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        Blood will be spilled & bonds will be tested…

      

      

      

      Ava’s not afraid to get a little bloody… unless it comes to matters of the heart, that is.

      When things get too close for comfort with Jake Dallas, Ava finds herself packing her bags to rescue a friend from the pitfalls of internet dating… with the vampire who bit her. What could go wrong?

      

      Cassius knows the clock is ticking and he will have to make a choice—turn Ava into a monster like him, or feed on her blood until there’s nothing left.

      When Cassius discovers his corpse blood supplier has gone missing, he and Ava embark on a rescue mission that will test Cassius’s loyalty in more ways than one.

      

      Can Ava and Cassius work together to slay the monsters that lurk in the shadows as well as the ones in their hearts?

      

      Blood & Ash is book three in the Ava Crowley, Vampire Slayer series, filled with snarky heroines, sexy-as-sin monster hunters, and other seductive supernatural beasts.
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        These sudden joys have endings. They burn up in victory like fire and gunpowder.

        —William Shakespeare

      

      

      

      
        
        What fire does not destroy, it hardens.

        —Oscar Wilde
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      “Harder,” Ava breathed as her back was slammed up against the wall. A sheen of sweat had already started to form on her skin, and her muscles were starting to ache, but she didn’t care. Dallas grunted in response, his hand around her throat.

      “Is that all you’ve got?” she said with a smirk. His fingers rested there, just above her jugular, and a part of her wanted to feel the force, the tight grip she knew he was capable of. Because in those moments, the ones that were far more frequent these days than they’d been before, she was free.

      Free from the nightmares that plagued her, free from the ghosts that haunted her.

      Well, the vampire who haunted her, really. Though with the way Cassius appeared and disappeared at will like the wind, he was quite ghostlike at times. Always there, watching.

      Waiting.

      Ava brought her lips to Dallas’s, forcing the thoughts away. She could taste the saltiness of the sweat on his lip, the metallic taste of blood that hadn’t quite dried yet from their last go-around in the ring, or more accurately, the mattress of Motel 6 that was acting as a boxing ring in place of the Bat Cave’s comfortable gym.

      “You drive me up a fucking wall, you know that?” Dallas bit back as he moved his lips from hers to her neck. Ava started to feel lightheaded from all of it—the sparring, the secrecy, the memories, the feel of Dallas and all his hardened edges encompassing her.

      Now was her chance. She wrapped her legs around his waist, dragging her nails up his arm, fingers finding their way into his hair, twisting softly before tightening her grip.

      She forcibly yanked his head to the side.

      “Oh I know, Dallas, that’s the fun of it,” she said between breaths.

      Dallas smiled devilishly back at her before breaking her tight hold, his eyes full of heat and desire.

      Desire that echoed beneath her skin.

      Her muscles ached, her head was splitting, and she was certain she’d be sore tomorrow, but she didn’t care.

      It was getting harder and harder to care, and a part of her almost wished the others would knock on the door, would find them tangled up together so that she could breathe again. She hated lying to her brother, hated having to pretend everything was fine and nothing had changed, when in fact, everything had changed.

      Dallas slid his hands underneath her thighs, turning her around before slamming her back onto the mattress of messy sheets once more, his weight heavy on top of her.

      Ava wriggled and writhed beneath him as his large hand held her wrists together, his grip firm. She moved around, twisting and turning, her breasts brushing against his sweat-soaked chest. In the amber light of the motel room, he looked like every dream, every fantasy, every bad decision a girl could ever dream of.

      “Fight me, Ava,” he growled, grinding his rigid length against her thigh.

      She grunted and huffed in annoyance, her muscles tightening, her leg starting to go numb from the weight.

      It wasn’t all that different from the first time they’d done this, four years ago. She could still remember how it felt when he wrapped his arms around her, held her close. How badly she’d wanted to submit and give into the temptation of Jake Dallas, even then.

      But now…

      “Jake,” she whined, a strange feeling working its way up her body, through her blood, into her heart, her mind.

      “I can’t, I—” Her breath started to come in faster, and panic started to set in.

      She was trapped, and there was no way out.

      “Fight me, Kitten. I know you can,” he said, his voice strained, but yet full of something she’d never heard before.

      “I don’t want to fight!” she bit back, tears starting to form behind her eyes.

      Dallas loosened his grip but he did not let go. Instead, he entwined his fingers with hers in a soft gesture that felt foreign to her. Jake Dallas wasn’t soft in any sense of the word. No, Dallas was a force of nature, a hurricane that would undoubtedly wreck her and destroy her into a million pieces.

      But still, she wanted the wrath of his storm. She wanted to be caught up in the eye of all that he was, because death was not an option. As long as she wore Cassius’s mark, death would one day come for her and she would not submit to it. Not over her dead body.

      “Ava,” Dallas’s voice turned softer, his free hand pushing her sweaty, wet strands of hair behind her ear. When she looked up into his eyes, she could see her own fear reflected in them, and she hated it. She hated herself for not being strong enough.

      “Ava, I—” He brushed his thumb over her bottom lip.

      Her heart racing, the world around her started to fade back into reality, and she swallowed harshly.

      “I can’t do this right now,” she said as she fought the tears.

      Dallas was quiet for a moment, his gaze settling on her. He let go of her wrists, easing his weight off of her. She expected him to just leave her alone. That was what he normally did when she’d been pushed too far; given her space to ground herself again. Training with Dallas was always like that; it always pushed her past her limits, because the intent was to be stronger than her fears. To be strong enough to survive vampire Jedi-mind tricks as well as to combat their strength. It was the difference between life and death, and it was familiar.

      But the tears weren’t.

      “I don’t know what happened, I just—”

      Dallas wrapped his arms around her and pulled her into his lap, brushing his fingers along her arm in the gentlest of touches. He tilted her head up, and looked in her eyes in a way that was quite different than the other times. The heat, the lust had diminished and in its place was something far more dangerous.

      Sympathy.

      The touch felt… intimate.

      Loving almost.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” she said as she pushed him in the chest, though not hard enough to move him, though she could have. If she wanted.

      “Like what?” he asked, his brows furrowing in concern.

      Ava didn’t like it.

      “Like I’m some fucking damsel in distress. I don’t need your pity, I just… need a fucking break.” She shoved him, and he fell back against the mattress, running his hand over his face.

      “From this—” He motioned to the hotel room, which looked to be in disarray from their steamy ‘sparring’ session. “—or…”

      The words hit Ava like a brick as she considered them. She moved off the bed, snatching up her clothes from the floor that had come off at some point after the second round, when sweat and heat made them both uncomfortable.

      Ava froze.

      Before she could even speak, both of their phones started going off, rattling against the end table. Dallas sighed, getting up from the bed as she pulled on her Blue Oyster Cult shirt.

      “It’s Mal,” Dallas said, turning to her.

      “Yeah, and?” She slid her jeans on slowly.

      “Get your stake. We have a nest to infiltrate.” He said the words plainly, as if they were the most normal thing in the world. As if the strange moment they’d just shared, the one where he held her hadn’t happened at all.

      Maybe it’s better if I just try and forget about it. Forget about today, forget about whatever this is that’s happening between us.

      Ava nodded as she buttoned her jeans.

      “Riding separately?” she asked, her nerves starting to settle.

      Dallas stood there, the light of his phone illuminating him and his double star tattoos, the shadows falling on the planes of his chiseled jaw, his dark features.

      He nodded. “Of course.”

      “All right. See you there,” she said as she grabbed her phone, silencing it and sliding it into her pocket before throwing on her leather jacket. She reached for the door, pausing for a moment.

      It was just a moment, a split second of waiting as she realized Jake Dallas did nothing to stop her. He did not protest or beg her to stay. Instead, he let her walk out the door and into the crimson sunset without a sound.

      Ava settled into her Impala, turning the keys in the ignition.

      The familiar guitar strings of Heart’s Magic Man filled the car, and Ava sighed as she backed out of the Motel 6 parking lot, speeding off for the highway, off to hunt something she could catch.
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      Cassius watched the rain fall outside the window. The days were getting shorter now, and fall, it seemed, had started to settle into Chester once more. The moon hung in the sky, lighting up the property he called home. The dark, black waters of the pool reflected the moonlight like a mirror, and the sight was almost soothing. Almost enough to get lost in.

      The house was far too quiet for his liking, with Jasmine and Tajiri gone until daybreak. The silence never used to bother him as much as it seemed to these days. In fact, he’d enjoyed it once. His pulse thumped away beneath his skin faintly, his insides warming instinctively.

      She is near.

      He knew without a doubt, the stolen pulse in his veins belonged to the one and only Ava Crowley, the very reason for all his restlessness.

      The desire to be near her, even in this moment, was damn near too much to bear as thunder roared in the distance.

      Four years.

      It had been four years since he’d tasted her blood on his tongue, since he’d marked her as his… mate.

      Cassius watched the rain as it fell against the glass, long drops seeding into other drops until they connected and dispersed, the moonlight illuminating them like fractured diamonds.

      When he could not stand the shadows of his own loneliness anymore, he grabbed his leather coat—a proper coat that came down well past his hips and near to his ankles—and slipped on his boots. Perhaps a walk through a November rain would be just the thing to clear his head.

      He slid his cell phone in his coat pocket, if only out of habit. It wasn’t as if he made many calls on the thing, but Ava did have a tendency to text him once in a while.

      When she needs my help on a case…

      Cassius shut the door as he stepped outside into the woods, the scent of rain most invigorating to his senses. A rainstorm in Chester during the fall was nothing quite like a rainstorm at the beach in Italy, or a rainstorm in Paris, but it was not without its grandeur and romance. There was something about the stillness of the forest when it stormed that soothed Cassius’s spirit.

      His stomach growled, and he fought to ignore it. It was Saturday, after all, and Brian would not be working the weekend shift, which meant he would have to wait a few days for his routine serving of corpse blood.

      Before he knew it, he’d made his way out of the forest and into town, a deep sigh escaping him as his pulse ebbed with intensity. He stood on the side of the street, underneath a bright streetlamp, scanning his surroundings. She was close, so very close he could almost taste her. The memory of her blood in his mouth on that fateful night, the night both of their lives had been forever changed, would always be burned in his brain. He’d only bitten her to start the healing process, to save her from death’s doorstep.

      His venom had sealed her wounds, but it appeared it had opened some new ones as well.

      For ever since that night, Ava Crowley had made it more than clear where he stood with her; yet time and time again, it seemed the opportunities to end his life had passed them by without their noticing. It was hard for him to believe she truly wished him dead, but he was not certain she had accepted his presence for it what it truly was, either.

      A mate bond.

      A bond that meant he’d claimed her blood.

      Claiming a mate was something he’d never intended, and he didn’t wish to commit Ava to a life of immortality, no matter how bad he wanted her for the rest of his cursed existence. As an Aurelia—a pure bloodline among his kind—he possessed the ability to sire a mate, a feat that had become much more rare nowadays. Though, being born into a high coven bloodline, Cassius knew what it was like to not have a choice in such things, and he vowed not to take such a choice from the spitfire that was Ava Crowley.

      Cassius leaned against the streetlight post as the rain fell, a symphony around him. Puddles rippled with fresh raindrops, and water ran down the sides of the cracks of the road, diverging into sewers. He watched as the neon purple lights in the window of The Third Eye dimmed, as the bell atop the door jingled in tandem. But it was not Ava who exited the shop, and for a moment his heart sunk.

      Had he dreamt it?

      Fantasized such things?

      The pulse beneath his skin was still hot, still aching…

      “Looking for someone?” The venomous tone was music to his ears, and a smirk formed on his face at the sound. He did not turn around. There was no need. He’d know that bite anywhere.

      “Not anyone in particular,” he teased.

      “You’re a terrible liar, Cas, you know that, right?” Ava huffed, and he could practically hear her eyes rolling in the back of her head, and he finally turned around to look at her.

      She was dressed in an oversized maroon hoodie and ripped jeans, her hands in the frayed front pouch. The hood covered her short, brown hair, but he could still see several strands peeking out the sides. She took a step closer, and he pretended not to notice.

      “I have never lied to you, Ava. Nor do I have the need or desire to do so.”

      Ava rolled her eyes as he pushed off the streetlamp post, taking a step closer to her.

      She crossed her arms.

      “Then tell me the truth. Why are you standing like a fucking stalker outside my place of work?” she said as she chewed her lip.

      Cassius let out a soft chuckle.

      “Would you believe me if I said I wanted to clear my head?”

      “Well, I didn’t think you had any brains underneath all those golden locks, so no. I do not believe you,” she said as she narrowed her eyes at him.

      “You are a terrible liar, my sweet Avarice,” he said with a grin.

      Somehow gravity had pulled them closer, close enough he could reach his hand out and push back her hood, run his fingers through her chocolate brown hair, kiss her perfectly pink lips, and watch the blood he’d claimed flush into her cheeks.

      But all he could do was stand there like a stone, captivated by the sight of the woman who made him feel less like a monster and more like a man.

      “I have no reason to lie to you, Cassius.” She hissed as she said his full name, something she did not do very often, if at all.

      The sound of his name on her tongue made his slow, dying heart spring to life.
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      Ava’s heart thudded in her chest as she realized she was close enough to kill Cassius without a second thought. It would be easy. She could slide her hand beneath her shirt—beneath Dallas’s hoodie—and swiftly pull out her stake she kept tucked in the band of her bra.

      With the way Cassius was looking at her, his gorgeous green eyes full of sparking embers, she could not look away. Surely he was doing something to her to make her stand so still. She knew without a doubt what a vampire’s thrall felt like, and at this moment, she did not feel that. Perhaps it was some type of vampire juju that was special to this pain in the ass vampire who filled her thoughts more than she wished to admit.

      Ava could feel her blood heat, rushing through her veins. In the presence of Cassius, it was like her blood knew it was his, and she hated that.

      She forced herself to turn away from his beautiful face, keeping her hands in the front pouch of Dallas’s hoodie.

      She had planned on going home immediately after she’d arrived back in Virginia, but it seemed fate had other plans for her. Once she’d parked the Impala in the driveway, staring up at the dark, empty plantation house that now belonged to her, she could not bring herself to enter. She hated coming home from a case. Back to reality. So instead of walking up her steps, she’d walked down the driveway, with no destination in sight. Her feet led her to walking the streets of Chester in the rain, trying to avoid what was now her home. It didn’t feel like home, though Ava was not sure what home really was anymore. Home was once Salem, Massachusetts, when life was perfect, happy.

      Until vampires took everything from her.

      Malcolm, her brother had divulged as much only after he’d realized she’d been bitten, and she couldn’t help but fall into a spiral of painful thoughts every time she thought of them. Home was a dorm she’d left behind, and motels and hotels she’d crashed in on the road whilst helping her brother and his Goon Squad hunt vampires and other creatures of the night.

      Now that her guardian, Becky Lee Michaels, had passed, leaving the magnificent property to Ava, she felt truly alone. Her brother had made being a hunter his top priority, forever searching for the vampires who had killed their parents and a way to clear Ava of the mark.

      Cassius’s mark.

      Malcolm had made it more than clear that while her backup was helpful at times, he was adamant that she keep ‘the fort down’ in his absence, which was he nonchalant way of sitting her at the kids table. Even though they were no longer children. After all, she was twenty-three years old, she could more than take care of herself, and she’d proved that on numerous occasions.

      Now going home to her inherited plantation home, complete with a pseudo-parent housekeeper, just made her feel small, insignificant. It was a stark reminder that Ava was alone. She hadn’t had a real relationship since her college boyfriend, Ross, who’d unceremoniously ended up dead by vamps. She would have met the same fate, had it not been for Cassius… which she did not want to think about.

      Ava had not known at the time when the angelic faced vampire asked her permission, what he truly meant. She only knew in that moment as she lay bleeding out on the floor that she would have agreed to anything if it meant she would live. She had not known the cost for such things. Aside from the demonologist, Sam Kingsley—who had turned out to be possessed by an incubus, and an alcohol infused makeout with Sawyer Thorne, the closest thing she had to a relationship was… whatever she had with Dallas, her brother’s partner, and even that was sparse. After all, Dallas was just as much a nomad as her brother. When they’d discussed their arrangement only two years ago, she’d been more than fine with such things.

      No attachment meant no pain.

      She’d told herself it was better to be alone, a sentiment her brother echoed. Even Dallas himself had said the very same—If you had no one, no one could hurt you. But Ava was a Crowley, and she was restless, always searching for something. A way to break a bond. Strong arms to know when to hold her and when to let her go.

      So why was standing in front of a vampire she longed to kill—who she could not bring herself to do so—the only place she could be still?

      “Are you working a case?” Cassius said as he slowly ambled forward, nodding for her to follow him. To walk with him.

      Ava knew trusting Cassius was dangerous. He was suave and attractive, and his proximity lit her blood on fire while giving her goosebumps at the same time.

      But he was a monster.

      A blood-eating, undead creature who would kill her himself if she was not careful.

      She knew she should walk away. Go home as she had planned, but her bed was cold without Dallas to make her forget about the things that haunted her.

      Jake Dallas had a way of exorcising her demons that she was certain no one else would ever match. His brand of love was not love at all, but a perpetual war. A macabre dance over hellfire, and she was never certain which of them would escape alive when she was with him, a sentiment she’d relished at the beginning of their arrangement, but now had started to feel trapped by.

      So, Ava followed Cassius as he led her down the street, like a moth to a flame.

      “I just finished a case. Guess it’s time to go back to my boring ass life,” she said in disdain. She stole a glance at the vampire next to her, noticing he was dressed in a long, leather trenchcoat and boots. She had to admit the outfit was a departure from his normal grey shirt, black leather pants, and low-top converse tennis shoes, and it wasn’t a bad look on him. Amidst the grey fog and the rain, he looked every bit an evil vampire come to drag her to hell.

      Why is that sexy?

      Because it’s the fucking bond.

      It makes him appeal to you because that’s what he needs to fucking end you.

      You to be smitten with him.

      Was she smitten with him?

      She wasn’t sure, and the way her heart lifted at the possibility forced her to push down the thought.

      That would be insane, after all.

      “I would hardly call your life boring,” he said with a smirk.

      “You’re right. Your life is probably a lot more boring than mine. Surprised you haven’t thrown yourself off a fucking cliff yet out of insanity.”

      “Of course not. I’d hate to rob you of the chance to slay me,” he said as a small laugh escaped his throat. The sound was… kind of sexy, if she was being honest. Her insides fluttered and she looked away. They had come to the library. It was only four years ago, they stood here and he had divulged he was a vampire.

      She hadn’t believed his words, but her blood knew the truth.

      I should have killed him then.

      She’d vowed to slay him if he didn’t stay away from her, and she hadn’t even come into her slayer training yet. She’d only known with every fiber of her being that he would be the death of her, vampire or not, and such a thing was just as frightening a concept as the reality that monsters existed.

      “You make it sound like you’re looking forward to your inevitable demise,” she said as the rain suddenly stopped. The light from the lamppost out front, and the low ceiling lights of the library, cast amber ribbons of reflections in the puddles between them. Cassius shifted his weight, his golden hair falling in his eyes. The light fell on him, making the raindrops in his golden hair shimmer, his bright emerald eyes imploring her gaze.

      “Do not tell me you are not? You only threaten my very existence every time you see me.”

      “That’s because you don’t how to fucking leave me alone. Because you are a stalker.” She was very flustered at his words and her cheeks felt warm.

      “Perhaps I like your company.”

      “Wow. Does that kind of thing really work for you, Cas?” she bit.

      “I beg your pardon?” he asked.

      “Nevermind. I should probably be going…” She sighed and turned toward the direction of home.

      “Ava…” he called out to her, his voice full of something she’d certainly never heard before.

      “Go home, Cas.” She waved at him as she walked away, though she had to admit a part of her wished he’d reject her plea and run beside her, insisting on seeing her home safely. That he’d walk her up her steps, as he had many other times, leaving her at her door.

      Or that he’d show up in her room, climbing in through her window just as she’d awaken from a bad dream.

      But Cassius did not chase after her, and that made her feel a mixture of sadness and relief.

      When Ava had reached her large plantation home, she breathed a sigh of relief as she opened the door. She locked it immediately, flicking on the light, and the silence was deafening, and her heart heavy.

      Fucking hell.

      She pulled her hood down, and headed straight for the fridge. She’d been gone a week, and had told Connie, her aunt’s housekeeper—now her housekeeper—not to worry about cleaning, or stocking the fridge. When she opened it, she could see the Chinese woman had not regarded her request. The refrigerator was stocked with all her favorite things, including a bottle of Bordeaux.

      Ava did not truly care for red wine, she much preferred a solid, hearty scotch or whiskey, but Cassius did. He’d mentioned it once, and she’d gone to purchase a bottle to see how
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