      “Anything that makes you miserable makes Father happy. And killing your mate will make him deliriously happy. And it will show him I have the balls to be the new leader.” Ferth glared at her. “Tell Lavender to give me the vampire. I’ll make his death quick, I promise.”

      “Killing Art will not ensure you the keys to the kingdom.” 

      “Yes, it will,” insisted Ferth. “But then you had to send the old geezer to Lavender.” He pouted. “Why did you have to mate with a human? We should never have had a…a Lavender muddying up the Darklight bloodline.”

      “Would you get over yourself already? I don’t know why you're such an asswipe. All I want to do is marry my man and live in a senior citizen nudist colony.”

      Ferth shuddered. “Gross.” He paced in the front of the cell. “Tell Lavender to give me the vampire. I’ll make his death quick, I promise.”

      “Bite me.” Begonia stood and handed the cross-stitched piece to him. “Hang this up in your new throne room, will you?”

      At the top was a little red crown. Underneath it said: “Stay Calm and Go Fuck Yourself.”

      Ferth screamed in frustration and disappeared.

      Begonia took her seat again and started a new cross-stitch project. She had faith that Lavender would protect Art. And if Ferth pushed his luck, Lavender would kick his butt all the way back to Hell. 

      Until then, all she could do was wait.
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        * * *

      

      Several hours later, Caulder pulled up to the log cabin in a clearing surrounded by thick forest. It had taken the better part of the night to get here, he was tired, and his ass was numb from the ride. The clock on the dash revealed that it was 6:01 a.m., confirmed by the sun peeking over the woods, so he wouldn’t be able to retrieve Art until the evening. Vampires exploded in the sunlight. He shut off the engine and got out. As he walked toward the porch, the front door opened and a svelte woman with mossy green hair and gold-tinted eyes stepped out.

      “Caulder Mason?” she asked. 

      “That’s me,” he confirmed. 

      “I’m Grace.” She smiled a warm welcome. “Come on in. We have the guest room ready for you.”

      “You didn’t have to go to the trouble,” he said. 

      “We already have trouble,” she said, grinning. “We have an open floor plan, energetic twins, a lizard with no sense of personal space, and a ghost with a bad attitude.”

      “Did you say ghost?” asked Caulder.

      “Her name is Dorcas, and lucky for you, she’s occupied with our twin daughters.” 

      She waved him inside and then shut and locked the door behind him. He followed her across the living room, through the kitchen, up the stairs, and into a cozy room painted in shades of bronze and brown. The full-sized bed had about a thousand pillows on it, all with some kind of lace or ribbon attached. 

      Caulder felt a sudden, awful itch on the back of his neck. He reached back and scratched, and the feeling eased. He figured the itch was a physical manifestation of how uncomfortable he felt in this room.

      “I appreciate the hospitality,” he said, “but I prefer sleeping in the woods.”

      “Oh. Um, do you want a tent?”

      “I don’t need one, but thanks. I plan to shift.” Grace looked confused, so he tried to clarify. “I don’t sleep well in human form—or trapped in a bed.” Shit. He’d just said trapped instead of wrapped. “Shifting into a werecougar calms my mind. A cat’s brain has a simpler approach to life than a human’s brain.”

      “I get it. I’m married to a shifter,” she said as she turned and led him back downstairs and into the kitchen. “Do you need anything to drink? Are you hungry?”

      “No, thank you.”

      “I can whip up anything you’d like,” she said. “I’m a witch and therefore, much better than a microwave.”

      “I can attest to that,” said the man sidling behind Grace and kissing her cheek. He looked at Caulder, smiling. “Hi there. I’m Tabor.” Tabor Standing Bear was a big man—tall, broad-shouldered, and about the size of a bear in his human form. Caulder bet the guy’s beast was huge. Tabor wore jeans, a pearl-button snap shirt and black cowboy boots. He held out a hand and gave Caulder’s a firm shake. “Jessica said you had a tracker on the vampire,” he said. “Art Cobbler, right?”

      “That’s him,” said Caulder. He easily recalled the image of the Google Earth map and told Tabor how to get to the location. 

      “Are you sure?” asked Tabor in a shaking voice. The change in his demeanor alarmed his wife. 

      “What is it?” she asked, turning around and cupping his cheek. Worry marred her brow. “What’s wrong?”

      “Everything,” said Tabor. “It seems Art is visiting Lavender Greengrass.” The man was the size of an oak tree, solid and strong, and Caulder figured that made the bear shifter an intimidating fellow. At least he would’ve been if his face hadn’t been as white as a pail of milk. He sat down on a stool parked by the kitchen island. Tabor rubbed a shaking hand over his face. “Are you sure you have to get this vampire? Because I wouldn’t fault you for leaving him there and going home.”

      “My sister would kill me if I didn’t bring Art home,” said Caulder. What the hell had ol’ Art gotten himself into? If this Greengrass lady could freak out a bear shifter, she had to be something to behold. Caulder felt a zip of excitement. He liked different and challenging. Especially in a woman. 

      Grace smiled at Caulder. “Lavender has a tea and herbal shop in town. She’s a fae and nice.”

      “She’s fae-ish,” said Tabor, “and demon-ish. And human-ish, I guess. She lives on about five acres on the outskirts of town. She generally keeps to herself, but the last time she came to the cabin—she turned loose a plague of black beetles that damned near buried us. We had huge drifts of these critters. It was like snow, but uglier—and crunchier.”

      “She doesn’t do it on purpose,” said Grace. “I don’t think she has a mean bone in her body, but sometimes, her demonic side unleashes, especially when she gets emotional.”

      “She gave me smallpox,” said Tabor. “Remember that? Shifters aren’t supposed to get human diseases. Especially not ones that have been eradicated.”

      “Well, why don’t we call her and ask her to send Art to town?” asked Caulder. “I can pick him up there.”

      Ugh. That damned itch had returned and had now gone from his neck to both shoulders. He rolled them trying to shake off the feeling, but would give anything to scrub his back against a rough-barked tree.

      “Call her? Hell, no. I wouldn’t risk going deaf or getting an ear infection from the sound of her voice. You’ll better get Mr. Cobbler in person. But don’t do it after sunset. Night is like…like charging her power with lightning.”

      “Another reason she keeps her property in perpetual sunshine,” said Grace. “She doesn’t much care for the dark, anyway.” She looked at Caulder. “Get some rest now and get Art in a few hours. I’ll give you an amulet for the vampire. If he wears it, he won’t explode from the sunlight, and you’ll be able to get him home.”

      “Thanks,” said Caulder. “I appreciate it.” He hesitated and then asked, “You got anything for mosquito bites? I’m itching like crazy.”

      Grace smiled. Then she pointed at Caulder. Green magic whirled from the tip of her forefinger and wrapped around him. “Listen now to what I say—itch, itch go away!”
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        * * *

      

      In his werecougar form, Caulder already felt a sense of peace. While Grace’s magic cure for the crazy itch seemed to work at first, the damned sensation had reappeared and moved to the middle of his back. He used the nearest tree as a scratching post until the irritation lessened. 

      Soon, he found the perfect tree to nap in, easily leaping from thick branch to thick branch until he was high enough off the ground to feel safe. The smells of the fragrant earth and the sharp sting of pine helped set him at ease. A light wind rasped against the leaves and brought with it the redolence of honeysuckle flowers and…what was that? He lifted his head so his snout could better capture the elusive scent. It was rich and spicy, and somehow a hint of something sweet. Like hot chocolate spiced with chili flakes. He’d smelled nothing like it before. It moved through him, a feeling that was both foreign and familiar. Such a chaotic mix. And yet, exciting, too. 

      Eventually, the wonderful scent faded, and Caulder had nothing left to do but try to rest. 

      Sleep asked a price every time. He didn’t know why the memory had to be taken out and looked at repeatedly. He hadn’t gleaned any new knowledge from it, no a-ha moments, no sudden inspirational insights. Worst of all, he couldn’t change any aspect. That was the bitch of eidetic memory. Perfect clarity. Detailed recall. No fuzzy parts at all, nothing he could reimagine to make it all hurt less. 

      He closed his eyes.

      And let the pain—and the memory—flow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      It was both a memory and a dream for Caulder…

      Caulder was eight-years-old and his sister, Lissa, was four. She didn’t understand why they had to hide in the secret room under the kitchen floor. Above them, boots stomped across the wooden slats, causing dust and dirt to swirl down over them. Caulder clutched the tiny flashlight, unable to extinguish the small white beam. Lissa hated the dark. And maybe he didn’t like it much, either. 

      But he was brave. 

      Mama said he was brave. 

      They heard the deep voices of men arguing. 

      “Where’s Mommy?” asked Lissa. 

      “Shhh,” admonished Caulder. He whispered, “We have to be real quiet until the bad men leave.”

      Lissa nodded, tears coasting down her chubby cheeks. She wasn’t too good at shifting yet, so they had to stay in their human forms. He was supposed to protect his baby sister no matter what. 

      He’d promised. 

      Caulder didn’t know how long they sat on the concrete floor, squished between shelves of canned vegetables and gallons of water. At some point, Lissa’s grief exhausted her and she fell asleep against his shoulder. He kept vigil, his worry for Mama a weight on his chest. 

      Everything went silent. He waited a while longer, though, just to make sure the bad men had gone away.

      “Lissa.” He shook his sister awake. “C’mon.”

      He stood up and pulled Lissa to her feet. He led her through the small room to the wood ladder that led up to the trapdoor. 

      “Follow me,” he said in a low voice, “and be really, really quiet, okay?”

      Lissa nodded. 

      Caulder climbed up the ladder, pausing at the top to listen. Nothing and no one stirred—at least not in the kitchen. Heart hammering in his chest, he lifted the trapdoor up and peeked out. 

      The kitchen was dark. He shone the flashlight’s tiny beam around the area. Empty. 

      He pushed the trapdoor all the way open and heaved himself onto the floor. He stood up and held out his hand to Lissa. She grabbed onto him and crawled out. Caulder put his finger to his lips. Lissa nodded, but she looked like she wanted to cry. He had to get them to the safe house. That’s where Mama would be waiting. 

      At least, he hoped so. 

      They crept across the kitchen to the back door. He opened it and led his sister onto the small porch. “You wanna race?” he asked. “Whoever makes it across the backyard first gets a bag of Skittles.”

      His sister loved Skittles. Her expression brightened. 

      “Okay. Go!”

      She took off, her bare feet whispering through the dewy grass. Caulder jumped off the porch, but then he felt a large, meaty hand clasp his arm. 

      “Well, well, well,” said a rasping male voice. “Looks like I found a kitty.”

      Caulder bit the man’s forearm, sinking his cougar fangs deep. The man hollered and let him go. He jerked his mouth away from the man’s damaged flesh, the rusty taste of blood coating his tongue. 

      He started to shift, going down on all fours as the strength of his cougar filled him with courage. He bounded across the backyard and into the tree line where Lissa waited. She grabbed the scruff of his neck and swung her leg over his back. Within seconds, she clung to him, her tears soaking his fur. 

      Caulder went deeper into the forest, away from the men crashing into the woods. He knew the area well and soon had outpaced those who searched for him and his sister. 

      He had to get to the safe house. 

      Mama would be there. 

      Wouldn’t she?

      He loped around a tree and Lissa slid off, huddling at the base of the large oak. Caulder shifted into his human form and crouched at her side, stroking her hair. “It’ll be okay, Lissa,” he said. 

      “Oh, my darlin’ boy.” 

      Caulder looked up and saw a woman floating above him. The scent of spiced hot chocolate infiltrated his senses and he breathed deeply. She was beautiful, ethereal. Her heart-shaped face held such concern for him. She reached down and cupped his face. “You’ve suffered enough, love,” she said in a beautiful Irish voice. “Be free of this pain.”

      Caulder jolted, his eyes flying open. He damned near fell off the tree. Who the fuck was that? She shouldn’t have been there. Not in his memory. Heart pounding, he tried to recall that terrible night again. Tried to see her again.

      He got a vague recollection of running in the forest with his sister, then someone else…someone who smelled like dark chocolate and felt like peace…and then even that feeling and knowledge faded. He only remembered that he’d had a memory. 

      And now, it was gone.

      Feeling unnerved, Caulder jumped off his napping branch and returned to the cabin. The back door was opened, so he went inside and straight to the bathroom where he’d left clean clothes. He shut door, shifted into his human form, and took a quick shower. 

      He didn’t know why he felt so electrified. So excited. Like something other than picking up an elderly vampire was about to happen. 

      With that weird feeling churning in his gut, he said good-bye to the Standing Bears and got into his truck.

      Within fifteen minutes, Caulder was pulling up to the quaint cottage. The Craftsman-style home, with its brown rock walls and neatly painted trim, was surrounded by the proverbial white picket fence. The lush, well-tended front yard would make Martha Stewart jealous. Strangely, the light around the house was different from that outside its perimeter. It was about an hour before noon, the sun high in the sky and already starting a heat beat-down, but over Miss Greengrass’s home, the light appeared to be the yellows and pinks of breaking dawn. 

      Caulder got out of the truck, opened the gate, and walked up the stone pathway to the front porch. Two rocking chairs flanked a blue table, which held a potted plant. He peered at it. He’d never seen fauna like that before. The tall green stalks looked like spoons at the top, and were outlined in a red fringe. 

      Caulder rang the doorbell and heard the tinkling sounds of bells— as if the bells were being rung at a funeral. He hadn’t even seen Lavender Greengrass, but he already knew she was someone he wanted to meet. 

      A woman dressed in a black lace wrap opened the door. Caulder was thunderstruck. Purple wings fluttered from her back. The color of her wings was the same as her hair, cut in a short messy bob, which complimented her heart-shaped face and eyes that were purple with irises rimmed in pink. Why did she seem familiar? He’d never met her. He’d remember—and that would be a memory he’d happily take out and re-examine.

      The chili-chocolate fragrance overwhelmed him, sinking into his pores, embedding into his bones. He knew that scent—he’d absorbed it last night. 

      He knew, without a doubt, that the woman staring at him with narrowed eyes and a scowling expression would change his life. His heart. He’d never thought in a million years he’d ever experience instant attraction, much less the certain and inevitable knowledge that he’d found the one.

      Holy shit. 

      He felt sucker punched. And while he stood there, trying to get breath back into his lungs, she looked at him and said, “You’re not welcome here. Go away.”

      Bam! Sucker punch number two. He hadn’t expected her to reject him before he’d even said hello.  He tried not to stagger back because it sure as hell felt like she’d kneed him in the balls. 

      “Hi,” he managed to squeak out. “Ms. Greengrass, maybe we could talk before you throw me out on my ass.”

      Her gaze flicked to him, and she offered a warm smile. Wow. She was so beautiful. That smile was something he could—no, would—worship every day.  And he would give her reasons, lots and lots of reasons, to smile. 

      “Call me Lavender, please.”

      “I’m Caulder.”

      “Caulder, I’m so sorry,” she said graciously in that wonderful Irish lilt. “I was talking to him, not you.” She flicked her fingers, and Caulder felt something heavy hanging on his backside—for all of one second. The purple-black magic issuing from the fae’s fingers whirled over him, and he heard, “Aaaaaaah! Fuck!”

      As Caulder turned around to view the creature that had hitched a ride on him, Lavender joined him on the porch. “Wait. What? How did he do that?” he asked. 

      “He’s a demon,” said Lavender. “A mean, sulky, soul-eating demon.”

      “I don’t eat souls,” said the scaly red being getting to his feet. He was a walking cliché of a demon—cloven feet, pitchforked tail, sharp curved horns. However, as he stood, he transformed into a tall, lanky gentleman dressed in tailored Armani. His hair was slicked back and his eyes, still a terrifying red, were empty—except for the tiny flames burning in the irises. “Give me the vampire, Lavender.”

      “No.” 

      The man rolled his eyes. “You are always so difficult.” He smiled, but the gesture was neither reassuring nor kind. “What’s your deal with the werecougar? The pheromones between you two are enough to choke an elephant.”

      “That’s a stupid analogy. What’s between Caulder and I is none of your beeswax.” 

      “Really? Because you need my permission to marry.”

      “We’ve only known each other for less than five minutes,” interrupted Caulder. He glanced at Lavender. “Not that I wouldn’t marry you. I totally would.”

      “Aw.” Lavender beamed at him, and his heart nearly exploded from all the tenderness she inspired. He wanted to rub her feet. And pour her a bubble bath. And go shopping with her.

      Caulder inhaled a sharp breath. Whoa. 

      “Ferth is my cousin,” said Lavender apologetically. “I don’t need his permission to do anything. He thinks he’s the shit. It’s so annoying.”

      “I am the shit.” Ferth moved toward the porch, but Lavender put up her hand. 

      “One step further and I will make sure your scales fall off and never grow back.” 

      He snorted and dared another step.

      “And your hair. All of it.” She bared her teeth at him. “From everywhere.”

      Ferth looked unconvinced. Caulder’s protective urges encouraged him to eviscerate the demon. And he would kill the asshole to prevent him from bothering Lavender ever again. He offered a warning growl. “She might remove your hair,” he said, “but I’ll remove your entrails.”

      “You’re so sweet,” said Lavender, patting his arm. “Thank you.”

      Facing both his cousin and a shifter appeared to stop Ferth in his tracks. He pulled at the cuffs of his shirt, obviously pretending that he’d made the decision to go no further. “You missed Demonsgiving again.”

      “I miss it every year,” said Lavender.

      “Well, maybe you should’ve come this year. Father announced he’s retiring. I intend to be the leader of the Darklight legion.”

      “Hooray. New asshole, same legion.” 

      “So, you can understand,” he continued as though Lavender hadn’t said anything, “why I need to kill the vampire.”

      “You want to kill Art?” Caulder glared at the demon. “What did he do to you?”

      “He tried to marry my grandmother. So, really, it’s his fault he has to die.”

      Caulder watched as Lavender stepped forward and poked Ferth in the chest. “You think killing Grandmother’s new mate will make your dad pick you to lead the legion?” 

      “Yes, I do,” said Ferth. “You know Father hates her. Her misery is his joy. And a happy dad is a generous dad.”

      “You selfish, arrogant, mealy-mouthed prick.” Caulder watched in amazement as Lavender’s gossamer wings turned leathery black and horns—purple, of course—sprouted from her head. Her glittery purple nails curved into sharp claws. She lifted her hands. Black and purple fire danced along the tips of her claws. 

      His heart backflipped in his chest. Holy damn. She was magnificent. 

      “Now, Lavender,” said Ferth, hastily backing away. “There’s no need to get upset.”

      “Upset!” Her Irish lilt was gone, replaced by an echoing growl that sent shivers right through Caulder.

      Goddess above. He utterly adored her. Her warrior strength. Her take-no-shit attitude. Her dark beauty.

      She was the perfect woman. 

      Er, demon. 

      Um, fae?

      “Did you tell loverboy you stole one of his memories?” shouted Ferth. 

      Lavender hesitated. Her demon form receded, but not her temper. “Leave. Now.” 

      Ferth scrambled off the porch and then, in a poof of black sulfur smoke, he disappeared.

      “What did he mean? You stole my memory?”

      Lavender walked to the door and opened it. “You should come inside for some tea.” She looked at him, her expression apologetic. “And an explanation.”
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      That werecougar was fi-ine. Dorcas flitted around the garden in a tight black mini-skirt, tank top, and red stiletto heels. Her gray hair was done up in a beehive, and she’d taken cat-eye liner to the extreme. Too bad he’s gonna die a horrible death.

      “Is there a different kind?” asked Grace. “Death is kinda horrible already.” She stroked the small white petals of her feverfew flowers. Their deep yellow centers were a striking contrast. Feverfew was pretty, but its leaves were the real treasure. Chewing on them could relieve headaches. She often used feverfew to create poultices and teas for those who suffered migraines and arthritis. “Liz,” she admonished as her frill-necked lizard familiar opened her mouth to take a bite, “you know you can’t eat that.”

      “I can, too,” she said, her Australian accent heavy with petulance, “even if it makes me chunder.”

      Why can’t you just say vomit? asked Dorcas, irritated. Liz eating something she shouldn’t. Like she does every freaking day. The ghost floated over the feverfew plants and rolled onto her stomach. Back to me, okay? So…there’s horrible and then there’s—Dorcas grabbed her throat and made choking-hissing noises as she tumbled around in the air—catastrophic horrible.

      Grace put down her garden shears and stared up at the Puritan ghost. “Why would you say that? Even you’re not that mean.”

      Oh, sure I am. But in this case, I’m saying it because of the demon.

      “Demon?”

      The one attached to Mr. Sexy’s back like a clingy ex-girlfriend. I bet cougar-man was itchy as hell. It’s the scales—even invisible they irritate the skin. Anyway. Said his name was Ferth, and man, what a dick. Dorcas changed her voice to whine. I’m gonna destroy him and blast her, blah, blah, blah. She rolled her eyes. See? A real dick. 

      “Wait. You’re saying that a murderous demon followed Caulder to Lavender Greengrass’s house?”

      Dorcas sank to the earth and peered at Grace. You’re not usually this slow. Did you need me to repeat it using smaller words?

      Grace flicked green magic at Dorcas. It zapped her on the ass. 

      Hey, protested the ghost. 

      “Liz, did you see a demon?” she asked. 

      The lizard snapped her mouth closed and guiltily moved away from the white petals. “Not much for seeing the minions of Hell,” said Liz. Her little tongue flicked out. “But I’m not surprised Dorcas the Dead can see ‘em. She’s one step away from becoming one.”

      Ha, ha. That’s not how it works, you alligator bait. I’m a ghost. I can’t become a demon.

      “That’s enough, you two.” Grace narrowed her gaze at Dorcas. “Don’t you think telling me earlier, say when Caulder was actually here, would’ve been a better idea?” 

      Dorcas shrugged. I went to school with the twins. 

      “I told you to stop doing that. You distract them too much. And the last time, you freaked out Mrs. Wisen so badly, she took a leave of absence.”

      Dorcas shrugged. Who knew she was allergic to apples?

      “Everybody’s allergic to poisoned apples.”

      It was only enough to turn her green. Dorcas crossed her arms and sniffed. Maybe next time she won’t say something snotty about the Hoar family when teaching Puritan witch history.

      “I’m with Dorky Butt,” said Liz. “Mrs. Wisen doesn’t know diddly-squat about frill-necked lizards or our contributions to familiar kind, either.”

      Grace turned her glare onto her familiar. “Don’t tell me you were in on that.”

      Liz sniffed. “Okay. I won’t.” 

      “You are both grounded. Now, I have to go warn Caulder. You two stay here.” Grace rose to her feet and stripped off her gardening gloves.

      Your honey bear will go berserk if he finds out you went anywhere near Typhoid Mary. 

      “She’s right, Grace,” said Liz. “Tabor won’t like it at all.”

      “Then I guess it’s a good thing he’s in Little Rock with his grandpa.” 

      You should at least let me come along. I want to see what a para-natural disaster looks like up close. Besides, you may need someone to relay the details of your sudden demise. 

      “Like anyone would believe you. Besides, I won’t die. Probably.” Grace shook her finger at Dorcas and then at Liz. “I mean it. Stay here.”

      Fine. No problem. I didn’t want to go anyway.

      “Me, either,” said Liz. “So there.”
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      Grace enacted a translocation spell and within a few seconds, she appeared in a large airy kitchen with two stainless steel refrigerators, a double stove, granite countertops, and an abundance of copper cookware hanging from a rack above the sizable butcher-block island. This was not the cozy kitchen belonging Lavender. 

      Before she could zap herself out, queen of the loup de sang Patsy Marchand walked in.

      That told her Grace two things. First, she had accidentally transported herself all the way to Broken Heart, Oklahoma. And two, Patsy’s kitchen was designed to feed an army. Given that the queen had four shifter children, Grace assumed Patsy probably lived in this kitchen. Tabor was only one shifter and filling up his tummy took a mountain of food. Grace couldn’t imagine what it would be like to feed shifters who were still growing.

      Patsy took one look at Grace and blanched. “Don’t tell me you have another infestation of zombie bunnies.” 

      Grace shuddered as she thought about the zombie bunny attack that had assailed Tabor’s cabin months ago. It had been an ugly, rabbit-stomping night—and she would sooner swim in acid than deal with the furry undead again. “I don’t know why I’m in your kitchen.” She sighed. “I’m trying to get to Lavender Greengrass’s house.”

      “Why the holyfucknuts would you want to go there?”

      Grace arched an eyebrow. “You know Lavender Greengrass?”

      “I know of her…everyone knows of her. Do you know it’s rumored she started the Irish potato famine? Some witches say she was responsible for the Black Plague. I even heard that whole Egyptian locust thing was on her, too.”

      “C’mon. There’s no way she did all of that,” said Grace. She was cynical about assigning that much chaos in human history to one paranormal being. “Lavender’s not even two-hundred-years-old.”

      “That’s not the point. She’s destructive enough that everyone believes she’s capable of that crap—and Goddess knows what else.”

      Grace couldn’t help but think poor Lavender was getting a bad rap because of a few minor mishaps here and there. She knew too well the harshness of judgments rendered on innocents. She could name a hundred instances where Dorcas had left her in the middle of some disaster the ghost created. But Grace was always there for the blame—and the subsequent cleanup.

      “Well, if you’re trying to get Lavender’s—how did you end up here?”

      “I don’t know. Since taking on the ancient magic from the Franklinia Magica, I have the ability to translocate. But apparently I’m not awesome at it.”

      “You’ll get the hang of it. It takes practice, believe me. Just try to think about Lavender’s house—really concentrate—and try again. But are you sure you want to just pop in on her? You might find yourself on the end of a plague or a fireball.”

      “Thanks for the warning, but I’ll take my chances,” she told the queen. 

      Patsy shook her head. “It’s your funeral.”

      “Why does everyone think I’m going to die?” she muttered. Grace drew in a deep breath, focused her thoughts on an image of Lavender’s house, and magicked herself out of the queen’s kitchen.

      Grace appeared in some place that was not Lavender Greengrass’s property. 

      Well, shit. 

      Where was she now? A cave? Yep. And it was a strange cave, too. Flickering light emitted with no discernible source. The rock was the color of burnt offerings and blood sacrifices. 

      She shuddered. 

      “What’s a witch doing in Hell?” 

      The female voice startled Grace. She whirled around and saw an older woman in an ivory dress, almost wedding-like, except for the singe marks and red spatters. Her hosiery was torn and her shoes missing. She wore pearls at her throat and ears, and other than being behind bars, she looked like someone’s genteel Southern grandma.

      “I don’t know,” said Grace. She moved closer to the prison cell. “Why are you in Hell?”

      “I used to live here,” said the woman. “Demon, you know. But I moved topside years ago. In fact, I was getting married—at least until my grandson threw a temper tantrum about it. Ungrateful whelp. Threw me in here and wants to kill my fiancé.” She smiled. “I’m Begonia Darklight. And you are?”

      “Grace Standing Bear.” She sighed. “I was trying to get back to Lost Souls, Arkansas.” 

      “You’re shitting me,” said the woman. “My granddaughter lives in Lost Souls. Her name is Lavender Greengrass.”

      “What! I’ve been trying to get to her place.” Grace realized showing up in Hell might not exactly be a coincidence. “There’s a demon piggybacking on a friend of mine—Caulder Mason. He was headed to Lavender’s house.” Grace grabbed at a bar and yanked hard. “How do I get you out of here?”

      “Sorry, honey. Only a demon can open this cell.” Begonia met Grace’s gaze. “Who’s Caulder Mason? And why would he seek my granddaughter?”

      “Oh, he’s only going to pick up a lost vampire.” 

      “You mean, this Caulder person was sent to get Arthur?” The older woman’s voice rose in panic. 

      Grace sought to reassure Begonia. “He’s just trying to get him back home, that’s all. Caulder’s a nice guy, I promise. I take it Arthur is your fiancé?” 

      “Yes. I sent him to Lavender because I knew she’d protect him.” Begonia grimaced. “My grandson Ferth was looking for a way to get to Art. I bet he’s the one attached to your friend.” Begonia clutched the bars. “Sweetie, you can’t translocate directly onto Lavender’s property. She has protections against that. Might be why you’re bouncing around. You’ll have to poof close to her house and walk to the door. Warn her about Ferth—and make sure Art stays on her property.”

      Okay. Now, Grace was on two rescue missions—and from the same demon. She’d come to expect her life in Lost Souls to be…um, interesting. But even for Lost Souls, this situation was way, way weird. Grace drew in a deep breath. “I’ll warn Lavender about Ferth and I’ll tell her where you’re at. Don’t worry, Begonia. You’re getting rescued.”

      “Just make sure Art is okay,” said Begonia. “And if you see Ferth, punch that little asshole right in the nose.”

      “You got it,” said Grace. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      Begonia nodded and then gave her a thumbs-up. “Good luck.”
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      Lavender brought the gorgeous shifter into the house. She glanced at Caulder and felt her stomach dip. The man was the kind of handsome found on health magazine covers and commercials for gym equipment. He had sandy blonde hair and eyes the color of the Aegean Sea and oh, my Goddess—the muscles! Shifters always had muscular human forms. After all, they were paranormal creatures that could switch into predatory animals. Given their current predicament she really shouldn’t be so enamored with the werecougar. 

      But she was. 

      A distracting amount of enamored. 

      She led Caulder into the drawing room, which she’d named “Magnificent Skullery.” It was painted blood red and displayed an eclectic collection of art that featured skulls, grim reapers, and gravestones. 

      The fireplace mantle was glossy black, and she had candles of varying sizes lined across it. The flames of the candles flickered in an otherwise dark room, making it delightfully spooky.

      Caulder’s gaze stayed on her as he sat down in a black leather wingback chair near the fireplace. The intensity of his attention made her feel both excited and uncomfortable. She was well aware that some shifters, in particular, the Standing Bears, believed in mating superstitions like the honey jitters. In fact, Grace and Tabor both swore they experienced the honey jitters on the day they met—and now, they were married and raising twin witches. 

      But it wasn’t like that for everyone. 

      Although given the way Caulder looked at her now, and the way her heart kept skipping beats as she looked back at him, she could understand why some shifters thought things like honey jitters existed. 

      “I’ll be right back,” she said. Before she left to retrieve Art, she made sure the thick velvet curtains were drawn against the sunlight. 

      Art was literally the sleeping dead. He would need a little magical help to wake up from vampire rest. Lavender pressed her hand against his forehead and whispered the magical Latin word for wake up. “Surgit.” 

      Art’s eyes fluttered open. His gray hair stuck up and his face was creased where he’d slept on the crumpled pillow. His singed and wrinkled tuxedo smelled like smoke.

      “I’m sorry to wake you up,” said Lavender. “But I’m afraid it’s necessary.”

      “Is Begonia here?” he asked as he swung his legs off the bed. 

      “No, but Caulder is.”

      “Who the hell is Caulder?” Art frowned. “Wait. I know that name.”

      “C’mon,” said Lavender. “I think you should talk to him.” 

      She led a rather grumpy Art into the drawing room. 

      Arthur peered at Caulder. “Oh. It’s you. Did you do anything to spruce that cabin of yours? I’ve seen prison cells with more pizzazz.”

      “Nice to see you, too,” said Caulder. “You know I’m your babysitter until my sister gets back from her vacation. You could’ve told me you were getting married.”

      “I didn’t tell anyone we were getting married,” said Art. “That was the point of having an intimate ceremony.”

      “It seems my cousin Ferth interrupted the wedding,” said Lavender. She pursed her lips. 

      Caulder’s eyes widened. “That’s the shithead that hitched a ride on me?”

      Lavender reached over and patted his leg. “Yes.” She turned her gaze to Art, who looked grumpier than ever. “Would you mind fixing us tea?” she asked. 

      “What? I don’t know how to fix tea. I can’t even drink tea.” He glared at her. “You keep forgetting I’m a vampire.”

      “Arthur,” said Lavender, her teeth flashing. “Go make tea.”

      He straightened. “Okay, okay. Sheesh.” He got up and shuffled out of the room, muttering, “You’re not the boss of me. Hmph.”

      Lavender blew out a breath and then looked at Caulder. “I took your memory—the one from your childhood, where you and your sister were running away.” 

      Caulder nodded. “I have a photographic memory. We got on the radar of some paranormal hunters. My dad was killed by one of these hunters not long after Lissa was born. Mom took us and we hid away from the human world. But they found us.” His expression held such sorrow. “They killed Mom, but I was able to escape with Lissa through the forest.” He shook his head. “It’s so weird to not remember the exact details of what happened that night.”

      “I felt your pain this morning. I astral projected and followed the waves of pain. It’s an unfortunate part of being part demon. We are attracted to vulnerabilities in other beings—pain, fear, grief. It’s like smelling fresh-baked chocolate chip cookies. But I’m also fae, and that softens the demonic. I promise all I wanted to do was heal you.”

      When she reached the werecougar lounging in the tree, she couldn’t help but be drawn into his memory. The sorrow it caused him was so overwhelmingly awful that she removed it from him. It had been pure instinct. Caulder’s expression didn’t have an ounce of anger on it. Instead, he said, “Thank you.” 

      “Caulder,” Lavender said, alarmed by his acceptance of what she’d done. “I’m half fae, half demon, and all trouble.”

      “I like trouble.” 

      She stared at him, amazed by his blasé attitude. Okay. It wasn’t exactly her fault that evil sometimes spilled out of her and created chaos. That was the nature of being a demon. 

      And that was why she kept the sunshine on 24/7 and tried to think positive thoughts and create as much good as she could in her own little space. Still, Lavender had to admit she very much appreciated Caulder’s acceptance of her other talents. In fact, he offered to tear out Ferth’s guts for her—and she found that very endearing. 

      “I'm very attracted to you, Lavender,” said Caulder. 

      “I…like you, too.” Lavender shook her head. “But relationships aren’t really in the cards for me.”

      “That’s stupid,” said Arthur from the doorway. “Everyone deserves love and happiness. Except Ferth. He deserves an ass-kicking.” He held up a six-pack of ginger beer. “I couldn’t find the tea.” He walked into the room and put the six-pack onto the coffee table. “Look at me and Begonia. We’re not giving up our chance at true love—not even your dumbass cousin will keep us apart.” He frowned. “Well, not forever at any rate.” He pulled out one of the glass bottles from the cardboard container and twisted off the metal top. He waved at Lavender. “Would you mind bloodying this up?”

      “Oh. Of course.” Lavender zapped the bottle. 

      After he took a sip, he said, “Huh. Ginger blood beer is pretty good.” He nodded at Lavender. “You two have sparks.”

      “Arthur,” said Lavender. “It’s not fair to Caulder to date someone who might occasionally, but not on purpose, blow up buildings. Or unleash a plague.”

      The vampire looked at Caulder. “You care about that?”

      “Not really.”

      “There you go. Problem solved.”

      Lavender turned her gaze onto Caulder. She couldn’t help but see the admiration in his eyes. That, and the attraction that set her blood whirring and her body tingling.

      “You should probably kiss her,” said Arthur. “Just to see if you two have sparks.”

      Lavender turned to the vampire. “Arthur!”

      The old man shrugged. “I know something about the paranormal world, Lavender. You’ve got magic, and magic tells you the truth about your own heart. Paranormal beings are lucky. They have an edge on humans when it comes to love.” He winked. “And lust.” 

      Caulder tugged on Lavender’s hand and she stood, allowing him to draw her into his embrace. She felt electrified by his touch. 

      “Caulder—” 

      He kissed her. He tasted like cherries, one of her favorite fruits. Sweet and just a little tart. Oh, Goddess. The warmth of his body against hers, the softness of his lips as he kissed her, and the utter desire heating her blood…it all confirmed the truth. 

      “And that’s why they call it flying sparks,” said Art. He studied them. “I’m gonna go somewhere else if you two plan to swap spit again.”

      “Thanks, old man,” said an annoyed Caulder.

      “And not very romantic,” added Lavender.

      “Whatever. I’m old. I can say what I want.” Art took his ginger beer and left the drawing room. 

      Lavender’s heart was pounding so hard she could hear it knocking against her rib cage. Art was right. There were definitely sparks between her and Caulder Mason.

      “Hey,” called out Art. “Someone’s coming to the front door.”

      Lavender pulled away from Caulder and hurried out into the living room. Arthur was already shuffling to the foyer, but Lavender lunged past him. “You can’t answer the door,” she chastised. “You’re a wanted vampire.”

      “Looks like you’re pretty wanted yourself,” he said with a wink. 

      Lavender felt a blush warm her cheeks. “Hush, you.” She swept past him and put her eye against the peephole. She saw Grace Standing Bear on the other side, so she opened the door. 

      “Grace! What are you doing here?”

      “Hi, Lavender. I’m sorry to bother you, but I’m here to warn Caulder—”

      “If it was about the demon,” he interrupted, poking his head out the door above Lavender’s. “I already know.”

      “Okay. Well, that’s good. Now we just need to break Begonia out of demon jail and reunite her with Arthur. Then I need to go home and have my nervous breakdown before my kids get home from school.” 

      “Did she say Begonia was in a demon jail?” yelled Arthur. 

      “Yes. Stay away from the door, or you’ll burst into flames.”

      Grace looked at Caulder. “Do you still have the amulet for Ray—the one that will protect him from daylight?”

      He drew it from his front jean pocket. “Right here.”

      “Awesome. So, let’s go rescue us a bride.” 

      Lavender reached out and took Grace’s hand. “Thank you so much, Grace,” she said. 

      Grace’s eyes widened and she stepped back. Suddenly, the woman was talking to thin air. “What? But it’s not even time for the twins to be home from school.” Grace looked down at her watch. “Crap. Yes, it is.” She returned to staring at the space next to her. “Dorcas, if you’re messing with me, I’m going to kick your saggy ass.” 

      “Who are you talking to?” asked Lavender.

      “Dorcas.”

      “She’s a ghost,” said Caulder. 

      “Oh.” 

      “I’m sorry. My daughters got home from school and used their magic to turn everything in the house pink and now everything looks like it’s coated in Pepto-Bismol. If I don’t go home and stop them, who knows what they’ll do next.” 

      “No worries, Grace. We can take it from here.”

      “That’s right,” added Caulder. “Lavender can kick major ass.”

      Lavender warmed to the sound of pride in his voice. 

      “I’m going too,” exclaimed Arthur. “I should help rescue my woman.”

      “As you can see,” said Lavender. “I have all the help I need.”

      “Okay. Let me know how it goes,” said Grace. “You know, if you survive and all.”
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      Lavender, Art and Caulder returned to the drawing room. Rescuing Begonia would take a plan, though Art was very much in favor of charging in like a vampire in shining armor. But Lavender knew that taking Art with them to Hell would be the equivalent of hand-delivering her grandmother’s almost husband to Ferth. He didn’t know it yet, but Art would not be going with them. 

      “The Darklight region of Hell is vast,” said Lavender. “It’s likely that Ferth is keeping Grandmother in the prison area.” 

      “You know where that is?” asked Art. 

      “It’s been years, but yes, I remember how to get there. When I was about ten or eleven years old, Ferth took me to the prisons and locked me inside one.” Fury surged. Black and purple flames erupted along her arms. She inhaled deeply, forcing herself to relax and the fire dissipated. “Supernatural powers do not work inside the cells—not even demonic magic. It was hours before Grandmother found me.” She looked at Art and then at Caulder. “Ferth’s an asshole, but he’s a predictable asshole. He knows full well that my grandmother can kick his ass from here to next Sunday. That’s why he trapped her in the prison while he tries to murder Art.”

      “This will sound cold-hearted, but why didn’t Ferth just kill your grandmother?” asked Caulder. 

      “Why the fuck would you ask that?” yelled Art. “That’s a shitty thing to say!”

      “I know,” said Caulder. “But it’s still a good question.”

      “Demons are killable, but it’s very, very difficult to do,” said Lavender. “Even if Ferth had the means and the balls to take out my Grandmother, he wouldn’t. Ferth’s dad—my Uncle Kern—hates Grandmother. But he wouldn’t approve of her being killed, mostly because the Darklight legion likes and respects her. Neither Ferth nor Kern wants to be the target of a demon mutiny. However, making Grandmother suffer would please Uncle Kern to no end. Demons love suffering. It’s ambrosia for them.” She sent Art an apologetic look. “None of the Darklight demons care about the death of a vampire, even if he’s the mate of Begonia Darklight. You matter only to Grandmother. You die, she suffers, Uncle Kern rejoices, and Ferth takes the Darklight crown.”

      “Demons are not known for their empathy,” said Art stoically. “I get that. But nobody and nothing will stop me from saving Begonia and marrying her properly.”

      “I know, Art,” said Lavender. “And I’m sorrier than I can say that you won’t be joining us to rescue Grandmother.” She lifted her hand and aimed a blast of purple magic at him. The instant the magic hit Art, a bubble formed around him and the vampire lifted into the air, now surrounded by an unbreakable balloon of protective sorcery. Art pounded his fists against the magic, screaming. But the bubble muted the sounds of his fury. 

      Lavender turned toward Caulder. He reached down and clasped her wrists. “Don’t think for a second you’re going to put me in a bubble and leave me behind.”

      “No,” said Lavender. “But you don’t have to go. Why would you risk yourself for someone you’ve never met?”

      “She’s important you, so she’s important to me,” said Caulder. 

      “If you’re going to Hell with me, then you’ll need protection.” She removed her wrists from his grip and pressed her palms against his chest. She whispered a spell and heat issued from her fingertips. The magic penetrated Caulder’s shirt and then sizzled into his skin. 

      “Ouch,” he said. He pulled back and lifted his T-shirt and looked at the glowing purple circle with its arrows and swirls. 

      “The sigil will protect you. Believe me, you’ll need it. Demons are not known for their civil behavior.”

      “Okay,” said Caulder. He smiled at her. “Ready?” 

      “Yes,” said Lavender as she grabbed his hands. “Let’s go to Hell.”

      In the blink of an eye, Lavender moved them from the earthly plane to the Hell. They arrived in a large cavern that smelled like spoiled eggs. Black soot and neon-green mold streaked the rust-colored walls. Hell never changed--it was depressing and disgusting.

      “This way,” said Lavender, leading Caulder through the larger cave into a longer tunnel and then into an area of smaller caves, all of which had floor-to-ceiling stone bars. 

      “Lavender!” called her Grandmother from the cell at the end of the row. 

      “Grandmother,” cried Lavender. She rushed to the bars and reached through them. “Are you okay? Did Ferth hurt you?”

      “No, but not for lack of trying.” She took Lavender’s hands. “What about you, honey? Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine,” said Lavender. “And so is Art. I sorta restrained him at my house.”

      “That’s my girl.” Begonia smiled. “Now, let me outta here.”

      Lavender touched the bars and commanded, “Patenibus.” The rocks melted away and Begonia stepped through them. 

      “Hi,” said Caulder to Begonia. “I’m Caulder Mason. Nice to meet you, Mrs. Darklight.”

      Begonia’s gaze narrowed. “You’re the one who wanted to take away my Arthur.”

      “No, he was only trying protect Art,” said Lavender. “Now, I’m going to hunt down Ferth and yank off his tail. And maybe his arms.”

      “Too bad they’ll grow back,” said Begonia. 

      “Let’s go,” said Lavender. She flicked magic at her grandmother, and she disappeared. She looked at Caulder. “I sent her to Art. They’ll be safe at my house.”

      “And what about Ferth?”

      “Yeah,” said a petulant male voice, “what about me?”

      Lavender turned to face her cousin. “I can’t believe you put Grandmother in jail. What’s wrong with you?”

      “I’m trying to become king,” said Ferth. Her cousin was in his demon form, forked tail twitching and muscles bunching. He growled at her, showing off fangs dripping with black saliva. “I can see now that killing the vampire was small potatoes. Sure, Grandmother would hurt for a while and Father might be happy with that…but not enough to give me the crown. But if I eliminate you, dear cousin, then Grandmother would never heal from that sorrow. And Father would be delirious that I rid the Darklights of its greatest shame.”

      “You really are an asshole,” said Caulder. Lavender watched as Caulder’s eyes turned animalistic, his jawline shifting as the golden fur of a cougar sprouted along his face and neck. The shifter issued a guttural scream that made her cousin shuffle back. 

      Lavender had enough of Ferth’s maliciousness. The dark rage that always swirled inside her erupted like a volcano. Black and purple flames raced along her skin.  As Lavender sprouted horns and claws and hooves, she focused intently on where she planned to punch Ferth. 

      She didn’t see the fireball until it was too late. 

      He shot it at her, cackling.

      Then stupid, brave, amazing Caulder pushed her aside and took the full blunt of the fireball in his chest. 

      “No!” yelled Lavender.

      Purple light issued from Caulder’s chest as the protective sigil reacted to Ferth’s demonic conjuration. But even with the magical shield, the shifter was blasted backward and he slammed into the craggy stone wall. He let out an awful gurgle and slumped to the floor unconscious. 

      Lavender saw purple. Deep, dark, angry purple. She felt her demon blood surge forth, fully transforming her into the beast she never wanted unleashed. At least she was in hell. No innocents would be hurt. But Ferth, the idiot who’d hurt the people she cared about—oh, he was gonna get it.

      Very, very badly.

      Ferth shot another fireball at her, but she intercepted it and hurled it straight for his head. 

      He ducked and the fireball hit the cavern wall, knocking off a chunk before disappearing in an explosion of smoke. 

      Roaring, Lavender charged forward, the ground shaking beneath her feet as her claws swiped at his massive, red pectorals. 

      Black blood oozed from the wounds. Ferth looked down at his chest, stunned that she’d scratched him, giving her the opening she needed to stomp his knee. He went down with a cry of pain, grabbing his leg. 

      “For someone who wants to rule one of Hell’s legions,” she growled, her voice echoing through the cavern, “you’re pathetic.”

      Ferth roared, surging to his hooves as he brought his fist into an uppercut that struck her hard in the jaw. She staggered backwards as pain jolted up her neck. Ferth snap-kicked his meaty leg and slammed her in the stomach. 

      She couldn’t stop from bending over as agony billowed through her. 

      “I’ll kill your shifter,” yelled Ferth. “Then I’ll kill everyone in Lost Souls—just for fun.”

      Lavender realized that fighting Ferth as a demon would not give her a victory. Unlike her, he was a full demon and in Hell, he was damn near invincible. But maybe she could use his arrogance against him. Ferth was already over-confident. All she had to do was push him the right way—and perhaps then she could take him down.

      Lavender re-took her half-fae, half-human form. She moved out his reach, staying between her cousin and Caulder, who was still knocked out cold. 

      Ferth laughed. “Really? You think you can defeat me as your regular ol’ self? You’re just making it easier for me to kill you.”

      “Go ahead and try,” said Lavender. 

      Even on his ugly countenance, Lavender could see his glee. The dumbass’s assumption he was about to win made him sloppy. He ran at her, arms raised and claws extended. 

      “You’re a petulant, mean bully who needs a timeout.” Lavender slammed her hand against the cell bars and yelled, “Patenibus!”

      The bars opened. 

      Ferth had too much momentum to stop, and she swung around behind him, kicking him in the back. 

      He fell onto the floor of the cell.

      Lavender re-sealed the bars. 

      “No!” screamed Ferth. He punched and kicked at the stone, roaring with pain and fury. “Let me out! Now!”

      “Or what?” asked Lavender.

      Ferth snarled, reaching through the bars to claw at her. She formed a fireball and shot it through the bars straight into Ferth’s body. He flew backward, screeching. Then Lavender pressed her fingertips against the bars. “You will not hurt anyone ever again,” she said, as she sent her magic into the red and black rock. The prison bars extended and stretched until they melded together and became a solid wall of stone. 

      Lavender blew out a shuddering breath. 

      Even if anyone from the Darklight family came looking for Ferth, they wouldn’t find him. And because demons were assholes, they wouldn’t give a ripe damn that Ferth had disappeared at all. 

      Lavender knelt next to Caulder. He looked up at her. “Did I get hit by a truck?”

      “Worse. A demon.”

      “You all right?”

      “Yeah? You?”

      “Peachy.” Caulder grabbed her hands. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”
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      Caulder woke up and stretched. He knew two things. First, he’d been stomped on by trolls and second, he wasn’t in his own bed. Also, there was a warm, sexy, smells-like-spicy-hot-chocolate female next to him. 

      “Lavender,” he murmured, rolling onto his side. He pushed her hair away from her face and watched her eyes flutter open.

      “Caulder,” she said in her soft Irish lilt. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m all right, sweetheart. Are you?”

      “Yes.” She smiled at him and then waved her hand around. “I call the décor in my bedroom Reaper Harmony.” 

      Caulder looked at the pale green wallpaper dotted with silver sickles, the ceiling fan with black wings for blades, and the dresser designed to look like stacked coffins. “That’s a good name,” he said. His gaze roved around the wrought iron bed and he noted the iron posts were in the shapes of bones and there were crossed sickles at the center of the headboard. 

      “So you kicked Ferth’s butt.” He was proud of his warrior fae-demon goddess. “And your grandmother and Art are…”

      “Great. They are snuggled away in Art’s apartment in Broken Heart, safe and sound.” She touched his shoulder. “I don’t want you to leave,” she admitted softly. “I want to be with you. But my demon side…well, I can be a walking disaster.”

      “I come with baggage, too,” he said. One day soon, he’d share his stories, the ones that caused his scars. And he’d listen to her stories, too. It was what couples did—support and love each other. 

      “I was thinking we should probably kiss again,” said Lavender, smiling. “Just to make double sure we still have sparks.”

      “I concur,” rumbled Caulder. “Though I might not stop at just kissing your lips.”

      Lavender smiled. “I’m counting on it.”
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        * * *

      

      Lavender watched Caulder slide off the bed and take off his clothes. He stood before her, tall, muscled, naked.

      Raw desire slid through her. 

      He crawled onto the bed and lay on his side, pulling her toward him. 

      He helped her wiggle off her clothes. Side-by-side, naked and wrapped in the warmth created by their closeness, they looked at each other. Being pressed skin to skin with Caulder made Lavender shiver and tremble, sigh and moan. Caulder’s fingers drifted across her arm, down her side, to her hip. “Your skin is so soft.” He stroked her buttock, cupping it and kneading it. Then his hand moved to her thigh. “You smell good, too. “

      “Less talk, more touch,” she murmured, stretching against him.

      He chuckled as he rolled her onto her back and covered her. His hard cock nestled against her. “You are beautiful, Lavender.”

      He kissed her shoulder and the tender press of his lips made her shudder. He kissed her collarbone, moved up her neck, and peppered more kisses alongside her jaw. His eyes were glazed with desire, his breath warm against her lips.

      “I’ve never wanted anyone like I want you right now,” she said, and it was the truth.

      Caulder stretched her arms above her head. Her back arched slightly, pushing her breasts into his chest. Her nipples pebbled against his warm flesh.

      “Say it again, Lavender. Say you want me.”

      “I want you.”

      He kissed her, a slow melding of the lips that made her breath hitch and heart pound. His tongue slipped into her mouth and danced with hers. He released her mouth, and groaned. 

      Her breasts ached for his mouth, and she trembled with need.

      Caulder cupped her breasts, and she sighed with relieved desire. He pinched the nipples into hardness and she arched, wanting more of his touch. 

      When his mouth surrounded her nipple and his tongue flicked the peak, she cried out. Pleasure jolted through her, spearing her at the core. He laved her nipple, suckling one while his fingers tugged at the other. Then he switched mouth and hand and she went up in flames, wiggling against him.

      “Hmmm. What was that?” He crawled down her, his mouth trailing a wet line of lust to her navel. His tongue encircled her stomach before sliding oh-so-slowly to her thigh.

      He parted her legs and kissed her core, his tongue parting the folds to taste her.

      Joy pierced her, quivering, aching tendrils that demanded more from this man who showed her such tenderness. She bucked her hips, wanting Caulder’s mouth on her, desperately. His tongue flicked her clit, teasing the hard nub, before sliding down and tasting her some more. His intimate kisses drove her wild. She’d never felt so out-of-control. “Please…” 

      Had being with a man ever felt this way?

      Never.

      His tongue parted her slit, licked the juice pearling there, then—Thank God—his mouth settled on her clit and sucked it, hard. The orgasm swelled, waves of pleasure threatening, then bursts, sensation after joyous sensation rolling over her. She screamed and bucked as she came.

      Caulder pushed her legs up and forward until her heels rested on his shoulders. She panted, still shuddering from the orgasm, when he lifted her hips and plunged his cock inside her. Oh. My. Goddess. That made her feel complete.

      “Yes, Caulder. Oh yes…” 

      He moaned, his hands sweaty on her thighs as he held onto her legs and pumped into her again and again. The rocking of their bodies singed her to the core. The slap of flesh, the glazed look of lust in Caulder’s eyes, the thick cock piercing her over and over again … all of it drove her wild.

      She felt the rise of another orgasm. Her body strained toward bliss as her mind reeled with the implication of being loved by someone, of loving someone. His thumb rubbed her clit and he increased his frantic pace. She strained upward; matching his movements, her heart pounding, sweat slicked skin. 

      Her body was awash in need, desire. A buzzing climbed her spine then zipped down again, sensation after sensation vibrated from her core. 

      “Caulder!” As she plunged over the edge into pure bliss, Caulder shuddered and came, too.

      After a moment, Caulder leaned down and took her mouth in a gentle caress, his breath skirting her lips as he kissed her. 

      Lavender knew, right then, that she belonged to Caulder and he to her.
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        One Week Later

        Broken Heart Community Center

      

      

      “I now pronounce you man and wife,” said the preacher, who was a tall vampire with dark hair and papery-white skin. “You may now kiss the bride.”

      Lavender watched Art sweep her grandmother into his arms and kiss her. 

      The small group of Broken Heart citizens standing in the community center’s main entertainment room broke out into applause. 

      The elderly couple turned to them, smiling widely. Then Art took his bride’s hand and they left the altar.

      Silver confetti was tossed at the couple as they moved through the dozen people gathered, heading toward the exit. 

      They paused at the double doors. Begonia, looking radiant in a silver dress and matching high heels, turned her back to the crowd and then tossed her bouquet behind her. The arcing bouquet of pink roses landed right into the outstretched hands of…Caulder Mason. 

      Lavender laughed as her true love turned to her and offered the bridal bouquet. “You know what this means,” he said as she accepted the flowers. 

      “What?” she asked, grinning. 

      “That marriage is in our future.” He lifted her hand and brushed his lips across her knuckles. “And I cannot wait until that day comes.”

      “As long as you don’t mind a bride in black floral with purple skull lace,” she said.

      “Sounds perfect to me,” said Caulder. He leaned forward and kissed her. “I love you, Lavender.”

      She smiled. For the first time ever, the furious demonic part of her that always seemed so close exploding to the surface, was tempered by something beautiful. Something magical. Something far more powerful than the darkness that swirled within her. 

      “I love you, too, Caulder.”
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          A Sneak Peek at Broken Heart Romance #15
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      “There’s an alligator walking down Main Street,” I said into my cell phone. I looked out my shop window, peeking over the curvy gold scroll that read: Mara’s Bakery. I was Mara Willows, owner and baker of delicious desserts. “Did you know a fifteen-foot gator clears a street full of paranormals in less than five seconds?”

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” yelled Patsy Marchand, Queen of the Loup de Sang and Broken Heart Council President.

      The next second, the queen, a blonde bombshell dressed in a mismatched fire engine red top and brown-and-yellow plaid skirt, appeared next to me.

      “Gah!” My heart clutched. Damn it. I’d only been in this parakind-only town for about six months, so I was still getting used to the vampires and witches popping in and out. I placed my cell into the front pocket of my apron and appraised the infamous leader. Patsy’s silky tresses were marred by a crazy amount of rubber bands and barrettes. Her shoes didn’t match, either. She was wearing one tennis shoe and a high heel.

      “Does that happen when you poof?” I asked.

      “What?”

      I gestured at the queen’s get-up. “Fashion confusion.”

      Patsy looked down. “No. That’s because I’m the mother of ornery children who wanted to play dress-up—and I’m the doll.” Her gaze traveled out the window to the massive alligator slowly shuffling down the street. “That is one big motherfucking alligator.” Patsy pried off her shoes. “Well, let’s go.”

      “Uh…”

      Patsy turned her gaze onto me and lifted one perfectly groomed brow. “You’re a bear, right?”

      “Yes.” A sloth bear, to be precise. I was, as one ex-boyfriend put it, “cute but dangerous.” Sloth bear shifters were few and far between, mostly because the small populations lived in Sri Lanka and India. My great-grandparents immigrated to America, put roots down in Texas, and produced my grandmother. Nana married a Texas black bear, and she birthed my mom and uncle. Mom married my father, a human named Dallas (for real) who owned a ranch in East Texas, and they had one child—me. I had a 50/50 shot of being a sloth bear or a human, and I got the shifter genes. Woo.

      “If you shift, then you can grab it by the tail.”

      I blinked. While I was mentally exploring my early family history, and I was not going to think about what had happened nearly a year ago, Patsy had apparently decided on a course of action.

      “You want me to tackle a full-grown alligator?” I asked.

      “I didn’t say tackle. I said grab. Just the tail.  And I’ll—“ She wiggled her fingers. “—transpo it to Dr. Michaels rehab facility.”

      Dr. Stan Michaels was the scientist who handled all the weird shit that came with living in a paranormal town. Some say that he had zombie bunnies at his facility. Who the hell creates zombie bunnies? Like we didn’t have enough human zombies shambling around town.

      “Well, unless you want to pummel the damned thing with cupcakes and cherry tarts, we don’t have much of an option B.” Patsy hesitated. “Do you have those blood lava cakes?”

      “Natalie brought me a fresh batch earlier this evening.” Natalie Dennison, a vampire baker of undeadly treats, provided me with desserts designed for bloodsuckers. In Broken Heart, a fairy wish had granted vampires the ability to eat real food so long as they remained inside the town’s borders. And having a business in this crazy little place meant keeping late hours. Most of the town was on a night schedule, even the shifters. Considering how hot Oklahoma got during the day in August, I was okay with skipping daylight hours.

      “I’ll take a dozen lava cakes,” said Patsy. “After we get Mr. Alligator off Main Street.” She cracked her knuckles. “Ready?”

      “No,” I said.

      “Awesome. Let’s roll.”

      I toed off my flats, took off my apron, and followed Patsy out the door. We edged along the sidewalk. The alligator, in no apparent hurry, lumbered along and completely ignored us.

      “I didn’t know Broken Heart had alligators,” I whispered.

      “We don’t,” said Patsy. “But at least it’s not a zombie.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      Patsy glared at me. “Are you trying to make this situation worse?”

      “Not on purpose.”

      “I hear that a lot, especially from my kids. Okay. You shift and go do your thang.”

      Crap. I got on all fours to transform. Genetics, supernatural magic, and practice made shifting go somewhat smoothly. When your human form cracked bones, moved muscles, and displaced skin to take on your bear form—it didn’t tickle. But it also wasn’t as painful as when I started shifting. Imagine being a five-year-old learning how to ride a bike. Now, substitute the bike with transforming into an entirely new creature. Also, shifters went through a lot of clothing. My jeans, Mara’s Bakery T-shirt, and cotton underclothing were shredded as I moved into my bear form. I kept clothes at the bakery for just such an occasion.

      It took less than a minute to go from Mara the Human to Mara the Bear. I loped across the street and took position behind the alligator. The scaly beast paused and looked over its shoulder.

      “Get it!” shouted Patsy.

      I leapt forward and clamped onto the massive tail. The gator did not appreciate the bear hug. Its tail was one big muscle that twitched and pulsed under me. Its scales dug painfully into my fur, but I held on. I yelled at Patsy to get on with it, but shifters couldn’t really talk so the directive came out as a roar.

      “Don’t get your panties in a wad,” huffed Patsy as she darted into the street. She aimed her fingers AKA magic pointers at the alligator.

      “Sally!”

      The alligator stopped fighting me. I swear to Goddess, the gator’s tail was trying to waggle.

      “Forgive me, Queen Patsy,” said a male voice with a faint French-ish accent. “Sally was eager to explore the town.”

      “Roc, this is your pet?”

      “My familiar,” he corrected. “You can let her go. She won’t hurt either of you.”

      “You heard Harry Potter,” said Patsy to me.

      I released the creature and moved away. Sally Gator made a U-turn and scrambled to her … er, wizard. I sat down on my haunches. I’d have to go back into my bakery to transform and get re-dressed. But I was curious about the man Patsy had called “Rawk.”

      Roc was tall, at least five inches over six feet, and built like a Magic Mike dancer. Muscular. Broad shoulders. Trim waist. His hair was golden red—a color I’d never seen and reminded me of fire. His eyes were a unique color, too. The irises were amber-gold and surrounded black-as-brimstone pupils. And his face? Whew, baby. Imagine Cary Grant with long shiny tresses. Hey, are you imagining Cary Grant naked? Oh, wait. That’s me. A feeling of recognition niggled at me, but I shook it off. If I’d met Super Hottie before, I would’ve definitely remembered him.

      Roc wore a red long-sleeved silk shirt that had little silver skulls as cuff links. The collar was open at the throat, revealing a gun-metal-gray necklace shaped like a snake. Hanging from the snake’s mouth was an oval ruby pendant. I think it was a ruby. The red stone was as big as an egg. His black pants were tailored to fit (hubba, hubba) and he wore stylish black shoes that I was pretty sure cost more than my car. He also had a black cane topped with—you guessed it—a silver skull.

      “And you are?” he asked me with a smile.

      Totally in lust with you, I thought. I offered a quick growl acknowledging I heard the question, but also showing him I couldn’t use human speech in bear form. Duh.

      “That’s Mara Willows,” said Patsy. “She owns the bakery.” She pointed across the street at my shop. “Mara, this is Roc Broussard from Louisiana. He’s a witch doctor visiting us for a while.”

      “I prefer root doctor,” corrected Roc. “I’m also an MD.” He leaned over and stroked Sally’s bulbous snout. “Don’t go exploring again without me, y’hear?”

      I didn’t know it was possible for alligators to show emotion, but I swear Sally emitted contriteness. She licked his palm and then made what I assumed was a conciliatory noise.

      “I do apologize,” said Roc in voice as thick and rich as honey. Mm-mm, bears loved honey. I watched him straighten to his full height. Whew. Even in shifter form, I was getting the tummy butterflies. “My Sally’s excited to be in a new place.” His gaze returned to Patsy and he studied her clothing. “Did you get into a fight with your closet?”

      “Yes,” she said. “And it won.”

      Well, I couldn’t sit in the street all day and watch Mr. Yummy and his reptile friend. I had baking to do. I got up and turned, waving a paw at Patsy.

      “Thanks for your help,” she said.

      I offered a friendly rumble and started back to my shop. I couldn’t help but pause and look over my shoulder at Roc. His gaze was on me—and I swear I saw fire dancing in his amber eyes.

      * * *

      I added half-dozen boxes of mocha-honey cookies to the Sweet Treat display. I mentioned bears love honey, right? It should be no surprise that it was an oft-used ingredient. Also, I may or may not have my own personal stash of honey that no one else got a lick of. Okay. I totally have my own honey cache.

      “Ma chère,” said Roc’s sexy voice.

      “Ack!” I dropped the box in my hand. It splatted onto the floor and turned the soft cookies into crumbles—AKA pie topping. No desserts went to waste at Mara’s Bakery. I picked up the box and faced the doctor.

      “I didn’t mean to startle you,” he said.

      “It’s rare anyone can creep up on me.” Wowwie. Those eyes stared right through me. Why did I feel so instantly, unaccountably connected to this man? I broke eye contact to look for Sally. I saw her parked outside the entrance, her snout longingly pressed against the glass door. “She can come in,” I said. “Broken Heart doesn’t have any businesses where animals aren’t allowed.”

      “I do like this town,” he said. “I’m much obliged.” He allowed his familiar inside and the gator took station next to Roc.

      Yeah. I just invited an alligator into my store. That might be weird in any other place, but here? Shit like this happened every day.

      Sally moved to my foot and bumped my calf. I leaned down and petted her bumpy head. She closed her eyes and started a scratchy humming sound. I guess that was the gator equivalent to a cat purr.

      I straightened. “What can I get for you?”

      Roch smiled. “I don’t have an order to place, so much as a favor to ask.”

      “I don’t know how to babysit an alligator.”

      He chuckled. “No need. Sally can take care of herself. I’m looking for a very particular type of honey. I noticed you have several kinds—including some rarer types that are difficult to find.” He pointed his cane at the back wall where I had an entire shelf of honey products. “But the one I need isn’t there. Tualang honey. Perhaps you’ve heard of it?”

      Oh, I’d heard of it all right. Tualang honey was only harvested in Malaysia. The process for getting the sticky treat involved climbing 250-foot trees and battling giant rock bees. Tualang honey was known for its antibacterial, antibiotic, and wound healing properties. Because the honey was created from various jungle flowers, the taste and look of the honey varied.

      “I don’t carry it in stock.” Because I would eat it all, I silently added. “I do have a couple of jars of raw New Zealand Manuka honey.” Manuka honey was also known for its medicinal properties and it was the closest I had to Tualang.

      “Manuka is excellent,” he said, “but I have plenty of it.” He looked at me. “Have you ever tasted Tualang honey?”

      “Nope,” I said. “But I hope to one day. That’s practically the Holy Grail of bear shifters.”

      “Are you sure you’ve never tried it?” he asked softly.

      I didn’t understand the expectation reflected in his eyes. “I think I’d remember,” I said. “So, yeah. I’m sure.”

       Disappointment flashed across his face. His gaze softened. “I’ve only had it once,” he said. “It was amazing.”

      “Hey, I could order you some,” I offered. “How long will you be in town? It takes a couple of weeks—I have a P.O. Box in Tulsa. We don’t ship stuff directly to Broken Heart.”

      “I suppose that would be difficult to do for a town that doesn’t technically exist.”

      I smiled. “There’s that.”

       “Please don’t go to the trouble,” he said. “I won’t be in town for long.” His heated gaze swept over me. “You are so beautiful, Mara.”

      Startled by the abrupt compliment and the ache in his voice, I stared at him. “I … uh, thank you. So are you.” I flinched. “Not lovely, but … cute. Handsome.” Oh my God, Mara, shut up!

      He dipped his head. “I’m glad you think so. Are you doing anything this evening?”

      Was he going to ask me a date? My heart trilled, but it was my hormones that showed the most excitement. I would definitely go out with the man, but not tonight. Damn it.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m helping a friend cater the vampire auction party tonight.”

      He gave me a long, slow blink. “You auction vampires?” he asked, obviously horrified.

      “Oh, no. Not like that. We have an Adopt-an-Elderly-Vampire program. It’s like the human organization Big Brothers and Sisters, but with senior citizen bloodsuckers. The auction is only meant for fun. Whoever wins the vampire spends the rest of the evening with him or her. It’s about fostering companionship.”

      “I understand,” he said. “Broken Heart continues to amaze me. Well then, perhaps another time?”

      “I could meet you there,” I said, way too eagerly. Sheesh, Mara. Desperate much? “It’ll be at the community center.” I pointed toward the Old Sass Café, which was catty-corner to the bakery. “It’s sorta behind the Old Sass Café between the old beauty salon and the cemetery. After I set up the dessert tables, I won’t be needed again until the event is over. There’s music and dancing after the auction. It’s one big party.”

      “I would be honored, ma chère. I look forward to seeing you this evening,” he said. He took my hand and brushed a kiss across my knuckles. My stomach pitched. “Until we meet again.”
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      Witch Grace Hobbs, with the exception of her frill-necked lizard familiar, Liz, has spent most of her life alone, but not because she's anti-social. Nope. She's cursed. The ghost of her Puritan ancestor's bitter enemy, Dorcas Hoar, haunts Grace every second of every day. If it wasn't for her witchy ability to work with plant life, using her magic and know-how to create healing potions for people and plants, Grace would've gone stark raving mad.

      At least living in the paranormal town of Broken Heart, Oklahoma has given Grace some modicum of peace. An itsy bitsy teeny weeny bit of peace, which is better than nothing. At least until the Queen of the Vampires and the most gorgeous bear shifter she's ever laid eyes on appear on her doorstep asking for help.

      Bear shifter Tabor Standing Bear's sacred duty to care for Frank, the last remaining living magic tree in North America. But now the tree is dying and with it, the ancient magic that once supported the long abandoned Arkansas town. He never imagined the witch with the wild purple hair and the beautiful gold-brown eyes would bewitch him.  

      Maybe, just maybe, the magic of a cursed witch and the love blooming between two souls will be enough to save the tree—and build a new sanctuary for parakind.
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      With only two weeks before her 30th birthday/deathday, witch-fairy Peace Crawford seeks out Lucas Dark in the new paranormal sanctuary of Lost Souls, Arkansas. Although many in the magical community consider the warlock to be dangerous, Peace's desperation drives her to his door—with her zombie godmothers, adorable dog, and milk-snake familiar in tow.

      The handsome warlock with the dimpled chin and stormy gray eyes agrees to help Peace remove the death curse, but the price might be too steep to pay. To make matters more complicated, Peace's stupid evil Aunt Eartha shows up to ruin everything.

      Can a dangerous necromancer help a desperate witch-fairy escape an impending death curse while falling head over broom for her?

      Damn right, he can.
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      WA search for the missing vampire Art Cobbler, leads werecougar Caulder Mason to the newly formed paranormal town of Lost Souls, Arkansas.

      Fae-demon, Lavender Greengrass, moved to Lost Souls in a vain attempt at escaping her hellish roots. Venturing into the world usually means destroying some part of it. Not on purpose. Her demon side just … well, leaks out every now and again. But when an elderly vampire mysteriously appears in her backyard—on fire—she has to help.

      And when the handsome werecougar shows up on her front door looking for Art, she can’t turn him away, either. Lavender and Caulder must join forces in order to defeat the demon responsible for Art’s disappearance.

      Sometimes, two people are just meant to be together, even if they have to go through hell (literally), to prove to each other that true love can conquer all.
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        Broken Heart Romances

        #1 - I'm the Vampire, That's Why

        #2 - Don't Talk Back to Your Vampire

        #3 - Because Your Vampire Said So

        #4 - Wait Till Your Vampire Gets Home

        #5 - Over My Dead Body

        #6 - Come Hell or High Water

        #7 - Cross Your Heart

        #8 - Must Love Lycans

        #9 - Only Lycans Need Apply

        #10 - Broken Heart Tails

        #11 - Some Lycan Hot

        #12 - You’ll Understand When You’re Dead

        #13 - Lycan on the Edge

        #14 - Your Lycan or Mine?

        #15 - Grin and Bear It
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        Broken Heart Mysteries

        #1 - Dirty Rotten Vampires
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        Visit the Broken Heart Books Website

        http://wwww.brokenheartbooks.com
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        Love Broken Heart? Join the town’s Patron and get lots of Broken Heart bonuses and extras!

        https://www.patreon.com/authormichelebardsley
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      Michele Bardsley is a New York Times and USA Today bestselling author of paranormal romance. When she’s not writing sexy tales of otherworldly love, she watches “Supernatural,” consumes chocolate, crochets hats, reads voraciously, and spends time with her Viking hubby and their fur babies.
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