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      For my aunt, Dawn.

      You weren’t perfect—none of us are—but you were strong, kind, and faithful. That strength carried you farther than your body ever could, and now you are finally free of pain.

      I’ll always remember painting rocks with you at the kitchen table that Christmas.

      Thank you for the quiet moments of kindness, for the strength you showed through pain, and for the faith that guided you home.

      May you rest now in light and peace, held in the grace you believed in.

      

      I’m dedicating this book to you—and to anyone else who is currently struggling.

      
        
        With all my love,

        A.J.
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        "Fate leads the willing and drags along the reluctant."

        SENECA
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      To My Lovely Readers,

      This book began as something very different. When I first drafted it, I thought it would be a romance and that the main characters would be together by the end of book one. Spoiler: that didn’t happen. That early version forced them toward something neither of them was ready for, and in hindsight… it showed. That draft was published under the title A Dance with Death.

      Then I wrote book two. And book three. And I realized the story I was telling wasn’t a romance at all—it was dark fantasy with a slow-burn thread woven through it, not driven by it. So book one needed a major revision, and that’s how ‘A Mark of Death and Darkness’ was born. This series leans firmly into dark fantasy and fantasy adventure. Whether Rayna and Azrael become anything more by book three—you’ll have to read and see.

      Thank you, from the bottom of my heart, for picking up this book and stepping into Rayna and Piper’s world.

      This entire story began with a single question I couldn’t shake:

      What happens to the girl who survives by building walls so high no one can reach her… when fate decides to knock them down anyway?

      Rayna is sharp, stubborn, traumatized, and deeply human. She isn’t a heroine who softens easily—if at all—and that’s exactly why I love her. She was shaped by fear, loss, and a system that taught her to hate the very thing she was born to be. Her journey is messy, painful, powerful, and full of love in forms she doesn’t know how to accept.

      Piper is the heart threaded through all of it—the reason Rayna fights, the reason she breathes, the reminder that love can be fierce without being romantic.

      Azrael… well, he’s Azrael. Ancient. Terrifying. Gentle. Confused. Morally questionable. And absolutely ruined the moment he meets her.

      A quick note: this book mixes mythology and religion. I’ve done my best to be respectful and accurate, but some things have been adapted for narrative purposes. My intent is never to offend. Please accept this heads-up—and a preemptive apology if any interpretation doesn’t land well for you.

      This story also handles darker themes and may not be suitable for all readers. Please check the content warnings before continuing. If something might hit too hard right now, it’s okay to set the book aside and return when you’re ready.

      As a neurodivergent writer, I gravitate toward characters who feel too much, love too fiercely, or hide behind sarcasm because vulnerability feels dangerous. This book is full of them—the broken, the guarded, the stubborn, the devoted. People doing their best even when they’re convinced they’re failing.

      I hope you find something here that resonates—strength, magic, found family, healing, tension, or simply an escape into a world of neon shadows and ancient secrets. Wherever this story finds you, I hope it gives you a place to breathe for a little while.

      Thank you for being here.

      With love and chaos,

      A. Jean

      
        
        ⋆⁺₊⋆ ━━━━⊱༒︎ • ༒︎⊰━━━━ ⋆⁺₊⋆

      

      

      A Quick Note on POV

      This book is a primarily first person POV from one main character—in this case, Rayna’s—unless specified otherwise at the beginning of a chapter. (Pro tip: You can also check the content page to see which chapters are in a different POV.)

      Spoiler Alert:

      •Chapter 11: Mixed Chapter POV - Starts in Azrael’s POV, Switches to Rayna’s POV halfway through

      •Chapter 12: Returns to Rayna’s POV from rest of book

      
        
        ⋆⁺₊⋆ ━━━━⊱༒︎ • ༒︎⊰━━━━ ⋆⁺₊⋆

      

      

      A Quick Note on The Companion Guide

      This Book includes what I call “The Companion Guide” at the back. It’s part dictionary, part fun facts, and part pronunciation guide. It’s designed to help clarify anything that might leave you scratching your head in confusion.

      A brief, spoiler‑free World Guide can also be found in the back of the book for reference.

      
        
        ⋆⁺₊⋆ ━━━━⊱༒︎ • ༒︎⊰━━━━ ⋆⁺₊⋆

      

      

      Diskus Key for the Series:

      ꧁──────ஓ๑♡๑ஓ──────꧂ signals a POV switch within a chapter.

      • * • * • * • signals where the absurdity writing begins and ends.

      
        
        ⋆⁺₊⋆ ━━━━⊱༒︎ • ༒︎⊰━━━━ ⋆⁺₊⋆

      

      

      On Worlds and Stories

      While both of my series—The Slayer’s Descent and Shadows of the Faye—explore magic, myth, and the supernatural, each is set in its own unique universe. These stories take place on separate Earths within a multiverse, with different histories, rules, and destinies.

      Events and characters from one series do not appear in or affect the other (for the most part). There are a few exceptions to this rule.

      Enjoy each world as a self-contained adventure, and thank you for joining me on the journey! (For a deeper explanation, check out the Afterword at the end of the book.)
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      Now, without further ado, turn the page to review the trigger and content warnings for this book.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENT WARNINGS

          

        

      

    

    
      Mental Health Matters

      Your mental health matters.

      You matter.

      Please prioritize your well-being and remember that self-care is not selfish—it’s essential!
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      Content Warning

      This novel contains themes and elements that some readers may find uncomfortable, disturbing, or objectionable. These warnings are provided to help you make an informed decision about your reading experience.

      Content includes:

      •Explicit language: Frequent use of strong language throughout the narrative.

      •Violence: General depictions of violence that may be unsettling.

      •Themes of loss: Exploration of grief and loss that may resonate deeply with some readers.

      •Sexual content: Scenes that depict sexual situations, which may not be suitable for all audiences.

      •Alcohol use: Mentioned but not excessive.

      •Violence/Gore/Killing: Includes graphic descriptions of violent acts.

      •Life-threatening situations: Characters face perilous and dangerous scenarios.

      •Detailed medical scenes: A scene involving medical procedures or injuries described in detail.

      •Occult/Demons/Lucifer/The Devil: Themes and references to the occult, including depictions of demons and mentions of Lucifer.

      •Mentions of religion: Religious themes and discussions are present.

      •Mentions of sex workers, addiction, and poverty: Brief mentions of these societal issues.

      •Fighting scenes/Weapon use: Action-packed scenes involving combat and weaponry.

      •Mentions of sexuality/Portrayal of bisexuality: Includes discussions and portrayals of bisexuality.

      These warnings are intended to help you make an informed decision about your reading experience.

      
        
        ⋆⁺₊⋆ ━━━━⊱༒︎ • ༒︎⊰━━━━ ⋆⁺₊⋆

      

      

      Trigger Warning

      The following topics may cause psychological distress or trigger trauma responses, especially for readers with relevant lived experiences. Please review the list carefully and prioritize your well-being.

      Reader discretion is strongly advised.

      •Abandonment/Poor parenting/Neglect

      •Mentions of past parental death

      •Mention of childhood physical & sexual abuse (not graphic)

      •Death/Grief

      •Plague/Illness/Injury/Hospital

      •Torture/Restraints/Bondage

      •Drugging/Home invasion/Hostage situation/Kidnapping

      •Mention of murder

      •Stalking

      •Brief mention of child death/SIDS

      •Physical injuries/Hospitalization/Needles/Medical treatment

      • Manipulation and gaslighting by institutions

      • Emotional neglect and complicated family history

      If you are sensitive to any of the above topics, please proceed with caution or consider whether this book is right for you.
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      Chapter Skip Guide:

      • This book is a SLOW BURN romance, so there aren’t any chapters I’d recommend skipping entirely. Please note that this story does include discussions of past trauma.

      
        
        ⋆⁺₊⋆ ━━━━⊱༒︎ • ༒︎⊰━━━━ ⋆⁺₊⋆

      

      

      A Note Of Thanks

      If you’ve made it through the Author’s Note and the Content Warnings without putting the book down—and you’re still eager to dive in—thank you. Seriously, your support and understanding mean the world to me.

      A Mark of Death and Darkness is dark, witty, and action-driven, with slow-burn, enemies-to-lovers romantic tension. It explores themes of survival, identity, trauma, found family, and destiny. So buckle up… the journey gets bumpy but I sincerely hope you enjoy the story!

      Rayna, however, has a little something to add:

      “Good luck. The world you’re about to enter is dangerous and crawling with monsters at every turn. Trust your instincts, be careful who you trust, and always stay on guard. If you do those things, the risk of losing your soul will be… minimal. Watch your back.”
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        "When the star of fire awakens…”

        A. JEAN

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter One

          

          
            A DUMBASS WITH A DEATH WISH

          

        

      

    

    
      Friday, August 12th, 2016

      “Tell me you’re kidding, Rayna. Please, for the love of God, tell me you’re not seriously considering walking into a supernatural-owned club!” Piper’s voice rises an octave. Her hands cut through the air in frantic gestures, like she’s trying to yank me back from the edge of a cliff.

      Her wide eyes lock onto mine, unblinking, burning with disbelief. Her lips press together so tightly they’ve turned white. She doesn’t say another word, just stares at me, tension radiating off her as she waits for my answer.

      I shrug, swiveling back toward my computer.  “Okay, I’m not planning on marching into a club run by supernaturals,” I say, voice flat, while scanning the twenty tabs cluttering my screen. Behind them, three other browsers flicker with VPNs running in the background. Piper’s hands hit her hips as she glares at me, nostrils flaring.

      “You’re not funny, you know. Saying what I want to hear doesn’t make me feel better.” She folds her arms and huffs. “Not when I know your dumbass is still going to do it.”

      I give her a look. “Then why ask me to say it?”

      She throws her head back with a dramatic groan, dragging her hands down her face before glaring at me. “Because I wanted you to say I heard you wrong, bitch. You have a death wish, you know that? I don’t care if you’re a bounty hunter—no one walks into that club on purpose.”

      I snort. “So I’m stupid, suicidal, and apparently a bitch. Great talk, Piper, truly. And for the record, humans go in there all the time and come out fine.”

      She raises a brow.

      “Okay, mostly fine,” I amend. “Maybe a little bruised and missing a memory or two… but who’s keeping score, right?”

      Piper crosses her arms and levels me with a look that would send most people running for cover. “Let me rephrase that. No one who actually knows what’s in there is stupid enough to step foot inside. I thought we were in agreement—supernaturals mean bad. We don’t like supernaturals, they’re sadistic killers…” She raises an eyebrow. “The only humans that go in there are the ones who don’t know they’re walking into a monster’s den. And they’re probably going to be food. At least most of those humans come back out alive. I don’t think they’ll extend the same courtesy to a bounty hunter…”

      “I’m still human, asshole, and they won’t kill me. I won’t give them the chance.” I cut in, spinning my chair to face her fully.

      “Is it bravery or stupidity?” she mumbles. “I’m having a hard time understanding how you’re one of the few who knows what they are, but you’re going to walk in there anyway? For a bounty?”

      I open my mouth, but she keeps going—and this time her voice cracks.

      “With your reputation? They’ll know you. Half the supernaturals in Tampa know you on sight. You don’t blend in. Not with your gear. Not with that tattoo. They see you walk in, and they’ll box you in. You’ll have to fight your way out… or you won’t make it out at all.”

      Her fear hits me so hard it feels physical.

      Piper doesn’t get scared. Not like this.

      Not enough for her lips to tremble or her eyes to shine with the threat of tears.

      For a moment, I can’t breathe.

      I stand from my chair and cross the room slowly, the knot in my chest tightening. “Come here,” I say quietly, opening my arms.

      She glares at me, then my arms, her wide eyes narrowing like she’s deciding whether to take the offering or throw something at me. Finally, she huffs and steps into my embrace. I pull her close, rubbing her back in slow, soothing circles.

      “I will be⁠⁠—”

      “Don’t you dare say fine,” she mumbles into my shoulder, cutting me off.

      I roll my eyes, unable to help myself. “I will be fine, though. I’ve faced worse, been through worse, and I’ve come out on top every time. Besides, my mark’s in there. Everything I’ve found on Vane says he practically lives at this club. It’s like he and the owner are best friends or something. Plus, we really need the money this contract will bring in. Without it, we’re going to go hungry and probably die of heatstroke when the AC gets turned off.”

      I pause, smirking but trying to keep my voice serious. “Good to know my death would be tear-worthy—especially with all the verbal abuse I endure on a daily basis. For a second, I thought you might actually be plotting my demise.”

      She lifts her head, scoffs and lightly shoves me as she steps out of my arms. “You’re such a bitch,” she mutters. But there’s a small, reluctant smile tugging at the corners of her mouth.

      “Yes, I’m well aware,” I say, flashing her a grin. “You’ve told me many times. But seriously, I’ll be okay. I’ll make sure I’m fully armed and always on guard. We really do need this money.”

      Piper’s brow furrows, her arms folding tight across her chest. “Wait… what do you mean, it’s like they are best friends? Does the owner have a name? Why do you sound like you’re unsure of the details?”

      I wince, damn it. I’d hoped I’d skimmed over that part well enough that she wouldn’t notice. I hate worrying her.

      I sigh. “It’s because I can’t seem to find much information on this mark,” I admit, sinking back into my chair. “And the club’s documents and business registration practically scream supernatural involvement. There’s so much missing from the records it’s like someone wanted it to be a mystery.”

      “Ray… I really don’t like the sound of that. The Bureau doesn’t have anything helpful?” Piper asks, her voice wavering before she takes a steadying breath.

      A bark of laughter escapes me. “The Bureau’s information on this mark is shockingly lacking. The file they gave me was so thin it only had basic details.”

      “Rayna…” she breathes, staring at me with a pleading look. “We’re not that hard up for money. I can pick up extra shifts at the diner if we need more cash. Hell, I’ll try for a second job if I have to. There’s a bar down the road that’s always looking for help. The risk doesn’t seem worth it for this one, Ray… not when even the BBRL doesn’t have information on this guy…” Her gaze locks on mine, hoping I’ll back down.

      “So technically, the Bureau of Bounty Regulation & Hunter Licensing isn’t the office that supplies the mark information, Pips. It’s the Office of Arcane Research & Phenomena Analysis that’s supposed to do that. But their report on Vane was lacking. I’ve worked with less before, so it’s not a big deal.” I narrow my eyes at her. “And no. You already work too much, and you’re taking college classes in your spare time. I’ve got this. The lack of information is an inconvenience, not a threat. My first visit will just be a quick look around. Easy.” I raise an eyebrow. “And… what bar?”

      She shrugs, avoiding my gaze. “It’s just a bar. They always have a ‘now hiring’ sign out.”

      “And the name of this bar?”

      “Lolli’s,” she mumbles.

      “Absolutely not. Stay the hell away from that place, Piper.” My voice hardens as I lean forward, locking eyes with her. “You know it’s not just a bar. Lolli’s is a sleazy strip club owned by a monster of a man with too many friends in high places to just disappear. I mean it—don’t even walk through the door. Understand?”

      Her face tightens as she crosses her arms and glares at me. “Got it. Steer clear of Lolli’s,” she snaps.

      I know she hates it when I get overprotective and start barking orders, but I’ve spent years trying to shield her from the dangers of my world. Sometimes that means she doesn’t fully understand the things she’s suggesting—like the fact that the owner of that club is an incubus who feeds on the things that happen there.

      Silence settles between us, and I let it linger. I know when to back off with Piper—years of friendship have taught me to read her like a book. The tight set of her jaw, the way her hands curl into loose fists, the slight narrowing of her eyes—all of it screams don’t push me. She’s as stubborn as I am, and I know better than to press her when she’s like this.

      I turn back to the keyboard, fingers flying as I open another resource. Piper shifts against the wall, arms crossing, her expression softening as the edge of her irritation fades. She knows I’m just trying to protect her, even if she won’t admit it right now. But if I pushed any harder, she’d blow up at me, and we’d both regret it.

      Several minutes pass before Piper finally sighs, breaking the silence. “So, is this contract a live or dead drop?”

      “Tag ’em and bag ’em,” I say with a grin. Piper’s brows furrow, so I clarify. “Dead drop, thank god. The live ones are a pain in the ass. So much easier to just kill them and ship them off to the contract holder.”

      Her eyebrows shoot up as she pushes away from the wall, shuffles over to my bed, and flops onto it. “I have so many questions about how that works.”

      I shrug, leaning back in my chair as I turn to face her. My bed sits just to the left of my desk, making it easy to glance her way. “I stopped questioning this world a long time ago. The answers just lead to more questions. But in this case, the bag is pretty simple. Think of it like a Mary Poppins bag. I kill the creature, attach the contract to the body, kick it into the bag, and poof—it’s magically transported to the Bureau. Then the money shows up in my account.” I smirk at her. “The trash gets taken out, leaving one less monster hunting innocent people, and we get to keep eating and enjoying our AC. Win-win.”

      Piper shakes her head, eyes widening slightly before muttering. “You’re insane.”

      “Possibly,” I admit. “But I’m good at it. And I’m one of the few who know they exist. I feel... responsible, like it’s my job to keep others safe. At the very least, I should be able to turn all the awful shit that’s happened in my life into something good for someone else.”

      She snorts, fixing me with a very sarcastic look. “Oh, so now you’re Mother Teresa? Forgive me—I didn’t realize you’d dedicated your life to the greater good of mankind.”

      I blink at her, confused. “I feel like, from the way you said that, I should know who that is... but I don’t.”

      “You don’t know who Mother Teresa is?” Piper asks. 

      I blink at her. “Yes, because in all my time just trying to survive my childhood… then transitioning to being an agent at the Bureau… and having all of my time taken up by studying Bureau manuals, demonology cases, and learning how to kill supernaturals, I never had time for regular history or religious studies. The Bureau believes religion is a waste of time.”

      Piper snorts, shaking her head. “Right, sorry. Mother Teresa was a Catholic nun. She’s famous for dedicating her entire life to helping the poorest people. But it’s not really important. My psych class got sidetracked by a discussion about religion, which led me down a rabbit hole of random religious figures. Fascinating stuff.”

      She waves her hand dismissively, cutting off the tangent. “But anyway...”

      “How’s that going?” I ask, glancing from my computer to her again. “Your classes…” I clarify after a beat of silence.

      Piper shrugs, her gaze dropping to her lap. “Good. Psychology is fun. I can’t wait to get past all the book work and start the hands-on stuff. Sometimes I think I should just switch from nursing school to becoming a medical assistant. It’s less schooling,” she says, lifting her eyes to meet mine, uncertainty flickering in her expression.

      I kick my feet up on my desk and study her for a moment. “I’ll support whatever you decide, as long as it’s well-thought-out and not a spur-of-the-moment choice.”

      Her lips twitch into a small smile before she slides off the bed and walks over to me. Leaning down, she presses a kiss to my cheek. “I love you. You’re the best sister anyone could ask for.”

      I reach up to touch her forehead, but she bats my hand away with a glare. “I’m not sick,” she grumbles.

      “Just checking,” I say with a grin. “You hugged me and kissed me on the same day. It’s suspicious.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Har har. You’re hilarious,” she mutters in mock irritation.

      I raise an eyebrow but let it slide, shaking my head at her. “Do you have a shift at the diner tonight?”

      She shakes her head. “Nope. I’m off tonight and tomorrow. I could come with you to the club… you know, as backup.”

      Her suggestion sends a chill down my spine, but I bite back the retort. Instead, I clear my throat and force my voice to stay calm. “I appreciate the offer, but I’d offer myself up as a virgin sacrifice before I let you set foot anywhere near that place. I’ll be okay. The only thing I need you to do is enjoy your night off, relax, recharge… and don’t leave the house after 10 p.m. Got it?”

      “Wait. You’re going tonight?” she asks, her eyes narrowing.

      “Yes, the sooner, the better. I’m just going to take a look around. See if I can find anything useful, maybe find someone drunk enough to spill something. None of my database searches are giving me anything, so I need to go in, look around, perhaps listen to some of the bar guests. It’s the only way I’m getting reliable information—this guy seems very good at hiding from surveillance.” I pause, fixing her with a pointed look. “Did you hear me about not leaving after ten?”

      She lets out a dramatic sigh and rolls her eyes. “Yes, mother. I won’t leave after curfew, I promise. And for the record, I’m pretty sure you’d still need to be a virgin to offer yourself up as a virgin sacrifice. Otherwise, it doesn’t count.”

      I drop my feet to the floor and stand, planting a hand on my hip as I raise an eyebrow. “Girl, please. I don’t think that fumbled near‑miss with ‘Is‑It‑In‑Yet Ivan’ should count as losing my virginity. Besides, that was almost ten years ago. I think if you go too long without sex, you revert back to being a virgin. At this point, I’m pretty sure it’s closed back up. Like, my hymen has definitely grown back by now.”

      “Oh, so you are a nun!” Piper sputters out a laugh. “Your poor, unloved pussy! I didn’t realize you’d taken a vow of celibacy.” Her voice drips with sarcasm.

      I just stare at her, trying to decide if kicking her out of my room would simplify my night or blow it up entirely.

      She catches my expression and smirks. “Don’t you masturbate? You don’t need a man to show yourself a good time.” She sounds half playful, half curious, like it’s a dare.

      I groan and guide her toward the door by the shoulders. “As if I have the time for that. I need to get dressed. Go find something else to do.”

      She plants her feet and turns back to face me, a mischievous gleam in her eyes. I barely have time to blink before she drops to her knees in front of me, hands clasped dramatically like she’s about to pray. Leaning closer, she whispers, “Don’t worry, pussy. I’ll buy you a vibrator. We’ll teach her to show you a good time, I promise.”

      I stare down at her, torn between laughing and questioning her sanity. Shaking my head, I turn away and strip out of my house clothes.

      I pull on my bounty hunter outfit: black jeans, motorcycle boots, a leather crop top, and fingerless gloves. It’s a uniform, one I’ve worn for years. Why change what works? I slip a ponytail holder around my wrist for later and start strapping on my weapons, securing the magical artifacts I carry. The routine is familiar and grounding. As the final blade slides into place, I feel ready.

      I turn toward the doorway, and she’s standing there, watching me silently.

      “I’m going to be fine, Piper,” I say softly. “I promise.”

      She nods as I pass her, and I give her arm a gentle squeeze. “Why is this bounty so important to you, Ray? Why are you so determined to do this one? I’ve seen you pass on bounties with too little information before…” she calls after me.

      I don’t answer right away.

      Instead, I step into the hallway—the narrow stretch of space between our bedrooms, the bathroom at one end and the living room at the other. The cheap overhead light flickers as I walk under it, buzzing like it’s debating whether to work today.

      Piper’s door sits slightly ajar across from mine, her string lights spilling a soft purple glow across the floor.

      I keep moving.

      The hallway opens into the living room, washed in brisk morning light filtering through thin blinds. I pass the sagging couch and the coffee table with its one uneven leg, ignoring the neat stack of overdue bills in the center.

      The kitchen greets me with peeling laminate counters, mismatched cabinets Piper tried to paint once before giving up, and an overhead light that hums like it’s dying.

      I pull open the fridge and stare for a beat. The shelves are bare. A lonely half‑empty bottle of ketchup sits in the door. A takeout container with something green growing on the lid occupies the top shelf.

      I exhale slowly. “Great,” I mutter, shutting the fridge. “Guess I didn’t need to eat anyway.”

      “Sorry,” Piper whispers from the doorway.

      My annoyance melts instantly. It always does when she sounds small like that. I glance over my shoulder. “For what?”

      She wrinkles her nose. “I ate the leftovers. I should’ve saved you some.” Her voice is soft, apologetic.

      A quiet snort escapes me. “It’s fine, Piper. I’m glad you ate. I’ll grab something while I’m out. But as for your earlier question… why I’m so determined to bag this bounty… the Bureau promoted me to Senior Hunter recently, and this bounty comes with a $300,000 payout. That could pay for your college and our rent.”

      “Rayna… there’s got to be a reason this bounty is worth that much. With the lack of information… are you being reckless just for money?”

      I brush past her, heading into the living room to grab my keys and helmet. “My job is reckless by definition. I fight monsters most people don’t know exist. And it’s not just money—it’s financial security, making sure we have what we need, and keeping you safe. But I’ll be careful, Pips.” I say, turning to face her. “I promise.”

      She sighs, shoulders falling. “Do you even have the money to grab something? If not, I might⁠⁠—”

      “I’m okay, Piper,” I cut her off. “I’ve got a few small bills. I can stop at a gas station and grab something quick.”

      She hesitates, brow pinching. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, I’m positive.” I meet her eyes. “Remember what I said about not leaving the house. Lock the door after I go, and don’t go anywhere after ten. Okay?”

      She nods, though worry still clings to her expression. I can practically hear the conversation she brings up twice a year—the one where she asks why I don’t quit bounty hunting and work at the diner with her instead.

      Not tonight. I don’t have the energy.

      I turn toward the door, unlock it, and pull it open slightly.

      “Alright, I’ll see you in the morning, Pips. Have a good night.”

      Piper nods again, arms crossed tightly. “Be careful,” she mumbles.

      “No promises. Just survival.”

      Our Familiar goodbye tastes bitter on my tongue tonight.
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      I step outside and immediately freeze as the thick, humid Florida air slams into me like a sweaty brick wall. Ugh. Why?! Fucking August. I swear Satan vacations here—there’s no other explanation for a state that manages to be both as hot as an oven and as wet as a hooker’s pussy halfway through her night.

      Heat clings to my skin the moment I leave the air conditioning. I’ve never been a fan of Florida weather, even though I’ve lived here my entire life—born and raised in Mascotte, a tiny blip of a town about an hour from Tampa. I’d love to move us both somewhere cooler and quieter—Alaska, maybe. But dreams like that take money, and scraping together enough just to get us out of Mascotte and into Tampa took years. Moving out of the state entirely? That’ll have to wait.

      I shake my head. No point dwelling on things I can’t change.

      I reach my bike and set my bag down, shrugging into my lightweight jacket and strapping on my thigh bag. After pulling on my helmet and adjusting it into place, I swing my leg over the seat and settle in. The engine rumbles to life beneath me, a low, satisfying growl that cuts through the still, muggy night. I glance up and down the street, double-checking for headlights or movement before easing onto the road. The thirty-minute ride to the club stretches ahead of me.
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      The drive passes in a blur of asphalt and taillights. Twice, I come inches from disaster, thanks to drivers glued to their phones instead of the road. But finally, the club comes into view, looming at the end of the block. I park my bike a little ways down, tucking it into the shadows of an alley.

      Climbing off, I set my helmet on the seat, shrug off the jacket, and adjust my boobs in the leather crop top. A quick tug here, a little lift there. Perfect. I pull my hair back into a ponytail and take a steadying breath, checking myself one last time. Rolling my shoulders, I step out of the alley, my boots clicking against the pavement as I head for the club. Let’s get this over with.
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            Chapter Two

          

          
            DEATH'S DOORWAY

          

        

      

    

    
      As I get closer, something immediately feels off. No line. No bouncer. No real signage—just a sad neon sign blinking Nightclub and Bar.

      “You couldn’t even give it a name? Talk about lazy,” I mutter under my breath.

      A silent prayer to whoever might be listening runs through my head as I reach for the door, but my hand freezes midair when my eyes catch the logo printed across it. I blink, staring at the design like I’ve missed some kind of joke.

      A skull with wings sits dead center, crossed bones beneath it, with the words Death’s Doorway scrawled in bold underneath. Smaller text reads Nightclub & Bar, and wrapping around the whole thing in an upward curve are the words Enter if you dare, stay if you can.

      “What does that even mean?” I mutter, narrowing my eyes at the design like it’s going to explain itself.

      I stand there for a few more seconds, letting the absurdity of it sink in, before shaking my head and yanking the door open.

      A blast of icy air hits me as the door swings open, intense enough to make me stumble back. Goosebumps rise on my arms as I force myself to step inside. Are we trying to keep a bunch of dead bodies from decaying or something? That would fit with the weird logo on the door… Fuck…

      I stand motionless, my eyes struggling to adjust to the dim, shadowy light. As the darkness sharpens into form, a man—or something wearing the shape of one—appears less than a foot away, his hard eyes locked on mine. I straighten, meeting his gaze with a defiant glare that says, Fuck around and find out, asshole.

      The low light obscures his features, but I’m pretty sure his eyes are yellow. Definitely not human. His eerie gaze rakes over my body with disinterest before returning to my eyes.

      “ID?” he says, his voice a grating mix of static crackle, guttural growl, and nails scraping a chalkboard. The sound alone is enough to make me flinch. It takes me a moment to process what he said.

      I reach for my ID, my mind racing. I’ve never encountered anything like this before. None of the creatures I’ve come across in my years of bounty hunting had a voice like that. 

      “…supernaturals are sadistic killers…” “…you won’t make it out at all.” Piper’s warning echoes in my mind.

      Too late now, a small voice whispers in my head.

      He takes my ID, examines it, then drags his gaze back over me, leaving a slimy, lingering sensation that makes my skin crawl. I suppress a shudder. After what feels like an eternity, he grunts and hands back my ID, sliding open a heavy velvet curtain as he does.

      I grab it, tuck the card back into my bag, and quickly move past him.

      “Thanks,” I mutter, stepping into the main club area.

      The dim lighting and unsettling quiet are a stark contrast to the pounding bass you’d expect in a nightclub. Instead, a low hum of conversation fills the space, more like a high-end restaurant.

      I slowly make my way deeper into the so-called club, questioning every decision that’s led me here. This place feels like the beginning of the end, and I’m not sure if I’ll make it out alive.

      The bar comes into view as I move further in—sleek, expensive-looking, and polished to perfection. I keep scanning the room, trying to get a sense of the layout. For a moment, the lights flicker. Just once. As if the room inhales then goes back to normal. Odd. The space is large and open, with pub-style tables scattered around the edges. Smaller, cozier seating areas with armchairs, couches, and coffee tables are tucked into the corners. Hallways branch off in several directions. Note to self: check those out before getting too comfortable.

      The whole place is decorated in shades of lavender, cornflower, and pastel blue, accented with black and silver. It practically screams wealth and pretension, as if announcing to anyone who walks in that the owner is an arrogant, rich asshole. I can’t help but wonder if the people here use hundred-dollar bills to wipe their asses, judging by the sheer luxury of it all.

      I shake my head in disbelief.

      Finally, I let myself glance at the one thing I’ve been avoiding—the dance floor. I stop dead in my tracks, staring, completely baffled. The space itself looks ordinary enough, taking up most of the open area near the bar. But instead of overhead lighting, the tiles beneath the dancers glow, shifting between shades of purple and blue. The eerie light casts strange, distorted shadows over the crowd.

      But it’s not just the lighting. There’s still no music. The silence makes their movements feel wrong—like bizarre marionette dolls with flailing arms, thrusting hips, and bodies grinding against one another. The entire scene feels surreal, like I’ve stumbled into the Twilight Zone or a horror movie where everyone’s possessed.

      “What the fuck?” I whisper under my breath.

      When I finally tear my eyes away from the train wreck that is the dance floor, multiple sets of eyes are suddenly fixed on me. The low hum of conversation has quieted. That’s probably because you’re standing here like an idiot, gawking at everything like a fish out of water. Great job staying on guard, girl. Ten out of ten. I scold myself, annoyed at my carelessness. I’m a better bounty hunter than this. Not that anyone watching would believe that, considering I’m just standing here like a deer in the headlights.

      Get your head out of your ass and pay attention. With that reminder, I glance back at the bar. It’s as good a place to start as any. Maybe if I sit there and act nonchalant, people will lose interest in the new spectacle.

      But before I can take more than two steps, a deep, distinctly masculine voice cuts through the air behind me. It’s smooth and sweet, like thick honey, yet rough and sharp, like barbed wire.

      “Ms. Rayna Quinn… You’re the last person I ever expected to see willingly set foot inside my club. You’re either incredibly naive, foolishly brave, or remarkably stupid.”

      I spin around so fast I almost lose my balance, my boots skidding slightly on the polished floor. When I finally steady myself, my breath catches.

      The man standing before me is nearly ethereal. His navy-blue eyes, ringed with a faint, pulsing silver, lock onto mine, and I forget how to breathe for a full second. That shifting silver is alive in a way that should not be possible, moving like ripples across a still lake. My stomach twists, and every instinct I’ve ever trusted whispers that I am staring at something ancient.

      He is definitely not human. Of course, he is not human, Rayna, my inner voice snaps. You are standing in a supernatural club. It is safe to assume most of these people are not human. If he wasn’t watching me so intently, I’d shake my head at my own stupidity, because my inner voice has a point. I really need to just assume everyone here isn’t human—except maybe the dancers.

      My pulse skips a few beats.

      He towers over me with a presence that is not just dominating, but commanding. At 5’8”, I can usually hold my own, but he is easily six to eight inches taller than me. His skin catches the pulsing club lights in a way that should be illegal, warm bronze with golden undertones that make him look carved from sunlight and shadow. It is flawless, not smooth in an artificial way but in the kind that comes from something old, powerful, and untouched by normal rules of existence. I can’t help but wonder if he’s an elder vampire. He has that kind of ageless perfection.

      Everything in me recoils, instincts flaring to the surface as my fight or flight battles for control.

      My gaze drags over his sculpted features before I can stop myself. Strong jawline, high cheekbones, full lips that curve into the faintest hint of a knowing smirk. His dark brown hair is neatly slicked back, every strand in perfect obedience. And his suit... yeah, that thing probably costs more than my yearly rent. Everything about him screams wealth, power, old-world refinement, and something darker that presses against my senses in a way that makes my pulse speed up without permission.

      An odd heat flares under my ribs.

      I try not to stare, but I am absolutely staring. My eyes drop lower before I can stop them. His athletic build fills out the suit effortlessly, and then my attention catches on his hands. Long fingers, elegant and strong. They look like they belong on a
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