
  
    [image: His Curvy Queen of Bood]
  


  
    
      His Curvy Queen of Bood

      
        The Shadow Realm Syndicate

        Book 1

      

    

    
      
        Evangeline Anderson

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        His Curvy Queen of Blood, 1st Edition

        Copyright © 2026 by Evangeline Anderson

        All rights reserved.

      

      

      This book is a work of fiction. The names, characters, places and incidents are products of the writers’ imagination or have been used factiously and are not to be construed as real.  Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locale or organizations is entirely coincidental.

      All rights are reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.

      This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you're reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to a retailer of your choice or evangelineanderson.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the author's work.

      
        
        Cover content is for illustrative purposes only.

        Any person depicted on the cover is a model.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        His Curvy Queen of Blood

      

    

    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        1. Jules

      

      
        2. Lucian

      

      
        3. Jules

      

      
        4. Lucian

      

      
        5. Jules

      

      
        6. Jules

      

      
        7. Jules

      

      
        8. Jules

      

      
        9. Jules

      

      
        10. Jules

      

      
        11. Jules

      

      
        12. Jules

      

      
        13. Lucian

      

      
        14. Jules

      

      
        15. Lucian

      

      
        16. Jules

      

      
        17. Lucian

      

      
        18. Jules

      

      
        19. Lucian

      

      
        20. Jules

      

      
        21. Jules

      

      
        22. Jules

      

      
        23. Lucian

      

      
        24. Jules

      

      
        25. Jules

      

      
        26. Jules

      

      
        27. Jules

      

      
        28. Lucian

      

      
        29. Jules

      

      
        30. Jules

      

      
        31. Lucian

      

      
        32. Jules

      

      
        33. Jules

      

      
        34. Lucian

      

      
        35. Jules

      

      
        36. Jules

      

      
        37. Jules

      

      
        38. Jules

      

      
        39. Lucian

      

      
        40. Jules

      

      
        41. Lucian

      

      
        42. Jules

      

      
        43. Lucian

      

      
        44. Jules

      

      
        45. Jules

      

      
        46. Jules

      

      
        47. Lucian

      

      
        48. Jules

      

      
        49. Jules

      

      
        50. Jules

      

      
        51. Jules

      

      
        52. Jules

      

      
        53. Lucian

      

      
        54. Jules

      

      
        55. Lucian

      

      
        56. Jules

      

      
        57. Lucian

      

      
        58. Jules

      

      
        59. Lucian

      

      
        60. Julia

      

      
        61. Lucian

      

      
        62. Jules

      

      
        63. Jules

      

      
        64. Lucian

      

      
        65. Jules

      

      
        66. Jules

      

      
        67. Jules

      

      
        68. Jules

      

      
        69. Jules

      

      
        70. Jules

      

      
        71. Jules

      

      
        72. Jules

      

      
        73. Jules

      

      
        74. Lucian

      

      
        75. Jules

      

    

    
      
        The End?

      

      
        Give a Hot Kindred Warrior to a Friend!

      

      
        Sign up for my Newsletter!

      

      
        Do you love Audiobooks?

      

      
        Also by Evangeline Anderson

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            His Curvy Queen of Blood

          

          The Shadow Realm Syndicate, Book 1

        

      

    

    
      
        
        LUCIAN

      

      

      I am Lucian Draxos—Vampire Don of the Shadow Realm.

      Ruthless. Immortal…and Cursed.

      My father doomed our bloodline by stealing a forbidden artifact, and now the Blood Lust is close to overwhelming me. There is only one cure left: the blood of a Curvy Queen—a woman whose magic is so potent it’s been outlawed for centuries.

      Julia was never meant to exist in my world.

      She is human, vulnerable. Not to mention dangerous to the fragile balance holding the Shadow Realm together.

      But I do what I must—I have her taken—kidnapped from the Human world and brought to my home, The Crimson Spires.

      She calls me a monster. She calls me her enemy.

      She tells me she’s not my personal blood bank.

      I have to admit—I’m intrigued by her fire. She draws me like no other woman ever has.

      The most dangerous truth of all?

      I don’t just want her blood.

      I want her.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        JULIA

      

      

      One minute I’m living my normal, boring human life as a mid-level accountant with a horrible boss.

      The next, I’m kidnapped and dragged into a nightmare realm ruled by monsters who are also Mafia Dons, ruling a shadowy kingdom.

      The worst of them all is Lucian—he’s cold, beautiful, and terrifying.

      He’s also a Vampire.

      He says I’m a Curvy Queen. He tells me that because of my curves, my body holds forbidden magic…says my blood can cure his curse.

      Too bad for him—I’m not anyone’s magical blood bank.

      I don’t trust him.

      I don’t want him.

      And I definitely don’t belong in the Shadow Realm.

      But the longer I’m trapped in his world, the more I realize something far more dangerous than his curse is at work.

      Because the Vampire Don who stole me…might be the only one who can keep me alive.

      And I’m not sure whether I want to escape him… or claim my throne beside him as His Curvy Queen of Blood.
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        * * *

      

      About the Series:

      
        
        Welcome to the Shadow Realm—where monsters rule, magic is currency, and curvy women are power.

      

      

      Divided into six territories and ruled by supernatural Mafia Dons—Vampires, Fae, Shifters, Dragons, Necromancers, and Demons—the Shadow Realm runs on blood, bargains, and brutality.

      Curvy women are the rarest prize of all. Their abundant flesh carries powerful magic, making them so valuable that they’ve been outlawed—because whenever a Curvy Queen appears, wars erupt.

      Each book in the Shadow Syndicate series follows a different Don…and the curvy woman dangerous enough to claim her throne. These books are perfect for readers who love:

      
        
          	
        Dark paranormal romance.
      

      	
        Mafia power plays.
      

      	
        Enemies to lovers.
      

      	
        Curvy women who aren’t owned—they rule.
      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          LUCIAN DRAXOS — Don of the Crimson Syndicate

        

      

    

    
      “Show her to me.” I stare down at the polished obsidian mirror on the desk before me. I know using the Crimson Eye to see the little human will weaken me and make my Blood Lust worse—it’s a cursed artifact, which means it can’t give without taking. But I can’t help myself—I need to see her.

      I reach into my suit pocket and pull out a miniature dagger, small enough to fit in the palm of my hand. I draw it from its intricate golden sheath and prick the pad of my right forefinger before letting a single drop of blood fall onto the deep black surface of the mirror.

      The droplet of crimson sits there for a moment—a single mote in a sea of velvety black. Then the Crimson Eye absorbs it, taking the sacrifice I offered.

      A deep ache of anticipation fills me as I watch the blood drop swallowed. After a moment, a circular, scarlet pattern begins. It starts in the center of the mirror and swirls outward until it reaches the edges of the silver frame.

      Then…finally, it shows the woman I’ve been longing to see.

      There she is—Julia Carter. She’s the one I’ve been looking for—the one the prophecy foretold. This curvy little human is the only one who can at last quench the Blood Lust that’s been burning in me for years. It goes by many names—the Crimson Fever, the Red Madness, the Endless Thirst…and she’s the only cure.

      And what a cure she is.

      She’s a gorgeous little human with heavy breasts, wide hips, a luscious ass, and thick thighs just made to wrap around a male’s head. She has long, wavy brown hair and big hazel eyes that can look green in some lights and blue in others. Today they look blue because she’s wearing a long sleeved, deep blue blouse that brings out the red highlights in her dark brown hair and makes her skin look creamy.

      I love to watch her move…the roll of her hips…the way her breasts shift under the silky top she’s wearing. I wonder how sensitive her nipples are—would she like it if I teased them with my fangs?

      But it’s not just her gorgeous full curves that make my cock rock-hard in the trousers of my expensive Luguistano suit. It’s the blood-red aura I see glowing all around her.

      That glow indicates the presence of the Sanguis Vita or “Blood Nectar” as my people call it. It’s a rare substance in the blood which makes it richer and more nourishing. The Thirstborn male who drinks from a human woman with the Sanguis Vita in her blood will feel his power and vitality increase tenfold. And a male like myself—one afflicted with the Blood Lust—can be cured by taking regular doses, straight from her vein. Only human women with full, abundant curves have this attribute—unfortunately, they are forbidden here in the Shadow Realm.

      Curvy human women—or “Abundant Queens” as we call them here—have special attributes that all those who live here in the Shadow Realm desire. Because of their fuller figures and abundant flesh, they have more magic in their blood—it makes them damn near irresistible to the creatures living here—myself included.

      We of the Thirstborn want them for their Sanguis Vita, as I said before. The Demons of The House of Vice covet full-figured women for their ability to increase Lust Magic. The Dragons of the Ashen Hoard want Abundant Queens because they can purify treasure and multiply gold.

      And the list goes on. Of the six Factions living here in the Shadow Realm— The Crimson Syndicate, The House of Vice, The Ashen Hoard, The Thorn Cartel, The Ossuary Circle, and The Iron Alliance—every one of us has a special use for human women with abundant curves. We all deal in our own kinds of vice and we all keep to ourselves…until we want the same thing…or the same woman.

      In the past, Abundant Queens have been known to cause bloody, devastating wars between the syndicates that lasted for years. Which is why the Magistrate of the Shadow Realm has outlawed them.

      Not that I care about any fucking law. Now that I’ve finally found my own Curvy Queen—one with the rare Sanguis Vita—I have to have her.

      Julia Carter is going to be mine.
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            Jules

          

          JULIE “JULES” CARTER — Accountant at Sutherland and Sons

        

      

    

    
      I’m at work when I feel that itching between my shoulder blades again—that feeling like someone is watching me.

      I look around the office, trying to see who it is. Is that creepy Donald Pugh trying to stare down my blouse or up my skirt again? He’s a senior accountant who works on the same floor as me and he’s always sneaking around, trying to get his clammy hands on me.

      I tried complaining to HR after the last Christmas party when he got drunk and grabbed my ass, but I was brushed off. The head of HR—who is a man, by the way—hinted that I ought to be happy about the situation. Apparently, the fact that I’m “plus-sized” as he put it, should make me desperate enough to welcome male attention from anyone—even a creep like Donald Pugh. Ugh.

      If you’re wondering why I didn’t quit on the spot, well, have you seen the economy lately? The job market is so tight everyone is afraid to breathe wrong for fear of losing their position. And since everything keeps going up—except wages of course—I literally can’t afford to be offended. So I’m just watching my back now and making damn sure I’m never alone with my creepy coworker.

      But it’s not Donald—in fact, I don’t see anyone watching me at all. Everyone has their heads down, focusing on work. You have to look busy all the time here at S&S—it’s one of the worst parts of the job. If you take a minute too long in the break room pouring a cup of coffee, or dare to linger in the hall chatting with a coworker, the department manager, Mr. Philbens, will pop up and start talking about “stealing time from the company.” It’s enough to make you want to scream.

      I put my head back down, staring at the spreadsheet on my computer screen. I have to concentrate—I need to get this done so I can leave on time tonight. I have plans. No, not a date. I’m a curvy girl which makes me invisible to most men—other than pervs like Donald.

      But I don’t give a damn—I don’t need a man to be happy. And I’m not going to give up everything I love and starve myself to try and catch one either. True love can pass me by for all I care—I have Mr. Mittens, my cat. He’s as much male company as I’ll ever need.

      I bury myself in the numbers—I’ve always been good at math. I’d be a senior accountant myself if it wasn’t for the glass ceiling here at Sutherland and Sons. Actually, it’s more of a stone ceiling. There aren’t any women in the management here at all—not even one. If they would just⁠—

      My thoughts are interrupted by a tap on my shoulder. I look up to see Mr. Philbens, my manager, glaring down at me. He’s a small, prissy man with short grey hair and reading glasses that always sit perched on the far end of his knobbly nose. I’ve been waiting for years to see them fall off but so far, they never have.

      My stomach tightens like a fist as the look on his face. What can he possibly have to complain about? I’m doing my work—not chatting in the break room or taking too long to do my “lady business” in the bathroom as he calls it. So what is it?

      “Yes, Mr. Philbens?” I ask, looking up at him with wide, innocent eyes.

      “Miss Carter, I’m afraid I’ll have to ask you to come with me,” he says and the tone in his voice makes it clear I’m in trouble.

      I scramble up from my desk, made clumsy by fear. If I lose this job I won’t be able to pay rent and I’ll have to beg to sleep on someone’s couch. I can’t do that.

      “What’s this about?” I ask in a low voice as he leads me through the maze of desks. At S&S we have an “open concept office” which means all the desks are out in the open and nobody gets any privacy. I used to work at a place with cubicles and I loathed them. Now I wish for one desperately.

      As we walk, I can feel all eyes on me. I glance around and sure enough, my coworkers are casting surreptitious glances as Mr. Philbens leads me on the walk of shame that leads to his office. Nothing good ever happens when he calls you into a private meeting. It’s always a warning or a reprimand or—worst of all—“a termination,” which is what they call it when you get fired around here.

      “Mr. Philbens?” I ask again, since he didn’t answer me the first time.

      He shoots me a reproving look.

      “You’ll see in just a moment. This way, please.”

      We’ve reached his office—it has glass walls covered in blinds which are always kept open, so the department manager can keep an eye on all of us without leaving his desk.

      This time the blinds are closed.

      Philbens pushes open the door and nods me through. I step into his office and see it’s already occupied. Standing by his desk is a man in a white lab coat that hangs off his skinny frame. He has long brown hair with streaks of silver in it and when he looks up at me, his eyes are a strange shade of amber I’ve never seen before.

      “Uh…Mr. Philbens?” I ask as he closes the door behind us. “What’s going on?”

      “What’s going on is that you’ve been accused of using drugs,” he snaps. “Which means you’ll need to take a test.” He’s frowning in a way that tells me that, in his mind at least, I’m already guilty.

      “Drugs?” I stare at him blankly. I tried taking an “adult gummy” once with some friends but it didn’t calm me down a bit. In fact, it made me feel nervous and paranoid and my heart pounded so hard I thought I was having a panic attack. That was years ago and I’ve never tried anything like it since. I should have known better—almost all medication has the opposite of its intended effect on me.

      But knowing that makes this even more absurd.

      “Who accused me?” I demand, frowning at my manager. “I don’t take anything at all—not even aspirin or ibuprofen.” Neither pain reliever does much of anything for me, but he doesn’t need to know that.

      Mr. Philbens purses his lips in that prissy way he has.

      “I’m not at liberty to discuss who made the accusation. Sufficient to say that management considered it credible.”

      By “management” I know he means himself. He’s never liked me—I’m not subservient enough.

      “Why would you consider it credible?” I demand, putting a hand on my hip. “Have I been exhibiting any kind of strange behavior at work that would lead you to believe I’m on drugs?”

      “Well—” he begins…and then trails off. Because there’s nothing to say. I’m not some flighty young thing who goes out drinking and dancing and drugging at clubs every night. I’m thirty-two and I like to be home in bed with a book by nine every night. Ten at the latest.

      “That’s right—you haven’t,” I say, answering my own question. “Because there is no strange behavior. I’m a competent, reliable employee who never calls in sick or makes trouble. So I find your willingness to believe I’m suddenly on drugs extremely offensive.”

      For a moment, Mr. Philbens looks taken aback—I really have him on the hind foot, as my Grandma would have said. Then he straightens up and clears his throat.

      “Be that as it may, the accusation has been made and we have to follow through with it. When you came to work at Sutherland and Sons, you signed an employment contract agreeing to mandatory drug testing at any time,” he says. “Now, are you going to allow the testing or are you leaving us today? And I promise you, Miss Carter, if you leave it will not be with any kind of reference or recommendation from me!”

      We stand there glaring at each other for a moment and I can see in his narrow little eyes exactly how much he dislikes me. I don’t know why that is. Or wait—maybe I do.

      I read an article awhile back about how scientists put men into a functional MRI scanner and took pictures of their brains while they showed them pictures of the opposite sex. Guess what part of the brain lit up for men when they saw a woman they considered “fat” or “unattractive.” That’s right—it was the part responsible for irritation and annoyance.

      They proved that men actually get angry when they see a woman they think is ugly. (I’m not kidding—this is true. It was a real study with real results.)

      Is that what’s going on here? Does Mr. Philbens hate me because I’m not his type—because I’m a size twenty instead of a size two? Who knows. But it’s a definite fact that my manager has never liked me and I can tell he’d be more than happy to fire me if he got the chance.

      So I can’t give him the chance.

      “Fine,” I say at last. “I’ll take the test but I’m still offended.”

      “Duly noted,” he says stiffly. “Now this gentleman here will be taking a sample of your blood so we can hopefully clear your name and get you back to work.”

      “A blood test?” I frown. “But I thought mandatory drug testing was a urine test. Don’t I need to pee in a cup or something?”

      “Well, pretty lady, if you want to give me a sample of piss, I’ll take it, so I will. The piss of a Curvy Queen is liquid gold—useful in potions and the like.” The man in the lab coat speaks rapidly, grinning as he does. His amber eyes flash strangely. Does he have slitted pupils like a cat? Surely not. And what the Hell is he talking about?

      “I’m sorry—what?” I ask, staring at him blankly. “Who are you?”

      “Oh, I’m nothing but a lowly lab tech, my lady.” He ducks his head and the grin slides off his narrow face.

      His eyes look normal again but his speech patterns are strange. He sounds like he’s from another country. Ireland maybe? Or Scotland? But even if he didn’t speak like a Leprechaun, calling urine “liquid gold” is really weird and creepy.

      “Mr. Whistler here has been sent by the lab company to take your blood,” Mr. Philbens says grimly. “Please roll up your sleeve, Miss Carter.”

      There doesn’t seem to be anything else I can do. Feeling sure this must be some big misunderstanding, I unbutton the sleeve of my blue silk shirt and roll it up past my elbow. I hold out my arm to the lab tech and watch as he fumbles in his kit for an alcohol swab.

      He tears it open and swipes it over the blue veins visible under my pale skin. I have one of those complexions where I’m either pasty white or burning red if I spend too much time in the sun. Since I don’t want skin cancer, I choose pasty white. It’s really inconvenient, considering that I live in Florida.

      The tech doesn’t even ask if I’d like to sit down before he pulls out a needle and stabs it into my arm.

      “Ouch!” I exclaim, but the blood is already flowing into the vial he hooked to the tubing. It’s a big vial too—how much do they need to know I’m not some kind of a junkie?

      “Such pretty veins,” he mutters to himself as we both watch the vial fill. “Good producer too—look at that flow! No wonder the Head Fanger wants you all to himself.”

      “Excuse me? What are you talking about?” I demand.

      He only shakes his head, his long, brown and silver hair whipping around his thin face.

      “Nothing, nothing. Whistler likes to talk to himself sometimes, that’s all. Ah look at that—almost full already!”

      “You’re taking an awful lot,” I protest as he watches the crimson liquid flow into his oversized vial. I hope I won’t be dizzy after this. I fainted the last time I gave blood at a blood drive, but that was because I filled the bag so fast and they were taking so much. Also, I hadn’t eaten beforehand, which you’re supposed to do.

      It’s been a long time since lunch though and I only had half a ham sandwich and a small apple. I’ve been saving my appetite for tonight.

      “There we are, there we are.” The strange lab tech called “Whistler” finally pulls the needle out of my arm. He slaps a bandage on the small wound and then tucks the oversized vial of my blood into a small cooler he apparently brought for the purpose.

      “That’s all then?” Mr. Philbens sounds disappointed—like maybe he was hoping the tech would drain me completely dry. “When will we know?” he asks the tech.

      “Oh, by and by.” Whistler waves one bony hand vaguely. “My people will get in touch with your people. We’ll let you know.”

      “Yes, but when?” Mr. Philbens demands. “I can’t let her go back to work until I’m certain she’s drug free!”

      “Soon…soon,” he promises. “We’ll be in touch. Now, I must go.”

      “But—“ my manager begins.

      But the lab tech is already out the door, the cooler tucked securely under his arm. Mr. Philbens is left standing there, staring after him as though he doesn’t know what to do.

      I’m not sure what to do either.

      “Mr. Philbens, are you saying that I can’t work until you get the results of that test?” I demand, turning to him. “Because that was the shadiest lab tech I’ve ever seen. What company does he even work for?”

      “Er…he didn’t say.” Mr. Philbens clears his throat. “I suppose you may return to work for the present, but don’t get too comfortable. If we get confirmation that you’re using illegal substances⁠—”

      “I’m not,” I say flatly, cutting him off. “And I’d still like to know who made this ridiculous accusation in the first place? Was it Donald? Is he trying to get back at me for reporting him to HR when he grabbed my ass at the Christmas party?”

      Mr. Philbens stiffens.

      “I told you, I’m not at liberty to say. Now go back to your desk.”

      I know when I’m being dismissed. I give him a final look—a look that tells him exactly what I think of him, even though I can’t say it out loud—and push my way out of his office.

      What a dick. He probably scheduled the drug test himself just to hassle me.

      I have no idea how wrong I am…but I’m going to find out soon.
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      I pace impatiently, waiting for the Realm-Hopper to return from the Human world. Behind me is a vast glass window, looking out onto The Bleeding Court—my syndicate’s territory. It’s a sprawling city made of velvet and steel. Elaborate Victorian architecture blends with soaring skyscrapers to make a cityscape unlike any other.

      It’s midday now, which means the red sun which rises over the Shadow Realms is casting a weak, bloody light over the spires of the city. Our sun is weak compared to the sun in the Human Realm—I know, I was there once. It nearly blinded me.

      I know that Julia lives in a part of the Human world where the yellow sun shines bright and hot most of the year. I wonder if she’ll mind the bloody twilight that reigns over my realm.

      If so, too fucking bad. I need her and I’m going to have her.

      But I can’t get ahead of myself. I have to taste her blood first—I have to be sure she’s truly got the Sanguis Vita before I go to the trouble, expense, and risk of bringing her to me. If the Magistrate who rules all six realms found out I was smuggling a Curvy Queen into my little kingdom, “the shit would really hit the fan,” as I’ve heard Julia say once or twice, while I was watching her in the Crimson Eye.

      Of course, the Eye shows her with the tell-tale glow—the blood-red aura around her full, curvy body. But I need to be absolutely sure. If so, my Curvy Queen will be incredibly rare and valuable. The Sanguis Vita is almost impossible to find, even with a high-powered magical artifact like the Crimson Eye. It only shows on those who have it in abundance, as I’m hoping Julia does.

      Speaking of the Eye, I feel the itch to use it again—the urge to check in on her and see her radiant beauty. The obsidian depths of the cursed mirror call to me, whispering about watching her, seeing how she moves…what she’s doing…

      “No!” I mutter, clenching my fists. Every time I use the Eye, my Blood Lust increases and it can’t be quenched any more by my usual donors. They’re all too weak—too skinny. Their thin, pale blood can’t sustain me—I need a woman with the Sanguis Vita in her blood.

      I’ve paid a heavy toll to find this little human—but once I get her here in the Shadow Realm, it will all be worth it. I’ll bring her pleasure over and over—it will increase the Sanguis Vita in her blood, making it stronger every time she comes.

      I can just picture it now, caressing her full curves as I sink my fangs into her neck. Hearing her moan my name as her sweet life-giving blood flows into my mouth⁠—

      A sharp rapping at my office door makes me turn.

      “Who is it?”

      “My Lord, it’s the coyote—the Realm-Hopper. He’s returned from his errand.” The voice belongs to Bartholomew, my second in command and the Underboss of our syndicate.

      My heart tightens in my chest. In just a moment I’ll know for sure.

      “Let him come in.” I go to sit behind my desk, clenching my hands together to keep them from roaming restlessly. I hope like Hell that her blood is pure—that I can taste the traces of the Sanguis Vita in it. If not…

      I don’t finish the thought because the door to my office opens and Whistler walks in. Bounces in might be a better way to put it—the male can’t stand still for an instant.

      “Your Fanginess.” He makes an elaborate bow to me but I have no time for his foolishness. I wouldn’t put up with it if he wasn’t the best Hopper in the Shadow Realm.

      “Her blood—did you get it?” I demand.

      “Of course. As requested.” He pulls a small cooler from under his arm and sets it in the middle of my desk.

      Quickly, I open the cooler and withdraw the vial. It’s filled with rich crimson liquid. I start to unscrew the cap and put it to my lips…then I hesitate. This moment is to be savored.

      I reach into a desk drawer and pull out a fine crystal goblet. Setting it on my desk, I open the vial and pour the contents into the goblet. There’s a faint, iridescent sparkle to the crimson liquid that gives me hope.

      I bring it to my nose and inhale deeply—Gods, what a scent! The rich yet delicate perfume of her blood tantalizes all my senses. My fangs grow long and sharp. At the same time, my cock goes rock-hard, straining against the zipper of my trousers.

      Fuck, I want her.

      But there’s only one way to be completely sure.

      I bring the goblet to my mouth and take a sip. A flavor like wildflowers and ocean salt slips like silk across my tongue. At once I feel my Blood Lust ease. Just a little but after being tormented for years, any small reduction is a welcome relief.

      I feel vitality filling me as well. Of course, only fresh blood straight from the source will really heal me, but even this small sample is enough to let me know Julia is the one I seek.

      “It’s good, right?” Across from me, Whistler, who I had completely forgotten about, bounces up and down on his toes. “She’s the one, right? I can see it in your face. She’s the one.”

      I frown at him. Any other male would be terrified to speak so casually to me—I could rip out his throat with my fangs in a heartbeat. But Whistler is either too stupid or too sure of himself to be afraid.

      “She’s the one,” I confirm at last. “Are you certain you can bring her across?”

      He cocks an eyebrow at me.

      “Ain’t I the best damn Hopper in all the Shadow Realm? Of course I can bring her across.”

      “Without the Magistrate seeing?” I press him. “After all, you’ll have to bring her through the Nocturne Gates right in the middle of the Central Hub.”

      “You let me worry about the Magistrate, your Fanginess,” he says, nodding wisely. “I’ve got a glamour that’ll do the trick, so I do. Got it off a Fae wisewoman in the Briar Court, so I did. It’s a good one too—she’ll look like any other blood slave when I bring her through.”

      “See that you’re not caught,” I tell him. “And be careful with the woman—protect her with your life.” I bare my fangs at him. “Or you’ll be fucking sorry.”

      Whistler pales a little and whistles nervously through his teeth.

      “Oh, I intend to, my Lord,” he says, dropping his disrespectful attitude all at once. “She’ll be safe as can be—that I promise.”

      “See that she is. When are you bringing her through?” I ask.

      He frowns and sucks his teeth.

      “Either tonight or tomorrow morning. Whenever I can catch her alone long enough to open a portal. But you’ll have her soon, my Lord. Very soon—I swear to that.”

      “Good.” I sit back in my padded office chair and take another delicate sip of the finest blood I’ve ever tasted. I’ll have my own Abundant Queen, and no one will know it.

      Julia Carter, soon you’ll be my bride…whether you want to or not.
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      At last it’s quitting time. I can’t get out of the building where Sutherland and Sons Accounting is located quickly enough. I catch a few curious stares as I leave the office, but nobody actually says anything. Well, except for Donald Pugh, who corners me by the elevators.

      “Well, well, little lady,” he drawls, leaning in close and putting an arm above my head. His breath smells like coffee and stale peanuts, which he eats by the handful at his desk all day.

      “Excuse me, Donald.” I press the button for the elevator and step pointedly away from him. Unfortunately, this obvious move doesn’t put him off.

      “It looked to me like maybe you were getting into some hot water back there.” He smirks knowingly, sidling closer. “Was Philbens getting onto you about something? Actually, I wouldn’t mind getting onto you myself.”

      Then he laughs like he just made a funny joke.

      Since I know HR won’t do anything about it, I decide to ignore him. I take another step away and face the elevator, keeping my face blank. I refuse to give him any more of my time, emotion, or energy. I refuse to⁠—

      “Ouch!” I jump because Donald Pugh just pinched my ass—hard.

      I whirl to face him.

      “You son of a bitch! Don’t ever touch me!”

      Donald only laughs harder.

      “Look at you! I knew that would get your attention.” He gives me an ugly grin. “God, I love a woman with a fat ass!”

      “Get away from me!” I exclaim, taking another step to my right. “What is wrong with you? You’re a fifty-five-year-old man acting like a preschooler! You’re supposed to learn to keep your hands to yourself in kindergarten.”

      “Fifty-five? You wound me, darlin’.” He puts a hand over his heart and makes puppy-dog eyes at me. “I’m only fifty-four. Just old enough to be your Daddy.” He gives a wolfish grin that makes my skin crawl.

      “Get away from me!” I tell him. “If you don’t leave me alone I’ll⁠—”

      “You’ll what?” He raises both eyebrows at me. “Go on—I’m listening. I know you ran and tattled to HR after the Christmas party. Guess what, girly—they don’t care.”

      “Just leave me alone!” I repeat, feeling weak and impotent and hating the feeling.

      “Look, honey, you ought to consider that you’re not gonna get a better offer,” he says, leaning close again and breathing out his rancid coffee and peanut breath all over my face. “I mean, let’s be honest—you’re getting older and you’re not exactly skinny. You’re lucky I’m not picky—lots of men wouldn’t even look at you. Why don’t you come have supper with me? Or better yet, let’s skip supper and go to my place and⁠—”

      Just then the elevator finally reaches our floor. The silver doors slide open with a musical ding!

      Donald steps inside and leers at me.

      “Well? Aren’t you coming? We can have a little alone time together.”

      There’s no way in Hell I’m getting into a closed elevator alone with him. Luckily, just at that moment, Steve from Data Processing comes jogging down the hall.

      “Hey—hold the door!” he shouts.

      Scowling, Donald does so. Steve slides into the elevator and I step in too. But just as the doors start to close, I slip back out again. I barely make it—my boobs are so big they nearly brush the doors and make them open back up. But I suck in a breath and make it—barely.

      As I turn, I see the outraged look on Donald Pugh’s face as the silver doors shut and the elevator begins its downward ride.

      I glare at the closed silver doors with hot eyes. Fuck you, Donald! Fuck you and every man like you who thinks he has a right to a woman’s body, just because he’s male! You misogynistic piece of shit!

      At times like this I wish I could take a big pair of scissors and just reach between his legs and⁠—

      The vibration of my cell phone in my purse interrupts my murderous thoughts. I fish around in my bag and pull it out. I’m glad to see my friend Tasha’s number pop up. She’s ten years older than me and always has good advice. But she also prefers to talk instead of texting.

      Well, what the Hell—I press the button. Might as well talk for a minute—I need to give Donald Pugh some time to head out before I walk to my car, which is parked in the parking garage a block away.

      “Hey Jules.” Her voice is warm as always. “How are you?”

      “I’ve been better,” I admit.

      She is instantly concerned.

      “What’s wrong, honey?”

      “Just that fucking Donald Pugh again.” I try to keep my voice from dipping to a growl and don’t quite succeed. Tasha knows all about the Christmas party and how HR just brushed me off.

      “What did he do this time? Did he try to grab your ass again?” she demands indignantly.

      “He pinched it.” I clench my phone so hard the black plastic casing bites into my hand. “Look, I don’t really want to talk about it right now. I’m still at work. Did you need something?”

      “I was just checking to see what you’re bringing to Book Club tonight. I’m kind of coordinating things this time,” she says, tactfully changing the subject.

      “Oh, um…” I sigh and rake a hand through my hair. “I hadn’t really thought about it, to be honest. I might stop by Publix and get a fruit tray, I guess.”

      “Forget the fruit tray—if you’re going by Publix get some fresh Cuban bread and some butter,” Tasha says. “Mmm, I can taste it now.”

      I have to smile at the dreamy sound of her voice.

      “You and your bread. If there’s anybody who loves carbs more than me, it has to be you,” I tell her.

      “That’s right.” Tasha is completely unrepentant about it. “You know how I am with those bottomless pasta bowl deals—I always find the bottom. I know an Olive Garden hates to see me coming!”

      I snort laughter. Talking to Tasha always makes me feel better no matter how shitty things are.

      “All right—I’ll get you some Cuban bread with butter,” I promise.

      “And some guava jam!” she puts in. “Get some of that too.”

      “You got it. Now you’d better let me go—I still have to walk all the way to my car in the heat.” If my voice sounds pitiful it’s because I feel pitiful. The Florida heat is no joke. It’s aggressive and unrelenting, not to mention sticky and disgusting and awful and…I really need to move to New England, like I’ve been dreaming of for the past ten years.

      “Okay, see you soon. Hey—are you safe?” she asks, clearly concerned about me.

      “Safe enough,” I say. “He went down the elevator five minutes ago. I’m just giving him time to clear out before I go down and head to my car.”

      Which I should not have to do! I wish I had the money to talk to a lawyer about Donald. Maybe Lucia will be at Book Club tonight—she’s a paralegal. Of course, the lawyer she works for is a divorce attorney, but maybe she could still give me some advice.

      “I’d better stay on the phone with you just in case,” Tasha says cautiously. “What if something happens?”

      “Nothing’s going to happen.” But I don’t hang up when the elevator dings again. I get into the empty car and chat with Tasha as I ride down to the bottom.

      Though I’d usually rather text, having her voice in my ear makes me feel safe and cared for. She really is a great friend. But then, all the girls in my Book Club are. They’re the real reason I don’t pull up roots and move to New England, where I could experience all four seasons, especially fall, which I would love.

      She doesn’t hang up with me until I reach my car and I promise again to get her the Cuban bread with butter and jam to go with it.

      “See you soon,” she tells me. “And then you can give me details—if you want to.”

      I probably will—I need to vent. But for now, I just want to get out of the heat. Even walking a block in downtown Tampa with the sun glaring down at me and the humidity at almost one hundred percent has made patches of sweat bloom in the middle of my back and under my armpits. I swear sometimes I wish I could be skinny just so I wouldn’t sweat as much!

      Tasha and I blow kisses at each other and hang up. I get into my furnace of a car and turn the AC on immediately. The plastic of the steering wheel burns my hands and I have to drive with my fingertips and keep the windows rolled down to blow the burning air out as my poor little Civic chugs along, the AC on high, doing its best to cool down the interior.

      I head for Publix, anticipating Book Club and thinking how much I wish I could work someplace else besides S&S—anywhere else.

      I have no idea that I’ve just finished my last normal day of work and I’m about to have the last normal evening of my life.
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      There she is—my Queen.

      The sight of her curvy body, her shining eyes, the way she bites her lower lip when she’s nervous—it’s enough to make my fangs ache. I watch her in the obsidian surface as clearly as if I stood beside her. The Crimson Eye never fails me.

      And then it happens—the vermin dares to touch her!

      The human male she works with—Donald Pugh, I believe she calls him—passes behind her and uses his filthy fingers to pinch her lush behind. She jumps and cries out—but he just laughs at her—laughs at the careless way he violated her.

      A sound rumbles low in my throat, primal and dangerous. The growl shakes the crystal chalice on my desk until wine slops over the rim. My guards shift uneasily outside the door, hearing the menace in my voice but not daring to enter.

      How dare he?

      How dare that bastard touch what is mine, and without even asking permission?

      Fury surges in my veins, burning, clawing, demanding I rend flesh from bone, that I make him pay. Only the thin veil between our realms keeps me from storming across and ripping open his throat to drink him dry.

      No matter. I will see him punished.

      “Bartholomew!” I bark.

      The door opens at once. My Underboss enters, tall and broad, his crimson-and-black coat cut sharp as any blade. He bows his head respectfully, eyes lowered.

      “My Don.”

      “Make arrangements,” I snarl, my fangs bared. “Contact the Ossuary Circle. I will have words with their leader. At once.”

      Bartholomew inclines his head.

      “As you command.”

      He produces the device we use for such things—a shallow silver basin, etched with sigils of binding. Into it he pours black water, drawn from the Wells of Night. The liquid smokes as it hits the metal, shadows writhing like snakes.

      I step forward, pressing my hand to the rim. Power surges through me, mingling with the magical tether that bridges the syndicates. The water ripples and darkens until a skull-faced visage rises to the surface.

      It is the Head Necromancer— Don Malthus Veyl, Lord of the Ossuary Circle.

      His mask is made from the bleached skull of some beast with antlers curving like claws. Shadows drip from his shoulders like oil, writhing around him. His voice, when it comes, is low and echoing—like earth falling into a grave.

      “Lord of Blood,” he intones.

      “Lord of Bones,” I acknowledge. My voice is iron, steady—though the sight of him chills me to the marrow. Of all the Syndicates, the Necromancers are the most dangerous—harder to read than the Fae, more merciless than the Demons, less predictable than the Dragons or the Shifters. And unlike others, they can reach across realms with ease.

      “I require a service,” I say.

      A pause, then he gives a dry chuckle.

      “One of your rivals, I presume?”

      “Not a rival. A pest. A human male who dared to lay hands on what is mine.” My jaw tightens as I remember what I just witnessed in the Crimson Eye. “I would see him visited. You understand me.”

      The skull nods slowly.

      “Flesh-and-blood creatures cross the veil with difficulty. But spirits? The hungry dead walk where they please. I can send them. They will whisper in his ear…claw at his soul…drain him drop by drop until he begs for release. Or if you wish, they can simply drag him down to the underworld where I will tend to him personally myself.”

      Satisfaction coils in my gut. This is exactly what I want—exactly what Donald Pugh deserves.

      “Good. That is acceptable—more than acceptable,” I acknowledge.

      “Payment, then.” His long skeletal fingers emerge from the black water, palm up. “The Circle does not work for charity.”

      I reach into my coat and draw out a leather pouch. The weight is familiar, comforting. I spill its contents onto his bony palm: heavy golden coins, each one stamped with the Crimson Chalice of my Syndicate on the face, but bearing the Magistrate’s sigil on the reverse—a sun eclipsed by a blood-red moon.

      All Syndicates mint their own coins, but the Magistrate’s mark makes them equal in value, no matter which Court they come from. Same weight, same purity, always accepted between kingdoms.

      The Necromancer inclines his skull-mask, shadows flickering around his antlers.

      “The payment is acceptable. The visitation will occur.”

      “But not yet,” I warn him. “Do not unleash your spirits until I command it. I would have my bride witness their justice. She must see she is protected—that none will ever touch her again without my consent.”

      “As you wish.” The skull-face dips lower, the empty bones seeming to grin “They will be ready. The Hungry Ones are always eager.”

      The image fades, the image rippling until only the black water remains. With the connection broken, it boils away, leaving nothing but the dry basin behind.

      I stand there, chest heaving, fists clenched. The urge to cross realms and slaughter the human myself still burns. But this will be better. More instructive.

      When Julia sees the fate of the one who dared to grope her, she will understand. She will know she is safe…claimed…protected.

      And she will learn that her place—always and forever—is by my side.
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      Book Club—or “The Curvy Girls Smut Club,” as Lucia, our resident smart-ass dubbed it—is held every Thursday night, usually at Yelena’s house, because she married well and when her husband died, he left her a big place in South Tampa. She has plenty of room for our rowdy group at her mini-mansion and we love to gather there. Frankly, I’m just happy to be in such a nice house—it’s a huge contrast to my own dinky apartment near USF.

      Yelena opens the door before I can even ring the bell. She’s a gorgeous, statuesque blonde in her forties with full curves and sharp blue eyes. I think she might be from Ukraine, but her English is perfect and only slightly accented. One thing I love about her is that she knows her worth.

      “Darling, hello. Let me take that from you.”

      She grabs the two long loaves of Cuban bread as she ushers me into the foyer. There’s a crystal chandelier that probably cost more than my car shedding golden light over the white marble floor and antique fixtures.

      “Thanks Yelli.” We give each other air kisses on the cheek and she smells the bread, inhaling deeply as her eyes flutter closed.

      “Oh, they must have just baked this! It smells delicious.”

      “Tasha asked me to get it,” I confess. “I was going to get a fruit tray.”

      She makes a shooing gesture.

      “Oh please—as if we want to eat fruit during Book Club! I want to sink my teeth into something fattening. ”

      I can’t help laughing.

      “True. I guess there’s a reason Lucia calls us ‘the Curvy Girls Smut Club.’”

      “Speaking of which, did you finish the book?” Sophia bounces up to meet us on the way back to Yelena’s massive kitchen. She’s the baby of our group—only twenty-seven and it shows. With soft brown curls and big blue eyes, she’s absolutely adorable. Too bad she’s got an absolutely horrible boyfriend—not that I would tell her that. She’s not ready to hear it yet.

      “Oh my God, did you read what they did in Chapter two? I mean, they barely got to know each other first!” she exclaims.

      “Yeah, but someone slipped an aphrodisiac into her drink.” Hanna comes up as we enter the kitchen. “He had to help her or she was going to die.” She widens her green eyes dramatically and pushes a loose auburn curl out of her eyes.

      “Oh, please, Hanna—you’re a hospice nurse,” Lucia says, stalking over. “You know perfectly well people don’t die of being horny.” She’s happily divorced and a few years older than me. I see she’s still wearing her work clothes—a black pencil skirt and a white silk blouse that looks good against her light brown skin. But she’s let down her hair so it flows over her shoulders in a jumble of sable waves.

      “We know that, Lucia, but it’s romantic.” Marisol sighs deeply as she goes back to chopping cheese for a charcuterie platter sitting beside her on the marble-topped kitchen island.

      Mari is half Korean with warm, golden skin and a waterfall of straight, shiny black hair that’s currently pulled back in a ponytail. She makes the most gorgeous jewelry to sell on Etsy, but unfortunately, it doesn’t pay enough to live on so she also has a side-gig at Smoothie King. I know from talking to her one-on-one that her parents are very disappointed in her choices. They wanted her to be a doctor like her brother.

      “Hi, Jules. How’s it going?” Naomi walks in with a key lime pie covered in whipped cream in one hand. “Oh, I see you went to Publix too,” she says, nodding at the two long loaves of Cuban bread.

      Naomi is originally from New York. She’s also a single mom since her husband left her about a year ago. Luckily for her, her kids are in their teens now and they can be left alone long enough for her to attend Book Club. She’s got curly black hair, dark blue eyes, and a motherly way about her I appreciate. She works as a secretary for the Head Curator of the Tampa Museum, but she doesn’t love her job—apparently her boss is an asshole and a creep.

      I know how she feels.

      “Yeah, we really need to coordinate better. I could have gotten a key lime pie while I was there,” I say, smiling and giving her air kisses.

      “It’s okay—I had to do some shopping anyway. Publix has the best pie.” She smiles at me.

      “Where’s Tasha?” I ask, looking around. I’ve been wanting to talk to her again since we hung up earlier.

      “Here I am.” She sweeps in and gives me a big hug and a kiss. She’s wearing her hair natural I see—tight black curls that fall down her back. Her deep maroon lipstick looks great with her gorgeous brown skin tones and I’m sure it’s going to leave a mark on my cheek—not that I mind.

      Tasha is a middle school teacher and I don’t know how she does it. I get stressed out just listening to some of the crazy stories she tells about her students and their awful behavior. She has the patience of a saint, I guess—she’s a better woman than I am for sure.

      Now that we’re all together in Yelli’s big kitchen, I feel the warm glow of community. In the past five years, these women have become my family. We love and support each other through every crisis.

      We were all there to cry with Sophia when her mother died unexpectedly and we supported Naomi through her divorce when her asshole of a husband left with his mistress. He tried to take the house and leave her with nothing but luckily Lucia stepped in and got her divorce lawyer boss involved. He wiped the floor with Naomi’s ex and she got to keep everything as well as getting generous alimony and child support settlements.

      The girls supported me when my Grandma—who raised me—first had a stroke and then passed away the day before my birthday. That was a hard year—I know I wouldn’t have made it through without them.

      I could go on and on but you get the point. We’re not just a book club—we’re family. And the funny thing is, our book club—the Curvy Girls Smut Club—didn’t even have anything to do with books when it started.

      The eight of us met for the first time at a TOPS meeting—that stands for Take Off Pounds Sensibly, in case you’re wondering. It’s kind of like an old-fashioned version of Weight Watchers but a hell of a lot cheaper and without all those three point snack bars that taste like cardboard that the WW counselors are always trying to sell you.

      Anyway, the meeting was being held in the activity center of the First Methodist Church over in Seminole Heights—which is kind of a central Tampa location. That’s probably why we all ended up there in the first place, even though we live in different parts of the city. I still remember the first time we met—how we all had to go through the weigh in and then we sat around in a circle in those hard, folding metal chairs that hurt your ass and talked about our “weight loss challenges.”

      Only instead of talking about how we ought to exercise more and eat more fruits and vegetables, it kind of turned into a recipe swap. At first people were talking about recipes for veggie soup and “egg roll in a bowl” which is really low calorie if you make it with lean ground chicken breast and lots of cabbage.

      Then the woman who was running the meeting had to take a phone call. When she stepped out, things got real.

      “You know what I love to make—lasagna,” Naomi confessed. “I mean, it’s not diet—my Nona’s recipe calls for homemade noodles and all the cheese—but it’s amazing.”

      “Oh, you have a family recipe? I want that!” Sophia exclaimed. “I mean, if you don’t mind sharing. I have a really good recipe for smothered pork chops,” she added.

      Before we knew it, we were all trading family recipes. Tasha told us about her grandpa’s technique for the perfect chicken and sausage gumbo and Marisol gave us the marinade for Korean pork ribs—I think they’re called galbi? Anyway they’re delicious—but definitely not diet.

      Lucia chimed in with her mother’s best fried yucca and I offered to share my Grandma’s cherry-chocolate dump cake recipe. (It comes out incredibly moist and the secret ingredient is a can of Coke.)

      We were all just getting along like a house on fire, as my Southern Grandma would have said. I had never felt such a swift and sudden connection to any group of women in my life—it was like we just clicked.

      At that point, the woman who was running the meeting, who was skinny as a string-bean—another Grandma expression—came back in and heard what was going on.

      “What’s this I’m hearing?” she demanded, her thin eyebrows drawing down over her bony nose. (Yes, even her eyebrows were skinny.) “Here at TOPS, we encourage recipe sharing with other members, but they must be healthy recipes.”

      We all stopped talking abruptly and Hanna—who had been just about to tell us the secret to making really amazing fudge lava cake—turned beet red with embarrassment.

      The meeting was almost over by then, so we left—glad to get away from the judgmental meeting coordinator—and gathered on the sidewalk outside the church.

      “Well, I guess she told us,” I muttered under my breath as I shot a look at the door we’d just come out of.

      “That’s what she gets for leaving a lot of curvy girls together unsupervised,” Lucia said. “Skinny bitch,” she added, which made Sophia and Mari start snickering.

      Their laugher was contagious and pretty soon all of us were laughing so hard our sides ached. I was too—I didn’t even know what was so funny—it just felt so right to be in that group. Like we all belonged together somehow.

      Yelena laughed so hard her cheeks turned bright red.

      “You know—this is like a scene from a book I read,” she said, when she finally caught her breath. “Cupcakes and Catastrophes.”

      “Oh, I read that!” Mari exclaimed. “Did you read the next one in the series, Crimes and Cocktails?”

      “I love that book!” I exclaimed. “But I like The Saucy Sisters Society even more.”

      And we were off again. It turned out we all loved to read. I think a lot of curvy girls do. I know I read a lot in high school because I didn’t get asked on many dates. Of course, that’s not always the case—plenty of full-figured goddesses out there have lots of male attention. I’m just not one of them. Not that I really want to be, as I said before.

      So we dropped the TOPS meetings and started a book club instead.

      The only rules of The Curvy Girls Smut Club are that we only read trashy books with plenty of smut and we only bring tasty snacks. No cardboard diet crackers and celery sticks and yogurt dip for us. We adore carbs, sweets, and smut and we love and support each other fiercely.

      And now, five years later, we’re still going strong. You’d think in all that time, someone would have moved away but no—I think none of us wanted to go. Sophia even confided to me that she turned down a good job in Georgia to stay here, (she’s a vet tech) because she would have missed the Smut Club too much.

      I feel the same way. I’d love to get away from the Florida heat. My dream has been to move to someplace with four seasons for as long as I can remember. But I just can’t leave my girls.

      As we laugh and chat about our latest book—a Mafia romance called, The Devil’s Consort—I feel a warm glow of love and happiness and connection.

      I have no idea that this is going to be my last Book Club meeting for a long time…possibly forever.
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      I hug each of the girls goodbye reluctantly. Book Club is the highlight of my week and I hate to see it end. I step outside and Yelena’s big circular driveway spreads out in front of me, glossy stone tiles reflecting the golden glow of her mansion. She’s the kind of woman who just has a circular driveway—like it came standard with her life, but I know that’s not true.

      She told me once that she grew up poor and married rich on purpose because of it. I think she might have been some kind of mail-order-bride, though I’m not sure about that. I do know that her husband was thirty years older than her and that he died early in their marriage, leaving her very well off.

      With a sigh, I head to my car. My dusty little Honda Civic sits wedged between Yelli’s gleaming black Escalade and Naomi’s Lexus LX like a kid at the grown-ups’ table. The thing is ten years old and has more quirks than a toddler on a sugar high, but it gets me where I need to go. Usually.

      Sliding behind the wheel, I crank the engine, which coughs like a chain-smoker before catching. The dashboard lights flicker, then hold steady. I let out a relieved sigh. It’s always a gamble with my car—one day it’s just going to refuse to start, and I’ll be stranded somewhere with no Plan B. But since I don’t have any money in my budget for fancy things like car tune-ups, that’s a problem for Future Jules.

      Tonight’s problem is the gnawing anxiety in my stomach. Because now that the high of Book Club is over, I’m back to worrying about my job. The drive back to my apartment near USF is pretty far and traffic lights stretch the trip. Which gives me too much time to think.

      I love Book Club. I love the girls—my people—my Curvy Girls Smut Club. They’re the only part of my life that feels fun, that feels mine. But as soon as I leave Yelena’s glittering palace, reality comes crashing back in. Tomorrow it’s work again at Sutherland & Sons. Boredom interspersed with the fear of getting into trouble with my manager. Endless spreadsheets…staring at the clock on the wall until my eyes cross…

      And hanging over all of it, the looming shadow of that drug test.

      Why the hell did I even get called in for one? I don’t do drugs. I barely drink. The wildest thing I put in my body is Cuban bread, and even then I feel guilty about the carbs.

      Lucia promised she’d help me fight it if they tried to screw me over.

      “We’ll get a lawyer,” she said, her voice fierce, like she was ready to march into HR with her stilettos and a subpoena. That gave me some comfort, but still—who reported me? Who decided I looked like a junkie in need of testing?

      Donald Pugh. The name slithers into my mind like something slimy. He’s exactly the type of creep to do it. The guy has been making passes at me since day one, and every time I shut him down, he gets that little twitch at the corner of his mouth. Like he’s keeping score. Like he’s waiting for his chance to get even.

      If anyone in that office would make up lies about me, it’s Donald—that asshole!

      I grip the steering wheel so hard my knuckles ache. Maybe I should feel scared about my job…about paying bills…about rent that keeps climbing higher and higher. But right now? I just feel angry. Like life as a single woman isn’t hard enough without this kind of complication.

      By the time I pull into my apartment complex, the muscles in my shoulders are bunched tight, like I’ve been carrying bricks instead of thoughts. The building looms over me, big and boxy and crammed with students who attend the nearby University of South Florida. It’s cheap, which is the only reason I can afford it in Tampa’s nightmare housing market.

      Tampa used to be affordable. Now, it’s like every influencer and their dog decided this was the place to be, and people like me are stuck with whatever scraps are left. The huge influx of newbies has pushed
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