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One

Petra

The House of Ink and Blood

As every good journalist knows, it isn’t the press pass or the notebook filled with illegible scribbles that’s most important to success in the job. It’s a pair of personality traits that are indispensable: skepticism and sarcasm. I had both in massive quantities.

They came in especially handy when dealing with stories like the one I was currently chasing down the damp and eerie streets of New Orleans.

My editor, Shane, wanted a piece on the city’s most infamous urban legends for our Halloween issue. Ghosts, voodoo queens, haunted mansions . . . the usual nonsense. Shane was obsessed with all things supernatural and never missed an opportunity to send me chasing after proof of the paranormal.

As a proud lifelong cynic, I was looking forward to writing about the true horror of it all: overpriced cocktails and tourists who thought wearing Mardi Gras beads in October was acceptable behavior.

What I didn’t expect was him.

Dax Rousseau.

He was tall, built like he wrestled demons for sport, and had pitch-black hair that matched his eyes and his general aura. His muscular arms were decorated in complicated designs that included mysterious symbols and sigils that appeared otherworldly to my untrained eye.

The way they shimmered on his skin was distinctly sinister.

Unfortunately, I’m a sucker for the tall, dark, and devilish type. The more red flags and pitchforks they’re waving, the better. Which is why, from the first moment our eyes met when I walked through the door of his shop, I knew I was in trouble.

The House of Ink and Blood was aptly named, if only because it smelled of both. It was cold, dark, and almost cavelike in aspect, missing only stalactites hanging from the ceiling. The walls were lined with eerie sketches. Things that slithered, creatures with too many legs, symbols that looked like they belonged in some ancient grimoire.

Lounging on the front counter, a black cat with slanted gold eyes smirked at me as if it knew all my secrets.

Dax glanced up from his chair at a scarred oak desk, where he was sketching in a leather journal. In the split second when our gazes first met, I felt a jolt of recognition, like déjà vu.

Something I wasn’t supposed to feel for a stranger.

He looked me up and down with narrowed eyes, taking a careful inventory of my appearance. It felt distinctly hostile, which was odd. Usually people didn’t get aggravated until they got to know me better.

“You lost?”

His voice was low and rough, as if he didn’t use it often. Or he used it only to snarl at people.

Clearly, he could tell I wasn’t there for a tattoo.

“That depends.” I stepped forward and pushed back the dripping hood of my raincoat. “You the owner?”

His dark eyes narrowed even more, but he nodded.

I pulled out my press pass and flashed it like it meant something before tucking it back into my pocket. “I’m writing a piece about New Orleans’s urban legends. Your name keeps coming up.”

He leaned back in his chair and folded his arms over his broad chest, causing the seams of his white T-shirt to strain their limits. “Does it now?” he drawled. “Can’t imagine why.”

Liar.

The way he said it, the way he watched me, indicated he knew exactly why.

I dropped my backpack at my feet, set my notebook on the counter, and flipped to a page of half-legible notes, aware the whole time of his piercing gaze that tracked my every move.

“I’ve got stories about a tattoo artist who inks symbols that can repel evil spirits. About a guy who once tattooed a protection charm so strong, it saved someone from something they couldn’t even name.”

Glancing at his massive biceps, I added, “An artist whose own skin is covered in tattoos that aren’t made of ink . . . because he was born with them.”

I tilted my head, watching for a reaction.

For a moment, there was none. Just the steady, unreadable darkness of his gaze.

Then a flare of heat warmed his obsidian eyes. It burned bright and hot before he got control of it and snuffed it out like it never existed.

“Sounds like an interesting story,” he said coldly.

“Sounds like bullshit,” I countered.

“It is. And we’re closed.” Dismissing me, he jerked his chin toward the door and turned his attention back to his drawings.

If there’s one thing I really hate, it’s when someone underestimates my intelligence. Especially when that someone is male and inconveniently hot.

I said sarcastically, “Oh yeah? Then you might want to turn off that big neon ‘Open’ sign hanging in the front window. People could get the wrong idea.”

He stood abruptly, striding around his desk to the counter and bracing his hands against it. He loomed over me, close enough that I could see the fine lines of ink on his knuckles. Close enough that I could smell him, smoke and bourbon and something else I couldn’t place my finger on. Something wild.

He growled, “I said we’re closed, Notebook. Time for you to leave.”

A door creaked open in the back of the shop, allowing a gust of cold wind to sweep through the room. With it came an ominous feeling of dread, my instinct for danger telling me in no uncertain terms that something was wrong.

I should have walked away then. Should’ve shrugged and turned on my heel, followed one of the half dozen other story leads I’d researched before I left Chicago.

But I didn’t.

Because when I looked back up at Dax, the ink on his arms shifted.

As if, under his skin, it was alive.


Two

Dax

Ink-Stained Fate

Nah,” said the mouthy little brunette, staring at my arms with big green eyes that might have been pretty if they weren’t so filled with suspicion. “I think I’ll stick around until the rain lightens up, if you don’t mind. What’s your cat’s name?”

“Luce.”

“As in Lucy?”

“No, as in Lucifer. Don’t pet her, she’s allergic to people. And I do mind. Like I said, Petra, we’re closed.”

Her suspicious gaze slanted sharply up from my arms to my face. Her tone held a challenge. “How’d you know my name?”

The same way I knew her face. Knew her scent. Knew the husky-sweet sound of her voice, though I’d never met her before this moment.

I’d been seeing her in my dreams for months.

Not that I was about to fucking tell her that.

“The press pass,” I snapped. “So long, Notebook.”

Get out, go away, go back to wherever you came from!

I knew from the second the bells on the shop door jangled that things were off. And when she stepped inside, my ink stirred, a creeping sensation on my skin that happened sometimes when I worked on a piece tied to something dark, a sigil bound too tightly to a client’s fate. Now, with her standing in front of me, staring at me like she wasn’t afraid of what she might see, my ink burned.

I turned my back to her, rolling the tension from my shoulders as my ink itched, crawled, whispered her name in my ears. The weight of something ancient and wrong pressed down on me, sinking deep into my bones.

This was bad. This was so bad.

And every cell in my body knew it.

“Hey, Miss Congeniality,” said an amused voice from behind me. “You got a restroom I can use? My bladder’s about to explode and soak us both in Red Bull and vodka.”

I forced a smirk and turned to look at her again. I had only two options: Play it cool and get her out before something terrible happened, or tell her the truth and let the chips fall where they may.

As I’m not the gambling kind or a fan of sharing my family’s dark secrets, I went with the first.

“Toilet’s broken, but there’s a gas station down the block. Have yourself a nice evening. Somewhere else. Far away. Preferably on another planet.”

She didn’t leave. Of course she didn’t.

“I’m curious,” she said, tilting her head again in that way she had that made her look like a puzzled puppy. I guessed she wasn’t anywhere near as innocent or harmless. “Since those stories are such bullshit, why do they bother you so much?”

My muscles locked. I could see in her eyes that she wasn’t just a journalist looking for a Halloween fluff piece. She was someone willing to get her hands dirty to dig for the truth.

Which meant she was dangerous.

“You’re looking for ghosts and monsters, Notebook,” I said, keeping my voice low and controlled. “All you’ll find here is a guy who wants to be left alone.”

“Nice sidestep.”

“It wasn’t a sidestep.”

“I can tell you’re purposely being evasive.”

“And you’re purposely being a pain in my ass,” I growled. I pointed to the front of the shop, no longer making an effort to conceal the tension stiffening my body. “There’s the door. Use it.”

Instead of obeying my order, she took another step forward, bringing her within touching distance.

My entire body reacted to her closeness.

The air crackled and became charged. Another gust of wind rattled the windowpanes. The shop fell eerily silent, as if the walls themselves were watching us in anticipation. The whole room felt like a held breath.

Only Luce remained calm, her sleek black tail lazily furling and unfurling, her canny golden gaze fixed on Petra with no hint of surprise, as if she’d foreseen her arrival and only wondered what had taken so long.

Petra did something unexpected then that made my stomach drop. She reached out and touched me. Her fingertips brushed my forearm, where black ink curled into a serpentine pattern before it disappeared beneath my elbow.

The second she touched my skin, everything stopped.

Time. The pull of gravity. The whistle of the wind outside. The hum of the city beyond the walls faded until nothing remained but the sound of my thundering heart.

A jolt of something sharp and wicked struck me, like lightning straight to my spine. My tattoos writhed, ink twisting as if reaching for her. Then the whispering started, a thousand urgent voices that sounded as if they rose from a bottomless pit.

I jerked back, breathing hard.

My skin was on fire. My heart slammed against my ribs. That had never—never—happened before.

Who was this woman?

She frowned, pulling her hand back and flexing her fingers as if she’d felt something too. “What the hell was that?”

“Static electricity,” I rasped, staring in horror at my own skin, at something that shouldn’t be there.

A new line of ink, bold, fresh, and burning white-hot like a brand, had appeared on the inside of my wrist.

It was her name.

And I knew without a doubt that this woman who walked out of my dreams and into my shop on a rainy October night was always meant to show up.

Because, somehow, she was part of the curse too.


Three

Petra

Marked by Midnight

Ileft the tattoo shop in a hurry, but it wasn’t like I had a choice in the matter. Little Miss Sunshine grabbed me by the arm and dragged me out. He slammed the door behind me and yanked the shade down over the window. Two seconds later, the bright-yellow neon Open sign went dark.

It’s a time-tested truth that the best-looking men are always the absolute worst.

The cold rain soaked through my jeans as I hurried down the uneven cobblestone sidewalk back toward my hotel. My shoes splashed through shallow puddles, getting my socks sopping wet, but I didn’t care. My brain was too busy playing a chaotic highlight reel of what just happened.

The strange drawings pinned all over the walls. The cold wind and the feeling of dread. The crackle of electricity when I touched him.

That freaky friggin’ cat. Who names their pet after the Prince of Darkness? I mean, it kinda fit, but still. Weird.

Weirdest of all was that Dax’s ink had moved.

I’m not a believer in things that go bump in the night, but I saw it with my own eyes. I saw it. It twisted and coiled like a living thing beneath his skin.

That wasn’t normal. That wasn’t even paranormal.

That was terrifying.

And I’m not somebody who scares easily. I once chased a guy three blocks through downtown Chicago because he snatched my purse. I spent the night in a crumbling, abandoned asylum in search of a story, listening to things scuttle through the walls. Hell, I’ve ridden the subway alone at 3:00 a.m. in New York City.

The point is, I don’t get spooked.

But right now, I felt not only scared but also powerless, like the universe had already decided something for me, and I was just playing catch-up.

I yanked my phone from my pocket and called Shane.

“Tell me you’ve got something good,” he answered instead of a greeting. “Because I just spent half an hour arguing with the new intern about why we can’t put a Buzzfeed-style ghost ranking on the front page. ‘Top Ten Spookiest Ghouls of the South’ is not journalism, Petra.”

Still rattled, I sucked in a breath. “I might’ve just found the best damn story I’ve ever come across.”

Shane paused. “You sound freaked out.”

I hesitated, glancing back toward the House of Ink and Blood through the mist. I hoped it was only my imagination that made it seem as if the old brick building smirked back at me.

Freaked out was an understatement.

“You remember that rumor you told me of the tattoo artist who had supernatural ink?”

“You mean the one you laughed at me about and said it sounded like a rejected plotline from a Stranger Things episode? Yeah, I remember. Why?”

“Because I think . . .” I couldn’t believe I was about to say this. “I think it might be true.”

Shane was quiet for a moment, then said, “I’m listening.”

[image: ]

I couldn’t sleep that night.

My insomnia was due, in part, to how creepy my room at the Lafayette Hotel was. At the edge of the French Quarter, the place was grand but neglected, with dusty chandeliers and flickering sconces, the faded purple damask wallpaper peeling away near the ceilings to expose dark wood beneath. Above the mantel of the unlit fireplace in my room, a portrait of a Victorian woman in black mourning attire watched me with eyes that were eerily lifelike and seemed to follow my movements. If I stared too long at the speckled antique mirror next to the wardrobe, the image in the glass was a bit delayed, as if it was thinking about mimicking my movements instead of simply reflecting them.

Worse than the creepy room were my dreams.

Every time I closed my eyes, I saw ink.

It slithered across my skin like phantom tendrils, curling around my wrists, wrapping possessively around my ribs and squeezing tight. I kept jerking awake, clawing at my arms to make sure nothing was really there.

By the time I finally rolled out of bed, I was exhausted. But more than that, I was determined to get answers from Dax Rousseau, whether he liked it or not.

He knew my name.

And it wasn’t from the press pass. His shop had been wreathed in shadow, and I had flashed the pass for only a second before stashing it away again.

Nobody’s eyes were that good.

Also, Shane had threatened to string me up by my ankles from the ceiling of the pressroom and let the interns beat me like a piñata if I didn’t get the scoop on Dax, so I was doubly motivated. I knew he’d make good on his word, too, considering just last month he’d locked me in the archive room overnight for missing a deadline.

In daylight, the House of Ink and Blood looked like any other tattoo shop. The shade was still drawn down in the front window, so I tried the door, which was locked.

Figured. Dax probably only crawled out of his crypt after sunset.

Standing out on the sidewalk, I felt slightly ridiculous, pounding on the door with my fist like a determined Girl Scout trying to sell cookies to a vampire. I was just about to give up when the door flew open and Dax grabbed me by the wrist and pulled me inside.

“Hey!” I protested.

Slamming the door behind us, he released me and spun around, glaring at me as if I were an ex who’d given him an STD.

“What the hell are you doing back here? I told you to get lost!”

Normally, I would’ve had a snappy comeback. But I was stunned into silence for a moment because he was shirtless.

He had a powerful, chiseled chest, each muscle defined with perfect symmetry. Inked all across his torso were elaborate tattoos that stretched from his collarbone down to his waist. More tattoos wrapped around his broad shoulders and bulging biceps. Their dark, sinuous lines shimmered subtly under the light as if they were alive, not etched into his flesh but naturally part of it, strange runes and eldritch markings that seemed to bind his body like chains.

It took a second for me to remember how to breathe.

“Boy, that charm of yours could really sweep a girl off her feet,” I quipped, rubbing my wrist where he’d grabbed it. It didn’t hurt, exactly, but there lingered a strange tingling sensation, like an aftershock. “You know exactly what I’m doing here, Sunshine. Looking for answers.”

Dax’s jaw tensed. His dark eyes locked on to mine with the kind of intensity that would’ve made a lesser woman bolt. But I was a journalist, and my job was to chase the truth, even if that truth came wrapped in muscle, mystery, and a dangerously attractive scowl.

Maybe especially.

“Look,” I said, folding my arms. “I get that you’re not in the mood for a Q and A, but at least tell me what all that was yesterday.”

“All what?”

“Oh, you suddenly caught amnesia, huh? Okay, I’ll remind you. Spooky gusts of wind. Strange jolts of static electricity. Slithering ink.”

I glanced at his forearm where I’d touched him. The tattoo there was now half hidden by a white gauze bandage wrapped around his wrist.

He exhaled slowly, his fingers flexing in that way they did that indicated he was itching to pick me up and toss me out again.

This time, I wouldn’t be budged.

For a long moment, neither of us spoke. From the corner of my eye, I saw the black cat watching us from its perch on the countertop. Hovering just beyond that was a shadow that wasn’t there before. When I blinked and looked more closely, it disappeared.

Finally, Dax said tightly, “You don’t want to dig into this, Notebook. Not everything can be explained with your news articles and clever little words.”

“I’ll use some big words, too, I promise.” I smiled sweetly at him, meeting his murderous gaze without flinching. “Try me.”

His mouth quirked into something that could’ve been amusement, had he owned a sense of humor. Then he exhaled, shaking his head. “You shouldn’t be asking these questions. Some things should be left alone.”

“Like what things?” I pressed.

His voice all smoke and midnight, he said, “Bad things.”

The urge to roll my eyes at him was strong, but I resisted. “You can do better than that.”

When he didn’t respond but only stood there glaring at me with all his brooding intensity and stay away from me energy, I decided to take a guess.

“Your shop is haunted?”

“No.”

“You’re an alien?”

“No.”

“You have a genetic disorder that makes you supernaturally surly and uncooperative?”

As a reward for my sarcasm, I got the quirked lips again.

“I’d rather have that than your annoying-and-mouthy disorder, Notebook. An hour alone with you and even the sanest man would be looking for the nearest cliff to throw himself off.”

Even when he was insulting me, he was attractive. The jerk.

“Lucky for me, you’re not all that sane. But you are . . .” I looked him up and down. “A descendant of Bigfoot?”

I was hoping for a smile—if he were capable of such a thing—but instead, he gave me a look of such dark despair that I was taken aback.

“You want to know what I am, Notebook? Fine. I’ll tell you what: the same thing the entire Rousseau bloodline is.”

He leaned in, his voice dropping to a low, warning rumble. “Cursed.”

I scoffed, because although I sensed I was actually getting closer to the truth, my core personality trait was skepticism. “Oh no, a mysterious family curse! How original. Do you turn into a werewolf under a full moon? Or maybe your great-great-grandfather made a deal with a swamp witch?”

He snapped, “You’ve got a pretty vivid imagination for someone who claims to only want the facts.”

“I’m just going with the flow here, Wolf Man.”

He ground his molars and glared. “I’m not a fucking wolf. But I am over this conversation. Goodbye, Petra. Have yourself a nice life.”

He moved to open the door, but I stopped him by poking my finger into the center of his bare chest. The second I touched him, he froze and stared down at my hand in horror.

I took the opportunity to press my advantage.

“I’m not going anywhere until you explain what I saw yester . . .”

My tongue stopped working. So did my lungs. Because all around the spot where my finger connected with Dax’s skin, his tattoos had begun to writhe.

He jerked back as if my touch burned him. He stared at me with wild eyes for a moment, breathing hard, then pulled open the door and threw me out onto the sidewalk.

Again.

He slammed the door in my face and left me alone in the mist with my heart thudding and my whole world turned on its head.

The mist swirled around my ankles as I staggered back, staring at the door in disbelief, half hoping it would open and prove I’d imagined the way his ink had responded to my touch.

But the House of Ink and Blood remained silent. The door remained closed.

And for the first time in my life, I wasn’t sure if I wanted the truth anymore.

I had the sinking feeling that once I found it, I’d wish I hadn’t.


Four

Petra

Sealed with a Kiss

Ishould have left New Orleans. I should’ve made the smart choice and written a fluff piece about fake hauntings and gone home to my overpriced studio apartment. But no. I had to go and get tangled up in something much worse than a ghost story.

Namely, feelings.

Why couldn’t Dax Rousseau be a hunched-over ninety-year-old with a leaky bladder and deadly halitosis? Why did my first brush with the supernatural have to be so handsome? So muscular?

So maddeningly hot?

Luckily, his personality was revolting. At least that would keep me from getting in too deep.

I spent the next two days in fevered research mode, learning everything I could about the Rousseau family’s history. I sought out local historians, consulted dusty library books, talked to old-timers who’d lived in the area all their lives, even visited a famed tarot reader who rudely insisted my aura was “too loud.” The more I uncovered, the clearer it became that Dax wasn’t exaggerating about the curse.

People spoke in hushed tones about the family’s past. There were stories of women’s ghosts wandering the abandoned Rousseau estate gardens, veils of long black lace covering their faces, tales of forbidden voodoo rituals that brought dark powers but ended in madness, legends of a long-dead ancestor’s ties to the occult.

Every lead I followed looped back to one thing.

Blood magic.

The only problem was that nobody knew exactly what the curse entailed. That knowledge was lost to the mists of the past.

Oh, except for the fun fact that any woman who fell in love with a Rousseau man was doomed to a tragic death.

So that was perfect. Nothing says “great idea” like falling for a man who might be my own personal grim reaper.

Not that I was falling for him, mind you. I barely knew the guy. I was just . . . mildly obsessed with figuring him out. Journalistic curiosity. A professional need to uncover the truth. Nothing to do with the way his voice sent involuntary shivers of pleasure down my spine. Or how I found myself wondering what his laugh sounded like.

If he even had one, which was debatable.

So I definitely wasn’t falling for a stranger, but I was about to get the answers I needed.

Which was how I found myself back in front of the House of Ink and Blood just after midnight, standing in the damp shadows with my heart beating too fast.

The door to Dax’s shop was locked, of course. But I wasn’t planning on knocking this time.

I pulled the small tension wrench and rake pick from my pocket and crouched near the door handle. It wasn’t my first time picking a lock—occupational hazard of chasing stories where I wasn’t always welcome—so my fingers were steady despite my racing pulse.

This was stupid. I knew it was stupid, but my curiosity overruled common sense.

The lock clicked. The door creaked open an inch. I shoved the tools back into my pocket, pushed the door wider, and soundlessly slipped through.

Except for the faint glow of a lamp in the back, the interior was dark, still, and silent. The black devil cat was nowhere to be seen, but the eerie sketches on the walls were even stranger in the spare light, seeming to pulse as if they were alive and wanted off the paper.

Something rustled in the corner, and I whirled around, my heart in my throat.

And there he was.

Dax stood shirtless near the counter, the ink on his chest and arms shimmering, shadows coiling around his bare feet. Glittering and furious, his dark eyes locked on to mine.

I opened my mouth to speak, but he was faster. In a move so quick, it blurred, he closed the space between us and wrapped his hand around my wrist, his touch searing me like an electric shock.

“I warned you to stay away,” he said in the kind of voice that sent people running.

But I wasn’t running. Because, despite the threat in his tone and the fury in his eyes, there was something else in his gaze too. Something dangerous.

Desire.

A soft, shuddering breath slipped past my lips. His grip on my wrist wasn’t bruising, but it was unyielding, as if he had no intention of ever letting go. His fingers burned against my skin.

I had the unwelcome thought that his body ran on something far stronger than blood.

“You don’t scare me,” I whispered, staring defiantly into his eyes.

“I should.”

“Why? Are you going to hurt me?”

A muscle in his jaw flexed. He looked at my mouth. His lips thinned. I could tell he wanted to push me away. That he didn’t was deeply exhilarating.

“Women who get too close to me have a way of getting hurt, whether I want them to or not.”

“Yeah, I heard about that. People have a lot to say on the matter.”

He stiffened, drawing me even closer. “You’ve been asking questions about me around town?”

I tried not to inhale a lungful of his warm, delicious scent, but he wasn’t making it easy for me. My nose was inches from his throat. “I’m a journalist. Questions are my job. But maybe these damsels in distress of yours have nothing to do with a curse. Maybe you’re just a big bully.”

A low, dangerous sound of displeasure rumbled through his chest. Like a lion’s purr, only if the lion was about to snap my neck.

Ignoring it, I continued. I wasn’t about to let him intimidate me, no matter how much he growled. “And if you’d just talk to me, I wouldn’t have to go around asking other people, now would I?”

That muscle in his jaw twitched again. In the shadows, his eyes flashed with anger. “What you’re asking for, smart-ass, is a spanking.”

A jolt of lust rocked my body. Wide-eyed and breathless, my heart pounding, I stared at him.

Spanking? Yes, that sounded like an excellent idea.

But I gathered the shreds of my dignity, lifted my chin, and gave him my best withering You wish look. “No, thanks. But I’ll take a shot of whiskey if you have it.”

He did the one thing I wasn’t expecting. He laughed.

It was clipped and bitter, but definitely a laugh.

“You’re a reckless little thing, aren’t you?”

I sniffed in disdain. “There’s nothing little about me.”

It was his turn to scoff. I made a mental note to remember how annoying that was and never do it again.

“You’re nothing but a pip-squeak with a big mouth and a bad attitude, like a Chihuahua.”

“That would be a much better insult if Chihuahuas weren’t my favorite dog.”

“Of course they are.”

“Coming from a guy who keeps the furry embodiment of Satan as a pet, it’s hardly a diss anyway. Are you going to let go of me now, or do I need to introduce my knee to your testicles?”

His eyes narrowed until they were slits. He lowered his face so close to mine, our noses were almost touching.

“I could have you thrown in jail for trespassing.”

“But you won’t.”

“Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t.”

I guess he was right about me being reckless, because I didn’t even pause to think before I rose up on my toes and pressed my lips to his.


Five

Dax

Bewitched

She tasted like sweet dreams and bad decisions. And I was already in too deep.

I knew better than this. Knew exactly what I was risking. The ink on my skin burned, a pulsing reminder of what I was, of what every Rousseau man carried in his blood.

But when she kissed me, I forgot.

Her lips were soft, but her kiss wasn’t. It was wild, urgent, the kind of kiss that proved she wasn’t afraid of curses or consequences. Instead of pulling away like I should have, I instinctively dragged her closer, my fingers digging into the curve of her waist. I slid a hand into her hair, fisting it there, holding her still as I drank deeply and took what she was offering.

I felt like a starving man. Like I had no choice.

Hell, maybe I didn’t. Because the second my mouth claimed hers, it seemed inevitable, as if it had been written in the stars long before we met.

It felt like fate . . . and fuck, did that feel good.

Her hands skimmed over my bare shoulders, then drifted lower, her fingers tracing the ink that twisted and coiled across my skin. The tattoos reacted to her touch the way they never had with anyone before. I knew this kiss was more than dangerous, that it could be deadly, but I didn’t stop.

I never wanted it to end.

I deepened the kiss, tasting the sweet heat of her mouth, loving the soft curves of her body pressed against mine. My restraint was unraveling by the second. She pushed me further, moaning into my mouth like she wanted to drown in this.

Fuck, I wanted that too.

For a second, I thought about giving in completely. About taking her right here, against the wall. Against anything. Letting myself be selfish, just once.

But then the ink flared.

Not just a flicker. Not just a warning.

A searing surge of heat lashed through my body, and suddenly I saw flashes of every woman who’d loved a Rousseau man and paid the price.

Blood on white lace. Lifeless eyes that stared at nothing. A body crumpled at the bottom of a grand staircase. Hands reaching out before being swallowed by the dark.

The way they screamed.

Sooner or later the curse took every one of them. Painfully.

I wrenched away from Petra, breathing hard, my skin on fire.

Looking dazed, she blinked up at me. We stayed like that for a moment as I fought the need still roaring through my body. When she licked her lips, I almost snapped and took her mouth again.

Instead, I forced myself to do the right thing.

“That wasn’t a good enough reason,” I said, my voice raw.

Confusion flickered across her face. “What?”

I made my voice as cold as ice and gazed steadily into her eyes. “You heard me. That kiss was crap. Now leave before I call the cops.”

She stared at me as if I’d lost my mind, then laughed right in my face, the little hellion.

“You’re pretty, Sunshine, but you’re a terrible liar.” She shook her head, still laughing.

I should’ve known that wouldn’t work. The woman didn’t make anything easy for me.

I raked a hand through my hair and paced away from her, as if distance could fix this. As if it could fix me, which was nothing but wishful thinking. “Look, you need to leave town. Immediately. Tonight.”

If a sigh could be sarcastic, hers was. “We’re going in circles. You tell me to leave, I tell you I won’t, rinse and repeat. Let’s cut to the chase and save each other some aggravation, because I’m not going anywhere.”

When I turned to peer at her with narrowed eyes, she smirked.

“You don’t know me, but I’m as stubborn as a drunk goat on a narrow bridge.”

I made a face at her. “That’s the dumbest metaphor I’ve ever heard.”

She pursed her lips and considered it. “How about this? I’m as stubborn as if a drunk goat and a brick wall had a baby.”

“What’s with the drunk goats? You spend a lot of time around alcoholic farm animals?”

She laughed again. “I mean, if you knew my boss, you’d get it.”

I glared at her, infuriated by how adorable her laugh was and how the sweet taste of her lips still lingered on mine.

The little psychopath was actually bewitching.

Suddenly exasperated, she threw her hands in the air. “Cut me some slack! This is the weirdest thing that’s ever happened to me. Which is saying something, considering I once accidentally joined a cult because they had really good tacos.”

I stared at her for a beat, unsure I’d heard her right. “What?”

She waved a hand in the air dismissively. “I’m obsessed with tacos. My therapist says it’s not really about tacos, it’s about unresolved childhood trauma and the tacos are just like a placeholder or something, a stand-in for my real emotional issues, which I think is just silly because anyone who’s ever had good carnitas will tell you that they’re the opposite of traumatic, they’re basically heaven on a plate, but she’s the one with all the expensive degrees. Anyway, the point is—”

“I get the point,” I interrupted loudly, dismayed to find my lips tugging upward into a smile.

She was making me smile? This was a fucking disaster. I had to get rid of her. Now.

“So you’ll tell me about the curse?” she said eagerly, stepping closer. “And when it all started? And how it affects you? And why you have that suspicious bandage around your wrist?”

In addition to her pestering questions, her scent was making me dizzy. She smelled so good, I wanted to take a big bite of her.

I shook my head to clear it and growled, “No, no, and no.” When she just stood there, gazing at me in doubtful silence, as if she thought I might change my mind any second, I shouted, “No!”

She blinked. “I’m two feet away, Sunshine. There’s no need to holler.”

“I think there is, Notebook, because you’re not hearing me!”

“I am hearing you. I’m just not listening. Oh hey, there’s the freaky devil cat! Hi, Satan!”

“It’s Lucifer,” I said through gritted teeth, watching as Luce wound around Petra’s ankles, purring up a storm. When she stood on her hind legs and stretched up Petra’s thigh, mewing for attention, I stared in shock.

Petra hoisted Luce into her arms and cradled her like a baby, scratching under her chin. “I thought you said this cat was allergic to people.”

“She is,” I answered, totally confused. “She hates everyone.”

Petra smirked at me again. “Like her daddy. You know what I think this means?”

Glowering, I muttered, “Can’t wait to hear it.”

“I think it means this was meant to be.”

“This?”

“You. Me. The furry demon in my arms. It’s fate, Sunshine. So you have to tell me about the curse, because fate always wins, whether you like it or not.”

Under the bandage on my wrist, the tattoo of her name began to burn.

The only thing worse than a smart-ass woman was a smart-ass woman who was right.

I was about to issue a denial anyway, but the look on Petra’s face stopped me cold.

She stared over my shoulder into the shadows of the shop with a look that could only be described as pure terror.


Six

Petra

The Hollow Man

The air in the shop had grown ice cold and thickened, pressing down on me like a thousand-pound weight. Also, a stench had suddenly filled my lungs. It was almost indescribably disgusting, as if rotting meat and black mold had mated and had kids.

A man stood in the shadows at the back of the shop. Darkness clung to him like a second skin. Tall and unnaturally still, he wore a top hat and an old-fashioned suit with a high collar and silver buttons that caught the faint light, but that wasn’t what had made my heart spasm.

He—it—had no face.

No eyes, no nose, no mouth. Just decaying gray skin stretched out in place of features.

Either I needed to get my vision checked, or Dax knew I’d come back and hoped to scare the living daylights out of me with a prop boogeyman so I’d leave him alone forever.

If the latter, I had to give him credit for effort. That stinky faceless thing was pure nightmare fuel.

I wasn’t sure if I should turn and run or congratulate Dax on his creativity, but either way, I couldn’t move. My muscles were locked, and my gaze was stuck on the empty space where its eyes should have been. Without eyes, it couldn’t see me, but my stomach churned with the unsettling feeling that whatever that thing was, it was looking straight into my soul.

Slowly and deliberately, the figure raised a hand and pointed a bony finger at me.

Great. The faceless corpse is pointing at me like I won a prize. Hope it’s not demonic possession.

“What’s wrong?” said Dax. “What’re you staring at?”

Keeping my voice low, I said, “There’s a man. Standing behind the counter.”

“A man?” Tensing, Dax turned to peer into the darkness.

“Yeah. With no face.”

Dax stiffened, then grabbed me by the arm and pulled me toward the door.

“Move.”

I dropped the cat and stumbled after him, barely keeping my feet under me.

“Dax—”

“Not now.” His voice was low and urgent. No sarcasm, no teasing. Just cold, raw fear.

Apparently the faceless thing wasn’t Dax’s doing. His obvious fear made it clear that it wasn’t a prop he’d set up to scare me away.

That so didn’t make me feel better.

We burst through the door out onto the street and started to run, the thick mist muffling the sound of our feet pounding the pavement. We didn’t stop for blocks, until we’d left the House of Ink and Blood far behind.

Dax finally let go of my arm when we rounded a corner onto a busy street filled with pedestrians. Bracing his arms against the nearest wall as if he needed the support, he exhaled a hard breath.

“Did you see that thing?” I gasped, shaking.

He was breathing heavily, staring at the pavement as if willing himself to stay calm. Finally, he looked at me with eyes that weren’t just wary but also confused.

“No. And you weren’t supposed to either.”

“What do you mean, I wasn’t supposed to see it?”

He straightened, running a hand over his face and exhaling. “That thing in the shop. He only appears to women who . . .”

He trailed off, jaw tightening.

“Who what, Dax?” I pressed, heart pounding.

His throat worked as he swallowed. “Who fall in love with a Rousseau man.”

The words landed like a thunderclap. For a moment, I stared at him, my thoughts spiraling. Then I shook my head. “That’s ridiculous.”

Dax let out a short, bitter laugh. “Tell that to the Hollow Man.”

My skin crawled. “It has a name?”

He nodded once, curtly, then turned dark eyes on me. “It’s the enforcer of the Rousseau curse. He comes for the women who love us.”

Despite the situation, I couldn’t help myself. I laughed. Loudly.

“Love you? Listen, Sunshine, I’ll admit you’re easy on the eyes, but you’re living in Disneyland if you think I . . . hold on.” I peered at him more closely, my heart beginning to hammer again. “What do you mean, he comes for women?”

He hesitated just a second too long, and I knew.

“Holy shit. You’re telling me that thing kills people?”

His lips pressed into a grim line. “Not people. Women. Specifically, any woman who falls for a Rousseau.”

Skipping over the fact that he sounded as if he didn’t think women were actual people, I sputtered, “But—but—I haven’t fallen for you! I don’t even like you much, let alone love you! I’d happily push you in front of a speeding train if I thought it would make a good story!”

His look soured. “Gee, how sweet. I’m touched.” Then he looked down at the bandage on his wrist and murmured, “It doesn’t make sense. None of it. This has never happened before, not so soon. It’s like the curse has gotten ahead of us. Like it knows something we don’t.”

I wondered what was under that bandage but focused on the more important matter at hand. “Hold your horses, cowboy. Forget about your creepy supernatural enforcer for a second, but if you’re insinuating that I’m going to fall in love with you, that’s an impossibility.”

He stared at me, arching his brows like he didn’t believe me. As if he were so irresistible, it was a given I’d fall madly in love any second. So, of course, I had to explain.

“Just like I don’t believe in the Loch Ness Monster, I don’t believe in love, okay? It’s a fairy tale. What people call romantic love is just hormones. It doesn’t exist.”

“Right,” he said flatly. “Like curses don’t exist? Like that thing you saw at the shop doesn’t exist?” He stepped closer, eyes blazing. His voice lower, he said, “Like what we both felt when we kissed . . . Was that imaginary too?”

“I’m sorry, is this the same man who said that kiss was crap? Because I distinctly remember that guy not being impressed at all by it.”

He lost his temper and started to shout. “Are you seriously going to stand here and argue with me about a kiss when you’ve been marked for death?”

A young couple walking by hand in hand gave each other a worried look and hurried past us.

I muttered, “Temper, temper. Take a breath before someone calls the police.” Spotting a cluster of young girls standing across the street, gawking at him, I added sourly, “And maybe find a shirt. You’re giving everybody a show, muscleman.”

He glared at me, fury glinting in his dark eyes, then shook his head in disbelief. “Where are you staying?”

“The Lafayette Hotel. Why?”

Instead of answering, he strode off down the street in the direction of the hotel, not bothering to look back to see if I followed.

So much for the myth of the Southern gentleman.

I hurried to catch up with him, then began to pester him with rapid-fire questions. “What exactly is the Hollow Man? How does he kill? Can he be stopped? And who even made this stupid curse in the first place?”

“He’s a being that operates outside time and reality. A collector of curses. He can’t be stopped, at least as far as I know. Nobody’s ever been able to escape him. As for who made the curse, well . . .” His laugh was brief and cold. “It didn’t start off as a curse. These things never do.”

“Then how did it start?”

“With the root of all evil: greed.”

We didn’t speak again until we were back at the hotel. Its grand facade cast long shadows under the glow of streetlamps. Dax threw open the heavy glass doors without hesitation, bursting into the quiet lobby. It was empty except for the man behind the reception desk, his nose buried in a novel. He didn’t glance up as we strode past.

Avoiding the ancient, slow-moving elevator, we took the stairs two at a time, neither of us speaking. My head was too full of questions to focus on speech anyway. The moment we stepped inside my room, I locked the door behind us, pressing my back against it as I surveyed the room with suspicious eyes, thinking of all the possible ways to barricade us in . . . or keep it out.

“You can’t hide from the Hollow Man,” said Dax tightly, prowling around the space like a caged animal. “And you can’t run either. Besides, he doesn’t chase. He just waits, knowing it’s inevitable.”

My death, he meant.

I was really starting to regret staying in New Orleans.

“If we can’t run and we can’t hide, why’d you drag me out of the shop?”

He shot me a dark look, as if he was already wishing he hadn’t.

“Look, just sit for a second, okay? I can’t think with you running around like that.” I waved a hand in his direction, his bare chest and bulging muscles and blistering machismo crossing all my wires.

Pausing to give me a proper glower from under lowered brows, he reluctantly dropped into an overstuffed chintz chair near the window. I stared at his bare feet, remembering I’d woken the poor man from sleep when I broke into his shop.

If he was sleep deprived, he didn’t show it. He was so wound up, he looked ready to spring from the chair at the slightest noise and start killing things with his bare hands.

He watched with unblinking eyes as I started to pace in front of him.

“Okay. Tell me about the origins of your family curse.”

“My ancestor Matthias Rousseau was a master tattooist in the nineteenth century. He was also a thief of souls.”

Thief of souls? I shot Dax an incredulous look, which he ignored.

“He made a pact with a powerful caplata, a dark voodoo priestess, to learn forbidden magic. Using those skills, he created sigils that could steal the strength and talents of others by inking their souls into his own skin. But he got greedy, betraying the caplata by stealing her soul and binding it into a tattoo. With her dying breath, the caplata cursed Matthias’s bloodline to bear the weight of his stolen sins.”

I stopped pacing and stared at Dax. He finally blinked, drawing a breath and looking away. When he spoke next, his voice came very low.

“From then on, every male descendant of Matthias has been born with tattoos—the same ones he bore on his own skin—as a mark of their curse. And every woman who has loved a male of our bloodline has been taken as payment.”

Horrified, I stared at the black markings covering almost every square inch of Dax’s shoulders, arms, chest, and torso.

Tattoos that weren’t mere ink . . . but souls.

I did the only reasonable thing I could do in that moment. I headed straight to the minibar in the antique credenza, removed all the tiny bottles of vodka from inside, found a glass, and started twisting off caps.

“Is this how you always respond to bad news?” said Dax drily as he watched me pour.

“No, that’s usually when the tacos come into play, but I’m winging it. You want vodka?”

“No. But I’ll take whiskey if you have any.”

If I had any. I almost laughed at that. The first thing I did before I booked a room anywhere was inquire about the contents of the minibar.

I had way too many other faults to consider that as one.

I poured Dax his whiskey, handed it to him, then stared at him until he demanded, “What?”

“Oh, nothing. I was just thinking about how you physically dragged me away from danger, even though you claim nobody can escape that faceless curse collector of yours. It was almost like . . . you were worried about me.”

The coldness of his glare rivaled that of the polar ice caps. “It was instinct.”

“Hmm. So this dislike is mutual?”

“Very. And don’t make that face, I’m telling you the truth.”

We swigged our drinks and stared aggressively at each other.

Finally, he growled, “Shut up.”

I blinked at him innocently. “I didn’t say a word!”

“Your expression is saying it all for you.”

“So stop looking,” I shot back, taking another sip of vodka.

He muttered something under his breath and scrubbed a hand over his face. He seemed like he might throw the glass across the room. Instead, he downed the whiskey in one long gulp and set the empty glass on the table beside his chair.

“All right,” I said, plopping onto the edge of the bed and setting my own glass aside. “You said the Hollow Man can’t be stopped, but if this whole thing started with a curse, then logic would suggest—”

“Logic?” He snorted. “You saw a faceless nightmare point at you like you’re next in line at the butcher’s counter. But sure, let’s bring logic into this.”

I ignored him. Men got so emotional when they couldn’t be in control of everything. “Logic would suggest that if a curse was made, it can be unmade.”

“And how do you suggest we do that? Track down a caplata who died two centuries ago and ask for a refund?”

I stood up and began pacing again. “No, but there has to be someone who knows how curses like this work. There has to be some kind of loophole. A reversal. Maybe even another caplata willing to undo it.”

Dax’s face darkened. “You don’t mess with voodoo, Petra. Not unless you’re willing to pay a steep price.”

I turned and gave him an arch look. “Was I hallucinating when you told me that I’m marked for death? I don’t exactly have much to lose, do I?”

His gaze was dark. Unfathomable. He stared at me pensively for a moment, then glanced away, staring out the window into the night. The room fell heavy with silence, the only sound the faint hum of the hotel’s ancient heating system.

“There’s someone who might know more.”

“Who?”

His lips pressed into that thin line that was becoming more and more familiar. After a pause, he said, “Celeste Leclair.”

“Okay. Where do we find this Madame Éclair?”

“Leclair. And finding her is the problem. She doesn’t exactly have a fixed address.”

I frowned. “What does that mean?”

“She’s off the grid.” He hesitated, then added grudgingly, “And she hates me.”

“She sounds like a very intelligent person.”

The saccharine smile I wore made him look as if his head were about to explode.

He jolted to his feet and headed toward the minibar, elbowing me out of the way. “Look, Celeste is a medium. And not the kind that reads your future in a crystal ball in the Quarter for twenty bucks a pop. She’s the real deal. People say she’s got one foot in this world and one in the next.”

“Perfect! That’s exactly the kind of person we need!”

He unscrewed the cap on another mini bottle of Jack Daniel’s and sucked down the contents. “Yeah. Except she’ll probably kill me on sight.”

“Why would she do that?”

After a suspiciously long pause, he admitted, “Her daughter was in love with me.”

It took a second for me to understand. When I did, I stared at him with my mouth hanging open. “No.”

Ashen and tight lipped, he nodded.

“Oh, Dax . . . that’s awful! She’s dead?”

Exhaling slowly, he nodded again.

“I’m so sorry. Oh God, how tragic.”

We were doomed, but I didn’t say that out loud. Instead, I went into fix-it mode.

“Okay, so we just have to convince a woman who hates you to help us break the ancient curse that killed her daughter.”

“She doesn’t blame the curse. She blames me. And rightly so, because I could have saved Emmie by just staying away. By not being selfish and staying the fuck away.”

I was beginning to see why his personality was so bad. He wanted to make sure nobody else fell victim to the curse again, not if he could help it.

That was almost heroic.

Judging by the way those girls on the street gaped at him, however, I suspected he didn’t have to do much to trigger the curse. One sly wink in their direction, and the three of them would’ve been goners.

“Look, we have to try. Not only for you and me, but for all the other people who could be affected by this curse in the future.”

He stared at me for a long moment. “There won’t be anyone else affected by it.”

I frowned. “Why do you say that?”

“Because I’m the last of the Rousseaus. Matthias’s final descendant. The curse dies with me.”

Oh.

Oh crap.

I should’ve been nicer to him. Way nicer. Because if I really was marked for death by his stupid family curse, he had zero reason to help me fight it. He could just let me be reaped or sown—or whatever being murdered by a supernatural entity who collects curses is called—and continue on his surly way, avoiding romantic entanglements until he died.

“I know what you’re thinking,” he said sourly, watching my face. “But I’m not that heartless.” He paused for a beat; then the ghost of a smile lifted the corners of his mouth. “Actually, I am, but I’m also too curious to not want to know why the curse has suddenly changed to go after a woman who’s not in love.”

“If that’s your roundabout way of trying to say I really am in love with you, I just don’t realize it yet, you’ve got broken front teeth in your immediate future.”

His lips thinned again, but this time it wasn’t in displeasure. He was trying not to grin.

Stifling a yawn, I picked up my vodka glass again. He removed it from my hand and set it on the nightstand.

“It’s late. You need rest.”

“No, I need to find Madame Éclair!”

“Leclair. And we will find her. First thing tomorrow, we’ll start looking. But right now, you need sleep.” He gestured across the room. “You take the bed. I’ll take the floor.”

“Wow. And here I thought you weren’t a gentleman.”

His glower was as black as his eyes. “Don’t get used to it.”

He grabbed a pillow and blanket from the closet and settled himself like a watchdog on the floor in front of the door, folding his arms behind his head and glaring ferociously at the ceiling.

I crawled under the covers and gazed at him for a moment before turning out the light. Lying there in the dark, I thought about what his life must have been like.

All those years being alone, knowing he could never risk closeness with someone, knowing what would happen if he let himself fall . . .

What did happen.

His low voice interrupted my musings. “Get some sleep, Notebook. The problem will still be there in the morning. You can worry about your fate tomorrow.”

But I didn’t sleep. And it wasn’t my fate I was worried about.

Though I was the one marked for death, for some strange reason, I was more worried about him.


Seven

Petra

Masquerade of the Damned

This time, the dreams weren’t only about devouring ink. They came in distorted flashes, like old film reels unraveling in my head. A crumbling tomb in the middle of a cemetery. A woman in white with eyes like mine, tracing symbols in the air, her lips moving in silence. A mirror, cracked down the middle, reflecting the past and the future on opposite sides.

A ghostly whisper in my ear, “One must be lost for the other to be free.”

And Dax. So many visions of Dax.

In most of them, he was naked and thrusting between my spread thighs.

I woke with a start, my legs tangled in the sheets and my heart pounding.

Dax was already awake. Sitting up in the chair by the window, he watched me closely.

“You were talking in your sleep. Something about being lost.”

Remembering the strange dream whisper, I swallowed and averted my gaze. “Really? That’s weird.”

I felt him studying me with narrowed eyes, so I forced a smile and threw the covers off, swinging my legs over the edge of the bed. “Let’s find you some clothes. Then let’s go look for Celeste Leclair.”

He held my gaze for a long moment, looking as if he were about to say something, then nodded. “There’s a clothing boutique downstairs. You order up some food, and I’ll go see if they have anything that fits me.”
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As it turned out, the boutique had Dax’s size. Either that or he’d mugged a giant in the lobby and stolen his shoes, shirt, and jacket. In any case, he reappeared fully clothed, and we quickly ate breakfast.

Then we spent the day searching for Celeste Leclair.

Dax led me through the winding backstreets of the Quarter, knocking on doors, talking to people who barely opened them, slipping cash into palms for hushed conversations. It became clear that Celeste wasn’t just elusive. She was practically a ghost.

“She moves around a lot,” he explained as we left yet another dead-end lead.

Still unsettled by my dreams, I muttered, “Great. So we’re looking for an unfindable woman to tell us how to escape an unstoppable curse. Love that for us.”

But fate threw us a bone at the next place we stopped. It was a voodoo shop, tucked between buildings in a quiet section of the Quarter. No neon signs, no gaudy displays to lure tourists, just a weathered wood door with a single gris-gris bag nailed above it, stuffed full of feathers, herbs, and iron nails that stuck out the sides.

The old man who greeted us inside the dimly lit interior had skin lined with years of secrets and dark eyes sharp enough to strip a lie bare before it passed your lips. He took one look at me and froze. His eyes widened, as if he knew something about me.

Something bad.

This town was really starting to get on my nerves.

Wordlessly, Dax handed the man a small bundle wrapped in red cloth. He took it, nodded, then bent close to Dax and murmured words only he could hear.

Ten seconds later, we were back outside on the sidewalk with the shop door closing behind us.

“What was that all about?” I said, looking at Dax askance.

“You can’t just demand information from a man like Doctor John. Houngans require respect.”

I guessed houngan was the formal title for a spiritual leader in his tradition. “So you bribed him?”

“I made an offering,” Dax corrected, shaking his head in amusement at my ignorance.

“And what did he say to you?”

“He told me where we might find Celeste Leclair.” He slanted a strange look down at me. “He also said that a sleeping lion is still a lion, and I should take care not to step on its tail or risk waking it up.”

I thought about that riddle for a moment. “So Celeste could be dangerous.”

“He wasn’t talking about her,” Dax responded quietly. “He was talking about you.”

Remembering the way the houngan had looked at me, I felt a shiver run down my spine. But it wasn’t fear. It was closer to anticipation.

As if my body recognized something my brain had yet to understand.
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The masquerade ball where Celeste Leclair was rumored to be in attendance that evening was held at a gorgeous old mansion in the heart of the Garden District.

Warm light glowed from the high windows, illuminating the wrought iron gates and lavish grounds. Figures in elaborate masks and elegant attire made their way up the grand steps. The strains of a jazz band floated out from the open doors.

I smoothed my hands down the front of the dress I’d bought from the hotel’s boutique, a deep crimson slip of silk that hugged my frame and left little to the imagination. But I had no choice, seeing as how I’d packed for work, not play.

Shane would have an aneurysm when I wrote it off on my expense report. But, as the man himself liked to say, tough titty.

A black mask covered the upper half of my face, its delicate lace pattern resembling creeping vines. My hair hung loose around my shoulders. I didn’t have the right bra for the dress, so I wasn’t wearing one. Luckily, the weather tonight was mild.

Standing beside me, Dax looked ridiculously handsome in his tailored black suit. His mask was simpler, covering only his eyes, but the ink winding across his exposed collarbone made him stand out.

He noticed me ogling him and arched a brow. “What?”

“You have something on your chin,” I lied, covering for the way I’d been staring. He brushed at his chin as I glanced away, acutely conscious of his nearness. Of his scent. Of that strong jawline that I wasn’t admiring, not even a little bit.

We stepped inside.

The air was ripe with the mingled scents of perfume, mulled wine, and melting candle wax. The walls flickered with golden light from the crystal chandeliers hanging overhead. Gilded mirrors reflected masked couples swirling across the wide marble dance floor, their laughter a haunting melody beneath the strains of the music.

The scene was opulent and hypnotic, so intoxicating in its beauty that I stood stunned for a moment before pulling myself together to focus on why we were here.

“What does she look like?” I said, scanning the crowd.

“Beautiful” was Dax’s murmured reply.

When I glanced at him, he was staring intently down at me. His eyes glowed hot behind his black mask; then he looked away and cleared his throat. “You’ll recognize her when you see her.”

Flustered by his searing stare, I shook my head. “I’ve never met her before. How will I recognize her?”

“Trust me. You’ll know.”

He moved off, leaving me to navigate the crowd alone. The stiff set of his shoulders hinted at strong emotions he was fighting to maintain, but I knew better than to ask him about it. He’d only glare and dodge the question.

I slipped through the heated swirl of silk and velvet, drifting across the room, scanning for a sign. I didn’t know what kind, but when I turned a corner into a candlelit hallway, all the tiny hairs on my nape stood on end, and I knew instinctively that I’d found who I was looking for.

Or rather, she’d found me.

I stopped and waited, my heart thudding, my nerves prickling with sudden cold. The air in the room shifted, as if the walls themselves had exhaled, and suddenly a figure emerged from the shadows under a cluster of graceful potted palms.

She glided toward me slowly and soundlessly, bringing with her a disturbing crackle of energy, a wild force that hinted at danger, like the palpable electric friction in the air just ahead of a lightning strike.

Behind her gold filigree mask, her eyes were light gray, almost colorless. Her old-fashioned gown was midnight blue. Her long black hair was streaked with white. Her lips were a vivid slash of bloodred against her pale skin, lending her the look of an undead creature who’d recently dined on living flesh.

Never one to miss a chance at an awkward greeting, I stuck out my hand and plastered on a smile. “Hi, I’m Petra. You must be Ms. Leclair. You’re way scarier than I anticipated.”

Instead of shaking my hand, she grasped it with clawlike fingers, her ice-cold grip surprisingly strong.

I laughed nervously. “Wow. Your hands are freezing. Do you keep them in a crypt for safekeeping?”

Ignoring that, she replied, “You wear your fate like an ill-fitted cloak, child. It clings to you in places and slips from you in others. Your future is not yet decided.”

Her voice was like wind slipping through a keyhole, thin and reedy, but with a subtly layered, overlapping quality, as if more than one person were speaking at once.

“Um . . . thanks?”

“You don’t yet know what you are, but I recognize you. So does the curse. You must be careful now, child. The enemy draws near.”

She leaned closer, her voice dropping to a hiss. “Kill the tattooed devil before he kills you!”

Great. She wanted me to unalive Dax. I’d admit the thought had crossed my mind more than once, but that was beside the point.

“Look, I’m sure you’re very upset over what happened to your daughter. I mean, it’s totally understandable. I’d be angry too. But I’m not the killing type. Unless you’re talking about the ungodly amount of carnitas platters I’ve murdered in my lifetime, because if we’re counting those, I’m a serial killer.”

Celeste Leclair wasn’t amused by my levity. Her pale eyes stabbed into me, as cold and sharp as ice picks.

“I apologize. That was flippant. I’m just trying to figure out how to break the curse, that’s all.”

“The curse was sealed with blood magic. And only blood magic can unlock it.”

She said that like I was supposed to know what it meant. As if I’d graduated with honors from Hogwarts. I waited for more of an explanation, but when it didn’t come, I pressed her.

“But what does that mean exactly? ‘Unlock’ makes it seem like you’re saying there’s some kind of key.”

Her cackle was low and unsettling. “There is. And you carry it inside you.”

She traced a bony finger over the blue vein that snaked down the inside of my forearm, then tapped my skin where the pulse beat at my wrist.

“Okay, with all due respect? You’re being way too cryptic. Explain it to me like I’m a toddler. How do we break the curse? Specifically. Is there a saying? Abracadabra, something like that? Is there a ritual? A spell? A shady notary that signs off on curse removals?”

“Just remember, child, one must be lost for the other to be free. The choice is yours.”

For fuck’s sake. These ominous one-liners were really starting to chap my ass.

I’m no genius, but I knew bitch-slapping a famous, powerful medium was a bad idea, so I kept politely prodding her.

“Lost how? Like ‘lost in the woods’ lost? ‘Lost in time’ lost? Or ‘like a sacrificial lamb’ lost? Because, if I’m being honest, I’m not loving any of these options so far.”

“In the heart of the city, where the dead still make deals, there you will find what you seek.”

I glared at her. “Seriously?”

With another menacing cackle, she pulled away, murmuring over her shoulder, “Follow the fireflies.” She vanished, swallowed by the masked crowd.

So that was the famous medium Celeste Leclair.

Could’ve happily gone my entire lifetime without that weird-ass meeting.

“There you are.”

When Dax appeared beside me, I jumped. “Don’t sneak up on me like that!”

“What’s wrong?”

I laughed nervously. “Oh, nothing. Just made friends with what could’ve been a witch, ghost, or zombie.”

His eyes sharpened. “Celeste?”

“Yeah. She introduced herself. And she couldn’t have been more creepy if she’d tried. She suggested I kill you.”

His expression darkened, his lips pressing into their default thin line. “And?”

“I told her I’d think about it. I’m leaning toward yes.”

We shared a wry smile. His vanished when I added, “She also said the curse can only be unlocked with blood magic. And apparently, I hold the key.”

He inhaled sharply, his posture stiffening as if readying for battle. “What?”

Nodding, I glanced down at my arm, at the place she tapped. I omitted that she’d echoed what I’d heard in a dream last night, about one having to be lost before the other could be free, because I was still mentally chewing on that riddle.

“What do you suppose it means?”

Tension radiated from his body. Dark thoughts swirled behind his eyes. But he remained stubbornly silent.

Shocker.

“Now’s not the time for biting your tongue, Sunshine. Whatever you’re thinking, spit it out.”

He said darkly, “I’m thinking you’re far more involved in this than either of us realized.”

Something about his tone set me off. “Stop being mysterious, okay? You sound just like that wacky medium. If you know something, say it.”

Jaw tight, he ground out, “I’m just trying to protect you.”

“I didn’t ask for your protection, I asked for the truth.”

“It’s not that simple.”

Incensed, I glared at him. “Nothing with you ever is. Why can’t you trust me?”

His eyes flashed. “Like you trust me?”

“I’m not the one keeping secrets.”

He shook his head, as if trying to deny he was keeping all the secrets he so obviously was. “This isn’t about trust. It’s about keeping you alive.”

My frustration boiled over. I snapped, “I’m not a child or some damsel in distress. And I didn’t come here tonight to stand here arguing with you. I came to find out how to break the curse!”

He gripped my upper arm, bringing me closer to him, so close his heat burned me right through my dress.

He growled, “And if breaking it kills you? Then what? I’m supposed to just stand by and let it happen?”

“Considering you told me I’m already marked for death by this wonderful family curse of yours, it hardly matters what you do, does it? One way or another, I’m toast!”

I waited for him to reply, but he didn’t.

So I was done.

Spinning on my heel, I stalked off down a side hallway, muttering oaths under my breath. I needed air, space, anything but his infuriating presence. I’d never met a man who could say so little but enrage me so much.

I pushed open a door at random and slipped inside, finding myself in a darkened study lined with old books and heavy velvet drapes. A fire smoldered low in the hearth, casting long shadows along the walls.

Before I could catch my breath, the door slammed shut behind me.

And there stood Dax. Handsome, glowering, pain-in-my-ass Dax.

I should have pushed him away. Should have kept arguing. But when he reached for me, I didn’t resist.

He crushed his mouth to mine.
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Dax

Mark of the Dead

Ididn’t mean to follow her.

Didn’t mean to slam the door, to back her against the desk, to devour her like a man possessed.

But Petra had a way of driving me to the edge, teasing me with her fire, taunting me in a way no woman ever had. And when she looked at me like she couldn’t decide whether to kiss me or wrap her hands around my neck and choke the life out of me, every ounce of control I’d been so tightly holding on to snapped.

What can I say? I’m a sucker for feisty women.

She gasped against my lips as I lifted her onto the big oak desk, scattering books and papers onto the floor with a sweep of my arm. She pulled me in, parting her thighs. When she wrapped her legs around my waist, I knew there was no stopping this. Not tonight.

“Hurry,” she whispered, digging her nails into my shoulders.

She didn’t have to tell me twice.

I yanked her panties down her legs, tore my zipper open, and released my straining cock. Fully clothed except for where it mattered, I shoved inside her.

She moaned and arched back. Her eyes slid shut behind her mask. Taut beneath the bodice of her dress, her nipples were impossible to resist—I sucked hard on one rigid peak, right through the silk.

Then we kissed passionately, our bodies finding a rhythm older than any curse, more powerful than any warning Celeste Leclair could utter.

Petra gasped, “You’re so lucky I’m not a flowers-and-foreplay girl.”

I growled, “And you’re lucky I’m not a man who minds sass.”

“Mind it? Are you kidding me? You love it, Sunshine. Now shut your pretty mouth and make me forget I don’t like you.”

Grinning down at her, I obliged.

I drove into her wet heat over and over, loving her hoarse moans of pleasure, losing more than just my mind with every second that passed. I felt tied to her in a way I didn’t understand.

Physically, it made sense. But what I felt inside my chest—that aching, softening, melting sensation—made no sense at all.

Another thing that made no sense was that my tattoos were oddly silent. Every other time she’d touched me, they’d writhed and burned. But now they were silent and still, as if watching and waiting. Biding their time.

Petra’s body jerked. She cried out, the sound raw. Broken. Then she began to convulse around me—hard, rhythmic contractions so powerful and pleasurable, I lost my breath.

Then I lost myself. I spilled inside her, my body shuddering, deep grunts of pleasure working from my throat.

When she moaned my name, a shiver ran over my nerve endings, a kind of rippling animal awareness that she was no longer just a smart-mouth journalist who wandered into my shop one rainy night. She wasn’t a stranger anymore. Or an adversary. Or even the key to unlocking a curse.

She was mine.

And she was always meant to be mine, no matter how impossible that seemed to either one of us.

I took her face in my hands and stared deep into her eyes, claiming her body as I let her see the truth in my gaze, that this wasn’t the end of the itch we’d both felt since the moment we met . . . this was only the beginning.

From now on, nothing could separate me from her.
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We lay stunned and silent together on the leather sofa in the dim light of the library, our masks discarded to the floor, the musky scent of sex and old books wrapping around us like a spell. The weight of what had just happened lay heavy on my chest.

There was no going back now.

I’d kill to protect her.

She murmured, “What do you think Celeste meant about the blood magic? About me?”

I exhaled slowly, running my hand down her arm. “It sounds like she thinks your blood is the key to unlocking the curse.”

“My literal blood?”

“Yeah. As if you’re somehow related to the caplata who cursed us. I know it sounds crazy.”

She propped herself up on an elbow and stared down at me with a strange expression. “Maybe not.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because I don’t know anything about my birth family. I was adopted when I was just a few weeks old.”

I stared at her. My mind started to spin with possibilities. “That means . . . that means you could be—”

Petra stiffened, her breath catching. She gasped and clutched her wrist.

“What is it?”

“Dax,” she said, her voice tight with pain. “Look!”

I sat up fast, pulling her toward the firelight. I took her wrist in my hands and stared at it in disbelief.

Where her skin had been unmarked moments ago, a faint sigil now glowed red hot, etched into her flesh like a brand.

Beneath the bandage on my own wrist, the ink that formed her name began to burn.

A cold dread settled in my gut. I stared at the sigil on her skin, my heart slamming against my breastbone. I knew that mark. I’d seen it before.

It had appeared on my mother’s wrist less than an hour before she died. Emmie’s too.

Which meant only one thing.

We were out of time.
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Petra

Descendant of Ash

Dax’s expression was one of anguish. The way he stared at the mark on my wrist left no room for doubt about what it meant: my impending doom.

Guess I’d have to cancel that upcoming mani-pedi.

He said urgently, “What else did Celeste tell you?”

Distracted and in pain, I said, “What?”

“Think, Petra! It’s important. Did she say anything else that might help us?”

I tried to recall every word the medium had whispered in her eerie, overlapping voices. My wrist burned like hell, as if the sigil was branded all the way into my bones.

“She said something like . . . ‘In the heart of the city, where the dead still make deals, that’s where you’ll find what you seek.’”

He nodded, his jaw tight. “She’s talking about St. Louis Cemetery No. 1.”

“The graveyard?”

“It’s not just any graveyard. It’s where people go to ask for favors and strike bargains with the dead. Especially at the tomb of Marie Laveau, the famous voodoo queen from the nineteenth century. The offerings pile up there. Candles, coins, crosses . . .” His voice lowered. “Sometimes blood.”

Blood again. I had a very bad feeling about this.

The air around us grew colder. The shadows on the walls grew longer, slithering up toward the ceiling like snakes. When the fire in the hearth flickered, the scent of rotting flesh filled the air.

I rose and looked around the room, but the moment I took a step, the floor tilted beneath me. A sharp, searing burn ripped through my wrist. I gasped, clutching my arm to my chest. Dax leaped to his feet, urgently saying my name.

“We have to get out of here,” I said.

But then the candles on the bookshelves and the fire in the grate were snuffed out all at once, plunging the room into darkness. In the shadows of the gilded mirror above the fireplace, something moved.

The Hollow Man.

He stepped out of the reflection, a silhouette of endless void, the tattered edge of his long coat dragging along the floor. His featureless face was cast in darkness, but I felt his eyeless gaze on me. The air grew impossibly still, the weight of oblivion crushing my lungs.

He took a slow step forward, and the books on the shelves began to tremble. The chandelier overhead creaked, as if swaying in a phantom breeze.

The putrid stench of death was overpowering.

In a voice like skeletal fingers scratching against a coffin lid, the Hollow Man spoke.

“The grave is open. The headstone is already carved. Only one thing remains, Descendant of Ash—sacrifice.”

I stood frozen for a moment, shock and fear turning my muscles to stone. Thankfully, my temper kicked in and saved me from being a total wimp.

“You know what?” I shouted, jabbing a finger in his creepy direction. “I won’t be intimidated by a faceless, undead weirdo! You and your boneyard stank can go suck an egg!”

“Petra, what’s happening? Is it him?”

Dax’s tense voice cut through my anger. I’d forgotten he couldn’t see what I could see.

Before I could answer, the shadows of the room collapsed inward, pulling the Hollow Man back into the mirror. He disappeared like ink swirling down a drain.

A heartbeat later, the candles on the bookshelves and the fire in the hearth flickered back to life.

But the cold remained. So did the suffocating presence.

The Hollow Man was still nearby.

“Petra! Talk to me!”

I turned to Dax with my pulse hammering in my ears. “We need to leave. Now.”

He didn’t argue. He grabbed my hand and pulled me toward the double doors of the library. Just as we reached them, a deep, resonant knock echoed through the room.

We both froze.

A second knock was followed by a third. They were slow, calculated, and felt sinister. As if someone—or something—was waiting for an invitation inside.

We looked at each other. Dax said, “I’m thinking we find another way out.”

“Brilliant idea. How?”

He glanced at the windows. “You afraid of heights?”

“We’re on the first floor.”

“Did you forget about all those steps we walked up on the way in here?”

“Fine, we’re on the second floor. Can we please just go?”

We pivoted, darting over to the windows. Dax threw them open and looked down. “We’re in luck. There’s a trellis. Give me your hand.”

He helped me over the sill and watched as I descended, cursing under my breath as my palms were nicked by thorns as I scrambled down. When I reached the bottom and leaped to the ground, Dax quickly followed.

By the time we burst out onto the front lawn, the masquerade was still in full swing. The laughter, lights, and lilting strains of the quartet all felt wrong after what I’d just seen and felt. Smelled, too, that overpowering stench of decay.

Dax scanned the street. “We need a car.”

By the felonious look on his face, I knew what he was planning. “Oh, fantastic. Let’s add grand theft auto to our list of problems.”

Ignoring me, he grabbed my hand and led me through the throng of costumed guests wandering the lawn until we passed the stone archway of the gate and slipped into the shadows beyond the streetlamps and toward a vintage black Camaro parked at the curb.

I muttered, “Of course you picked the loudest car in the city. Every ghost within miles will hear us coming.”

“We need speed,” he countered, crouching by the driver’s-side door. He squinted, looking through the window, then straightened and strode off into the darkness. Seconds later, he returned holding a brick.

“What are you planning on doing with that?”

He shot me a droll look, then smashed the Camaro’s window.

The car’s alarm blared. Its headlights and taillights flashed. Dax reached through the window, pulled up the lock, swung the door open, climbed inside, and bent over the steering column, ripping off the panel below.

From across the street, a man in a horned ram’s mask hollered, “Hey! That’s my car!”

As people started moving toward us, I scrambled into the passenger seat and slouched low. “Incoming.”

“I’m almost there,” Dax growled, fiddling with wires.

I watched the man in the ram’s mask break into a run. “Get there faster, Sunshine.”

With a few sparks and a flicker of power, the engine roared to life.

We peeled away from the masquerade, tires squealing. The mansion shrank in the rearview mirror, its glowing windows like the hollowed eyes of a skull.

I exhaled in relief and closed my eyes.

“You okay?”

My laugh was low and dry. “Aside from my branded wrist, my sliced-up palms, and that thing with no face that keeps stalking me? Yeah. I’m wonderful. What’s the plan?”

“We get to the cemetery. We find out what Marie Laveau’s tomb is hiding. Then we figure out how to stop this, once and for all.”

“Okay, but how do we figure it out?”

“We just figure it out.”

I stared at him. “It must be such a relief to be so unburdened by logic.”

“That’s the most passive-aggressive thing I’ve ever heard.”

I snorted. “Hang around, Sunshine. I’m just getting started.”

I touched my aching wrist. The burn had dulled, but the weight of the Hollow Man’s words still lingered.

“The grave is open. The headstone is already carved. Only one thing remains, Descendant of Ash—sacrifice.”

As if reading my mind, Dax demanded, “What did he say to you?”

“He yammered on about graves, headstones, and sacrifices. Nothing made sense. He’s just as confusing as Celeste Leclair.” I frowned, cradling my scalded wrist. “But he called me ‘Descendant of Ash,’ which felt important. Any idea what it might mean?”

Dax’s brows knit together, his usual swaggering confidence dulled by what looked like a bad case of the heebie-jeebies. “That could mean a lot of things, but the first thing that comes to mind is witches.”

I waited for the disbelief to come, my ingrained skepticism rearing its head to scoff, but I must’ve been sufficiently bludgeoned by the supernatural by this point, because I accepted it in stride.

“What witches?”

“The ones who were burned during the infamous hunts and persecutions in Europe and the Americas from the 1400s to the 1700s.”

I deliberated for a moment, then shook my head. “That seems like a reach.”

“Not if you factor in your being adopted and not knowing your birth parents. Add to that what Celeste Leclair said about how the curse can only be unlocked with blood magic and you holding the key . . .”

He gripped the steering wheel so tightly, his knuckles turned white. “Maybe the original caplata who cast the curse was your ancestor. And she was an ancestor of those who were put to death generations before.”

When I remained silent, pensive, Dax continued, “Think about it. If the Hollow Man knows your lineage, he’s telling you where you fit into the curse. He’s giving you a clue.”

“I thought he was supposed to be trying to kill me? Now suddenly he’s leaving me a supernatural breadcrumb trail?”

“That he’s communicating at all is new,” Dax muttered. “As far as I know, he’s never spoken to any of his victims before.”

“I really wish he’d chosen somebody else to get chatty with.”

We shared a grim glance as we sped through the night toward the cemetery. And though we’d left the Hollow Man behind, I knew we weren’t escaping.

We were driving straight into his waiting hands.
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Dax

City of Bones

Iknew I was on the right track with the witches theory, because not only were my tattoos writhing and that weird whispering that sounded as if it rose from a cavern deep in the earth filled with trapped souls had started again, but the tattoo of Petra’s name on my wrist had begun to bleed.

I had a suspicion that if I removed the bandage and looked, it wouldn’t be red like normal blood, but black.

The Camaro’s headlights cut through the thick fog curling over the cracked pavement as we pulled up to the wrought iron gates of St. Louis Cemetery No. 1. I killed the engine, my grip tightening on the wheel as unnatural heat spread under the bandage.

That wasn’t a good sign.

Neither was Petra’s silence. She sat rigid and tight lipped in her seat, staring out the passenger window at the cemetery gates.

I opened the door and stepped out. Petra followed. After a tense moment, she said, “Okay, let’s go desecrate a grave.”

“We’re not going to desecrate anything. We’re just looking for a clue that might’ve been left behind that will help us.”

“A little holy water would come in handy,” she muttered, eyeing the arched entrance of the gate, where the words Requiescat in Pace were etched into the stone.

Rest in peace.

Something told me that no one here was resting.

The cemetery was a city of the dead. Narrow pathways were crowded with aboveground tombs that stretched tall like miniature high-rise mausoleums. The moonlight cast long shadows, lending light for us to see but also making it easy for anything to be lurking just beyond our sight.

Petra didn’t object when I clasped her hand and held it as I led her through the graveyard. She just cradled her injured wrist against her chest, the tension of her body palpable. The lanes of the cemetery were claustrophobic, so narrow and tightly packed with crypts, it was almost suffocating.

Finally, we found the tomb of Marie Laveau.

Covered in markings and scrawled triple X’s that were discouraged by the archdiocese but were believed to bring good luck by patrons, the narrow white crypt glowed under the moonlight. The base of the tomb was littered with offerings of coins and small bottles of rum, beads, and trinkets, and lit candles that swayed eerily in the thick, unmoving air.

A few bloodied handkerchiefs lay among them.

“This is it,” I murmured, keeping my voice respectfully low. I wouldn’t say it aloud, but I could feel the presence of spirits watching us.

Petra exhaled, looking around. “Now what?”

I looked at her closely, wondering if she could feel what I did. If so, she gave no indication. “You tell me.”

She looked up at the mist-shrouded moon and sighed. Closing her eyes briefly, she muttered, “Here goes nothing,” then spread her hands in front of her and addressed the tomb. “Open sesame!”

“Petra,” I snapped, mystified by her nonchalance. “This isn’t a joke!”

“It’s my life that’s on the line, Sunshine.”

“Exactly!”

“No, I meant it’s my life—oh, never mind.”

Muttering something unflattering about my sense of humor, she stepped forward and pressed her hands against the side of the tomb, bracing her arms and dropping her head in defeat.

The change was immediate.

A deep rumble vibrated through the ground. The stone beneath our feet shuddered. The temperature dropped by at least twenty degrees. Then the tomb groaned as if something inside had awakened, and the heavy stone door cracked open with a grating scrape.

Petra leaped back with a yelp of surprise. She looked at her palms, at the smudged, bloodied handprints she’d left on the side of the tomb, and said, “What in the hell?”

So it was true, what Celeste Leclair had said. Blood magic ran in Petra’s veins.

It figured I’d fall for a witch. My taste in women always ran toward the feral ones.

Peering into the darkness beyond the tomb’s door, I said, “I’m about to find out.”

I stepped forward and pushed against the door. It resisted for a moment, then yielded. I had to shove hard to get it wide enough to pass through.

Beyond, the blackness was total. It even swallowed the moonlight whole. The scent of incense wafted to my nose, and something indefinable came with it, something bitter and potent, an earthy, almost animal smell that hinted at dangerous powers.

Old magic.

Petra whispered, “Holy. Shit.”

“Thought you knew all the big words, Notebook.”

“I do. Those were more appropriate for the occasion.”

When she stepped forward, attempting to brush past me and enter the tomb, I stopped her with an arm held out in front of her body and a warning glare.

“Oh, no. This isn’t the time for you to remember your manners.”

“You’re not going down there. It could be dangerous.”

She smiled sweetly at me. “Sure, because staying up here alone in the middle of a cemetery around midnight with a supernatural curse collector on my tail is so safe.”

Ducking under my arm, she went ahead of me into the crypt and instantly disappeared into darkness.
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Petra

The Sacrifice

The moment I stepped inside, torches flared to life on the walls of the passageway, lit by some unseen hand. The stone steps were worn and narrow, winding downward out of sight.

It was cold, but Dax’s body heat warmed me from behind. Even without turning to look, I knew he was right there.

Seething, overprotective, and wanting desperately to pick me up and carry me outside over his shoulder to safety, but there.

A twinge of fondness for him made me momentarily misty eyed. The big lug was actually growing on me.

Like fungus, only more annoying.

The second I took my first step, he hissed, “Careful!”

“Yes, Mother.”

His low, displeased growl echoed off the stone walls.

Blinking to clear my vision, I ventured ahead, strangely calm. I wasn’t one to believe in fate, but this moment struck me as if it had been preordained, as if I was walking into a memory or a dream I’d had.

It was the same feeling of recognition I experienced the first time I’d laid eyes on Dax.

Had I been here in a past life? Had I walked these steps, touched these walls, smelled that strange, otherworldly incense?

Had I once . . . loved him?

Or maybe I had indigestion, which would make much more sense.

“Careful!” he hissed again. “Slow down! And stay close!”

Definitely indigestion.

We descended deeper, following the steps, my breath clouding white in front of my face from the cold. The farther we went, the stronger the scent of incense grew, along with the stench of decay. The steps abruptly ended, opening to a passageway carved into the earth itself.

Beyond the passageway was another graveyard.

Vast and shadowed, the cemetery was far older than the one aboveground. Tombstones of all shapes and sizes stretched out before us, many crooked and blackened with age, the names on their surfaces worn down to nothing.

“The catacombs,” Dax murmured reverently, pressing close, his hand at my waist. “I’ve heard all the stories, but I never thought it really existed.”

We stood in silence for a moment, our breathing falling into sync, until Dax said, “This is it. This is where it started.”

The curse, he meant. The original pact gone wrong. The one that had damned generations and caused so much suffering and led us both here.

I didn’t ask how he knew. I felt it, too, deep within my bones. The coiled power of dark magic was all around us.

When I spotted the cluster of fireflies, my heart leaped into my throat.

They bobbed in the mist, shimmering in the dark like golden embers. Their winking lights beckoned me forward, but when I took a step toward them, they flitted away.

Dax said my name in a warning tone.

“Celeste told me to follow the fireflies,” I murmured, feeling caught in a dream, in the endless space between life and death, where spirits roamed and time was suspended.

My feet carried me forward.

Through the crumbling graveyard, past the silent tombstones, deeper into the shadows of the misty catacombs, I walked. Dax stayed right behind me, his presence grounding me even as everything around me became more and more dreamlike, the magic of the catacombs weaving a dark, sticky spell, until I saw it and froze.

It was a freshly dug grave, the earth still raw and damp, piled up on one side, the headstone bright and new. Even in the dim light, the carved letters were unmistakable.

Daxon Rousseau

My breath caught, and I clapped a hand over my mouth in panic.

Tense and frowning, Dax stepped up beside me. “What is it?”

I swallowed hard, shaking my head. “Can’t you see it?”

He stepped closer, his eyes scanning the stone, then me. “See what?”

The letters were there, bold and damning, but he saw nothing.

Inside my head rose a ghostly whisper, the memory of Celeste’s prophecy. “One must be lost for the other to be free.”

The words the Hollow Man spoke to me in the library followed. “The grave is open. The headstone is already carved. Only one thing remains, Descendant of Ash—sacrifice.”

A hot wave of panic surged through me. My stomach twisted, and I thought I might be sick.

I knew what the words meant now. With that grave and that headstone, I was being offered a choice.

The curse could kill me . . . or I could kill Dax.

“No.” I shook my head violently, stumbling back. “I won’t do it!”

Dax caught my arm, but I was too distracted to listen to what he was saying. A whisper of movement had stirred the air. As I looked around, cold fingers of dread clawed their way down my spine.

The stench of death and decay was now overpowering. Which meant only one thing.

His figure wavered at the edge of the mist. Not approaching, not chasing, just watching with that featureless, blank face that somehow expressed he knew, as I did, that fate demanded a price.

And he was here to collect payment.

When he lifted his arm and pointed at the grave, the threadbare cuff of his coat sleeve pulled up, revealing his wrist and forearm . . . and the tattoos.

Intricate black ink curled across his wrist, winding up his arm before disappearing under his sleeve. They were eldritch marks, stylized and ancient symbols.

And they were very familiar.

Dax wore the same ink on his own skin.

Understanding hit me with the force of a sledgehammer. “Matthias,” I whispered, shocked.

Because that’s who the Hollow Man was. Dax’s greedy ancestor, cursed not only for his descendants to wear the marks of his sins and lose the women they loved in tragedy, but to be the one who came to collect their souls himself.

He’d walked the earth since the day he died, a specter imprisoned outside of time, punished and unforgiven, sentenced to do the curse’s dirty work with his own hands.

Talk about reaping what you sow. The caplata who thought up that whopper of a punishment wasn’t kidding around.

I mean, he did steal her soul. She had good reason to be mad. Vengeful. Furious.

Ancestor or not, I had to admit I was impressed by that level of pettiness.

Dax said sharply, “What is it? What’s happening? Talk to me!”

The sound of his voice snapped me out of my reverie. Into my ears roared something else Celeste had told me. Something I had interpreted wrong.

“Kill the tattooed devil before he kills you!”

She wasn’t talking about Dax when she said that. She was talking about Matthias.

And the “sacrifice” that needed to be made to end the curse, the sacrifice the Hollow Man himself spoke of, wasn’t Dax. Or me.

It was him.

When I glanced back at the grave, Dax’s name had been replaced by Matthias’s.

With absolute clarity, I suddenly knew what I had to do.

Striding over to the grave, I slapped both my hands atop the smooth, cold headstone, gripped it hard, looked at the Hollow Man, and called out in my best Shakespearean drama actress voice, “Matthias Rousseau, by the power of my blood, I unbind you. Your debt is paid. Let the stolen souls be freed. Let the curse be unmade!”

Silence.

The fireflies bobbed uncertainly. The Hollow Man didn’t move.

After a long moment, Dax said, “Uh . . . what’s happening now?”

Over my shoulder, I hollered, “I’m trying to undo the curse! Obviously! A little support would be appreciated, Sunshine!”

“Oookay, look. I don’t want to sound negative or anything, but it doesn’t seem like that worked—”

He cut off with a sharp cry and crumpled, clutching his stomach.

Which was right when the ground beneath my feet groaned, like some ancient beast awakening, and began to shake.


Twelve

Dax

Spicy Little Curses

My body was on fire.

Every inch of my skin burned, scalded, and smoked. The tattoos I’d been born with weren’t only writhing this time, they were rebelling, peeling away from my body and slithering into the air like living shadows. They ripped free with an agony so intense, I couldn’t even scream. I could only gasp as each twisting sigil tore away, leaving raw, bleeding flesh in its wake.

Petra shouted something. Her voice was distant over the deafening rumble of the catacombs. Stone cracked. Dust choked the air. The fireflies, their eerie glow flickering wildly, darted in frenzied spirals.

And for the first time, I saw him.

The Hollow Man stood unmoving at the edge of the mist. His featureless face betrayed nothing, but I felt a shift in the air. An ancient binding breaking apart. An evil old pact unraveling.

He lifted his arm. Not to beckon or point at me or Petra, but to clutch at his own throat.

The curse was ripping through him now.

Dark tendrils of ink burst from his spectral form, lashing out, swirling then dissolving into nothingness as they unraveled from his flesh. The symbols that had bound his existence and shackled him to his terrible duty for centuries were disappearing, one by one.

He staggered. A horrible, unearthly scream of anguish filled the air.

I caught movement from the corner of my eye. At first, I thought it was just the dust and shifting shadows playing tricks on me, but then I saw them clearly, dozens of shapes rising from the crumbling graves around us.

Women.

Pale and spectral, glowing with otherworldly luminescence, they drifted upward, rising silently. Their faces were blurred, but I knew who they were. I felt who they were.

The lost. The ones who had loved Rousseau men, only to be taken by the curse.

And I knew that in the cemetery where my mother and Emmie were buried, they were rising too.

One by one, they turned to light, teased apart into the shadowed air like whispers into the wind. Their sorrow, their suffering, finally released.

Petra grabbed my arm, pulling me back toward the passageway. “Dax, we have to move!”

I barely heard her over the agony pulsing through my body, but my legs obeyed.

Stone cracked above our heads. A tombstone snapped in half as the earth beneath it caved. The entire catacomb was coming down on top of us.

Petra hauled me forward with surprising strength, her determination an anchor in the chaos. My vision blurred as the pain twisted through me, but I kept my grip on her hand like it was the only thing tethering me to reality.

Behind us, the Hollow Man—Matthias—fell to his knees.

His body and spirit were dissolving, the magic that had bound him dissipating in brilliant ribbons of light. He turned his faceless head toward me, and though I could see no expression, I felt his relief and acceptance.

Then he was gone.

The curse, the weight of my bloodline that I’d carried since birth, vanished with him.

The ground heaved violently, throwing us off balance. I caught Petra, shielded her as the tunnel ceiling above buckled and cracked.

Gritting my teeth, I pushed past the pain and yanked her forward. “Go!”

Together, we ran.

The passage was quickly crumbling behind us, stone and dirt collapsing in a deafening roar. Petra was faster, dragging me up the stone steps as the entrance to the tomb came into view, a sliver of welcoming moonlight at the end of the suffocating chaos and darkness.

A boulder crashed down behind us, missing my heels by a breath. With a final, desperate leap, we flung ourselves through the narrow exit.

The moment our bodies hit the open air, the tunnel gave way entirely, collapsing in on itself with a thunderous crash.

Debris exploded outward, leaving behind a billowing cloud of dust.

Stunned, I rolled onto my back and blinked up at the night sky, brilliant with stars. Beside me, Petra groaned and pushed herself up to a sitting position, coughing. When she turned to me, her eyes were wide.

“You alive?”

I exhaled a laugh, even as pain rattled through my body. “I think so.”

She collapsed back against the ground, limbs sprawled. Sighing in relief, she chuckled. “Good. Because if you had died after all that, I’d have found a way to bring you back just so I could kill you myself.”

I turned my head to look at her. The fireflies had followed us out, drifting lazily into the sky above the tomb. But even their ethereal light and all the winking stars in the sky couldn’t compete with her beauty.

Her mouthy, sassy, exasperating-but-somehow-endearing beauty that I fervently hoped to be able to gaze at for the rest of my life.

I stretched out my arm, found her hand, and squeezed it.

“Yeah, yeah,” she said drily. “Don’t get all sentimental on me now, Sunshine. I might start thinking you like me.”

“I don’t like you at all,” I lied, grinning. “Not even a little bit. You’re awful. And I don’t know if anyone’s mentioned this before, but you bear a striking resemblance to a toad.”

She smiled. “That’s more like it.”

Then she glanced at my arm. Her smile faded, and her eyes widened.

The bandage I’d wound around my wrist had been ripped off in the chaos, exposing the lone tattoo that remained on my skin.

Her name was still inked there, bold and black, indelible as a vow.

For a moment, neither of us spoke. Then she said with a crack in her voice, “Well, shit. I might have to rethink my whole snark-and-bark attitude and start being nicer to you.”

I rolled over, took her face in my hands, and smiled down into her eyes.

“Don’t you fucking dare.”

When I kissed her, she was laughing.


Thirteen

Petra

Epilogue

One month later

Forgive the pun, but New Orleans had a way of getting under your skin.

Maybe it was the sweet air, laden with the scent of magnolia and jasmine. Maybe it was the romantic wrought iron balconies draped in hanging ferns, the gas lamps that flickered and cast gauzy shadows, or the jazz music that never stopped, seeping from open windows and the doorways of restaurants and bars.

Whatever the reason, against all logic, I’d stayed.

I leaned against the railing of the balcony and looked out over the Quarter, a mug of chicory coffee warming my hands. The street below was alive with the usual chaos, even at this hour. Tourists with their daiquiris, street performers making music and magic, the distant sound of a saxophone carrying on the breeze.

Behind me, the apartment was warm and lived in, a stark contrast to the impersonal hotel rooms and barely furnished studios that had defined my life for so long. Luce, the world’s most intelligent and smug cat, sat on the windowsill, her sly golden eyes tracking a passing pigeon with predatory interest.

Inside, Dax was making breakfast.

I heard him muttering oaths under his breath, arguing with the toaster again. Most of the kitchen appliances seemed hell-bent on defying his wishes, which he found infuriating, and I found hilarious.

A month ago, I wouldn’t have believed this was possible. Couldn’t have believed it, that I’d be here, in the same city, with the same man, waking up every morning wrapped in the kind of warmth I’d always been too stubborn to admit I wanted.

But then again, a month ago I couldn’t have imagined breaking a centuries-old curse either.

Or having literal magic running through my veins.

I’d cautiously broached the subject of my birth parents with my mom on the same phone call that I’d informed her I’d be staying in New Orleans for the foreseeable future. It didn’t exactly go well. Though my parents had always been open about the fact that I was adopted, I’d never probed deeper, believing firmly that being adopted was a gift and my birth parents’ privacy should be respected. I’d never felt I was missing anything.

But now, as things stood, I was understandably more curious.

Much more curious.

My mother didn’t share my enthusiasm for the topic. She got off the call as quickly as she could.

Knowing her the way I did, it meant she was hiding something.

That was a conversation we’d circle back to, but for now, I was content to let it slide.

I took a slow sip of coffee, watching the sky lift from lavender to gold. The fireflies had been fewer since the night in the catacombs, but every once in a while, I still caught their ghostly flicker in the dark.

And Dax was free.

The weight of his family’s curse had lifted from him. He no longer woke up in a cold sweat, fingers twitching as if expecting to feel the cold slither of ink moving over his skin. The raw places where his tattoos had pulled away had healed, leaving no traces behind. The curse was gone.

Yet, deep in the darkest corner of my soul, something lingered.

Not the curse itself. That was buried beneath the rubble of the catacombs. But there was a presence I was always aware of, a vague sense of danger I couldn’t quite shake. It was like a whisper at the edge of my hearing or a weight that never quite lifted, not completely.

And there was Shane.

He’d been calling every few days, asking when I planned on going back to Chicago. He kept the conversation light, but I noticed the undertone of tension.

He was worried about me, and not because I had a steady boyfriend, an unprecedented occurrence. Shane didn’t rattle easily, but he was rattled now, and that bothered me. He wanted me out of New Orleans, that much was clear, and I didn’t think it was really due to the deadlines he complained of me missing.

One more mystery to add to the growing pile.

I set my mug down and turned just as Dax emerged from the kitchen, white T-shirt rumpled, hair a mess, Luce jumping down from the windowsill to twine around his legs.

“Toast is burnt,” he announced cheerfully.

“Only burnt, not engulfed in actual flames? Shocking.”

He stole my half-finished mug from the railing and took a sip. “Coffee’s good, though. And I only set off the smoke alarm once, so I’m way ahead of the game this morning.”

“One of these days, when I want to meet the guys from the local fire department, I’m going to ask you to make me an omelet.”

He grinned, setting the mug down and stepping closer. In the golden morning light, he was breathtakingly handsome. Not that I was about to tell him that.

He slid his strong arms around my waist, enveloping me in his scent and warmth, in his steadying strength and grounding presence. He pressed a soft kiss to my temple and murmured lovingly into my ear, “God, you stink. What are you using for shampoo these days, cat litter?”

I smiled, resting my cheek against his broad chest and trying very hard not to sigh loudly in my stupid, overwhelming happiness. For a moment, the world was still. It was just us, the morning, and the devil cat caterwauling for her breakfast.

Until a shadow caught my eye from the street below.

It moved against the flow of pedestrians, a flicker of darkness that shouldn’t have been there in the bright morning light, darting from tree to tree and slinking along the sidewalk.

That crawling, knowing feeling that something wasn’t quite right returned, chilling me.

Dax felt it too. I knew it by the way his grip tightened around me, the way his heart beat faster beneath my cheek.

Yes, the curse was gone, but something else had awakened that night in the catacombs. I had the troubling feeling it was just biding its time.

Dax pulled me closer. On my wrist, the faint silver scar that was all that was left of the Hollow Man’s brand tingled. But whatever it was, whatever waited in the shadows . . .

Dax and I would face it together.
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