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Chapter One

Broken Glass and Bullshit
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Briana

Everyone at The Gin Room treats me like I am made of glass.

Not cheap glass. Not the kind that shatters in an alley and gets swept into a dustpan while someone curses about cutting their hand. That would almost be better. Cheap glass breaks, bleeds someone, and gets thrown away.

No, they treat me like expensive glass. The kind kept behind locked cabinets. The kind people admire from a distance and never touch unless their hands are clean and their voices are soft. The kind everyone watches too closely because one wrong move might send it crashing to the floor.

I hate it.

I hate the careful smiles.

I hate the gentle voices.

I hate the way conversations snap to an end when I walk into a room, like everyone is hiding the sharp parts of the world from me as if I haven’t already seen them. As if I don’t still feel them in my sleep, in my skin, in the phantom ache at my throat where teeth once sank too deep.

The bruises are gone. The bite marks are gone. The nightmares aren’t. And to me, that seems like a cruel trade.

I stare at the ceiling above my bed and count the cracks in the old plaster. There are seven. Eight, if I count the tiny one above the window that branches like lightning. I have counted them every night since Aldron moved me into this apartment a couple of blocks from The Gin Room.

The apartment is beautiful.

I resent that too.

Polished wood floors. Soft gray walls. A bed big enough for someone who doesn’t wake up swinging at ghosts. A couch that swallows me whole if I let it. Fresh flowers on the kitchen counter because Ari says flowers are “emotionally supportive,” and a basket of snacks beside them because Korvin apparently believes trauma can be bullied into submission with protein bars.

I laughed when he handed them to me. Then I cried in the shower for twenty minutes. Healing is humiliating, and no one warns you about that part.

They tell you surviving is brave. They tell you that you are strong. They tell you the worst is over as if your body gets the message just because the door is open and the monsters are gone.

But my body is a stupid, stubborn thing.

It still remembers cold hands. Sharp teeth. The metallic stink of blood drying on my skin. It remembers being hungry, weak, and too tired to scream. It remembers the sound of my own pulse becoming dinner music for creatures who smiled while they hurt me.

So, no, I am not sleeping... Again. At 2:17 in the morning, I give up pretending and shove the blankets off my legs.

“Fuck this,” I whisper.

My voice sounds rough. Small. And I hate that too.

I pull on leggings, an oversized black sweater, and boots. My blonde hair is a mess around my face, tangled from hours of pretending to rest. In the mirror beside the door, I look almost normal.

Almost.

There are shadows beneath my eyes and a hollowness in my cheeks that was not there before. My mouth is pressed into a line I don’t recognize. My throat is bare, the skin smooth again, and somehow that makes me angrier than the bruises did.

At least the bruises told the truth. I touch two fingers to the side of my neck. Nothing. No marks. No proof. Just memory.

My stomach twists, and before I can think better of it, I grab my keys and leave the apartment. The hallway is dim and still. Most of the staff apartments are occupied by creatures that could rip me apart with little effort. Witches. Shifters. A half-fae dragon queen. A bear who looks like he could bench press a truck and probably has. The bar’s owner is an ancient vampire with more secrets than furniture.

And me? The human blood bag they dragged out of hell.

My fingers tighten around my keys until the metal bites into my palm. “Not anymore,” I murmur.

The elevator opens with a soft ding, and I flinch anyway. Anger follows immediately, hot and welcome. I step inside and press the ground-floor button harder than necessary. My reflection stares back from the polished metal doors. For a second, the shadows behind me move wrong.

My breath stops.

Dark walls. Red velvet. A hand in my hair.

I blink, and the vision is gone, and it’s just me. Just the elevator. Just my heart trying to break itself against my ribs.

When the doors open, I step out before fear can change its mind and crawl up my spine. I walk a few blocks to The Gin Room. The side entrance is locked, but Aldron gave me a key after I got tired of pretending I liked being trapped upstairs.

He called it freedom. Ari called it progress. Knox said nothing.

Knox rarely says anything. He watches instead. From doorways. From corners. From the end of the hallways and across the main floor of the bar. He never stands too close. Never speaks too much. Never asks me questions I might not want to answer.

Somehow, that makes it worse.

Pity would be easier. Pity is familiar enough to sharpen into a weapon. If Knox looked at me the way everyone else does, I could hate him for it. I could bare my teeth, spit venom, and make him regret the softness in his eyes. But Knox doesn’t look at me like I am broken.

He looks at me like something precious was stolen, and he knows exactly where the bodies of the people who did it need to be buried.

That should scare me. It doesn’t. Which is a problem I am absolutely not prepared to deal with at 2:00 in the morning.

I let myself into the bar.

The Gin Room is different after closing.

During business hours, it’s all heat, bodies, and noise. Music throbs through the floor. Laughter spills over velvet couches. Supernatural creatures drink and flirt and threaten each other beneath amber lights while humans dance too close to monsters and call it fun.

Empty, the place feels older. Hungrier.

The long bar gleams in the low security lights, dark cherrywood polished smooth by decades of hands, elbows, and secrets. Black-and-white photographs stare from gilded frames along the walls. Faces I don’t know. Creatures I probably don’t want to know. The air smells like citrus, gin, spilled desire, and old magic soaked deep into the bricks.

I breathe it in.

For some reason, the bar is easier than the apartment, maybe because no one expects peace down here.

I move behind the counter and run my fingers over the polished surface. There’s a nick near the service station, small but deep. Another scar mars the edge by the sink. Proof that beautiful things can be damaged and still remain useful.

Apparently, I am identifying with furniture tonight. Fucking great.

I crouch and open the mini fridge beneath the counter. Rows of mixers, cut fruit, and bottled water stare back at me. No alcohol. That’s a rule I made with myself.

No dulling the edges. The edges are mine. Sharp, ugly, and mine.

I grab a bottle of water and twist off the cap. My hands shake a little, but not enough to spill. Another victory no one will clap for.

The first sip is cold enough to hurt. Good. Pain I choose is easier.

“You shouldn’t be down here alone.”

The voice rolls through the dark like thunder wrapped in gravel. I don’t scream, and that feels important. I do, however, slam my shoulder into the open fridge door hard enough to send pain sparking down my arm.

“Shit.” I whirl around, clutching the water bottle like it might save me from anything worse than dehydration.

Knox stands in the hallway leading to the underground fighting level. Of course he does. Where else would a Minotaur lurk at 2:00 in the morning besides the shadows beneath a supernatural bar?

He is half-hidden in darkness, but there’s no hiding the size of him. Knox is built like violence given a body. Six and a half feet of muscle, broad shoulders, thick arms, and heavy chest. His black t-shirt pulls tightly across him, and gray sweatpants hang low on his hips, doing absolutely nothing to make him less distracting.

One of his hands is wrapped in white tape while the other hangs loose at his side, fingers flexing once. His dark hair is cropped close at the sides, longer on top. His beard frames a mouth that never smiles around me. Maybe never smiles at all. There’s a scar cutting through his left eyebrow and another along his jaw, pale against golden-brown skin.

He looks like the kind of man mothers warn daughters about. Mine would have taken one look at him and moved to another state.

I hate that my first instinct is not to run. I hate that some traitorous part of me settles because he is here.

“I could say the same to you,” I say, because apparently fear has not killed my ability to be difficult.

His dark eyes narrow. “I work here.”

“So do I.”

“No.” His voice is quiet. “You don’t.”

The words hit wrong, and my spine snaps straight. “Excuse me?”

Something shifts in his face. Not regret, exactly. Knox doesn’t seem like a man who lets regret show where anyone can see it. But the muscle in his jaw jumps.

“That isn’t what I mean.”

“It sounds exactly like what you mean.”

“You’re healing.”

I laugh, but it’s not a pretty sound. Healing. Recovering. Resting. Such delicate words for bleeding out in places no one can see.

“I’m so glad everyone keeps telling me that,” I say, my words heavy with sarcasm. “Very helpful. I had no idea.”

Knox takes one step forward, and I take one back before I can stop myself. He freezes, and the air between us changes instantly. His gaze drops to my boots, then lifts back to my face. He saw. Of course, he saw. He probably sees everything. The tremor in my fingers. The way I keep my back close to the wall. The fact that I measure exits before entering a room now.

Shame burns through me, bright and vicious. I hate shame most of all.

“I didn’t mean to scare you,” he says.

“You didn’t.”

His expression doesn’t change. Liar, his silence says.

I twist the cap off the bottle until the plastic cracks under my grip. “Don’t look at me like that.”

“Like what?”

“Like you know something about me.”

His eyes darken. “I know enough.”

“No, you know what they told you.” My voice sharpens before I can leash it. “You know I was taken. You know vampires drank from me. You know Akasha, Korvin, and whoever else pulled me out. You know I was weak and unconscious and probably pathetic.”

A low sound vibrates in his chest. Not human. Not even close. And the hairs on my arms rise.

Knox’s face goes still, but the shadows behind him seem to breathe. “You were not pathetic,” he says.

The words are soft, but the fury beneath them is not. My throat tightens, and I hate him for that too—for sounding so certain. For standing there like his belief is a thing I can borrow if mine runs out.

“You weren’t there.”

His nostrils flare. “No,” he says. “I wasn’t.”

There’s something in his voice I don’t understand. Something ragged and buried deep. Guilt maybe. Which is ridiculous. Knox doesn’t owe me anything. None of them do.

That makes their kindness harder to stomach.

I look away first, focusing on the bottles lined behind the bar. Gin. Vodka. Whiskey. Labels shining in neat rows. Order pretending chaos doesn’t exist.

“I needed air,” I say.

“This is a bar.”

“It contains air.”

“It contains shadows. Doors. Too many ways in.”

I turn back to him. “And there he is.” His brow lowers, confusion shining through. “The guard dog,” I say, because anger is easier than whatever else is clawing up my chest. “Do you follow everyone around after midnight, or am I special?”

For one second, his control slips. It’s quick. Just a flash across his face. Pain. Hunger. Something too intense for the dim room and my tired heart. Then it’s gone.

“You’re special.”

The words land like a match in dry grass, and my mouth goes dry.

Knox looks as if he wants to drag the sentence back and crush it between his hands. Good. He should. Men like him shouldn’t say things like that to women like me in empty bars while the city sleeps above us. It makes the room too warm. It makes my skin feel too tight. It makes some reckless part of me lift its head and listen.

I swallow. “Don’t.”

His voice drops lower. “You keep saying that.”

“Because you keep getting close to things you have no right touching.”

“I haven’t touched you.”

No, he has not. That’s the problem. Or not the problem. I don’t even fucking know anymore.

I should be grateful. I am grateful. Knox never grabs. Never crowds. Never puts his hands on me without asking. Even now, with tension pulling tight between us, he stands several feet away, his massive body angled slightly toward the exit as if leaving is still an option he is offering me.

A monster with manners. How horribly inconvenient.

“No,” I say, softer now. “You haven’t.”

His gaze drops to my mouth. Only for a second. Only long enough for my entire body to betray me. Heat curls low in my belly, startling and unwelcome. Not soft. Not sweet. It’s sharp and sudden, like my body has remembered it’s alive and decided to punish me with the information.

I grip the water bottle harder, and Knox hears the plastic crackle.

His eyes snap back to mine, and something changes in them. Not pity. Not kindness. Something darker. Hungrier. Leashed so tightly it looks painful.

A tremor moves through him, and the tape around his right hand creaks as his fingers curl.

I stare. “Knox?”

“Go back to your apartment, Briana.”

My name in his mouth shouldn’t sound like that. Rough but careful, torn from somewhere deep inside him.

My pulse kicks. “Why?”

“Because I’m asking nicely.”

A smarter woman would leave. But then, no one has ever accused me of being smart. I step out from behind the bar, and Knox’s entire body locks.

It’s not subtle. The man goes still in a way that reminds me of predators on nature shows, right before something small and fluffy has a very bad day. His shoulders rise with a slow breath. His hands flex. The skin along his forearms seems too tight.

For a heartbeat, I imagine horns. Not because they are there. Because some indescribable instinct inside me knows they could be.

“What happens if you stop asking nicely?” I whisper.

His eyes go black. Not dark. Pitch. Fucking. Black.

The change steals my breath. A sound rumbles out of him, so low I feel it through the floor before I hear it. It rolls into my bones and settles somewhere deep inside my chest.

Fear should come, but all it does is wait at the edges, confused because the sound doesn’t feel threatening. It feels like a warning, not to me, but somehow for me.

Knox turns his face away, breathing hard through his nose.

“Briana,” he says, and this time my name is almost a plea. “Please.”

That does what his growl can’t. It stops me.

Knox doesn’t seem like a man who begs. Not for mercy. Not for forgiveness. Not for anything. He looks like he would let the world break itself against him and call it Tuesday.

But he is close to begging now. For me to move away. For me to be safe.

The realization slips beneath my anger and cuts something tender.

“You think you’re going to hurt me,” I say.

He doesn’t answer, but he doesn’t need to. The silence is answer enough. Slowly, I take one step back, and his shoulders drop by a fraction.

Another step and the darkness in his eyes recedes until they are merely dark brown again, almost black in the low light. His breathing steadies, but the air still hums between us.

I should go home, and we both know it.

Instead, I say, “I’m not afraid of you.”

His laugh is quiet and bitter. “You should be.”

“Maybe.” I lift my chin. “But I’m not.”

His gaze searches my face like he wants to find the lie there. I let him look even if I don’t know what he sees. A tired woman in stolen safety. A human with too much rage and not enough sleep. Someone still bruised on the inside.

Whatever it is, it makes his expression shift again. Not softer, because Knox doesn’t do soft. But something in him gentles, and somehow that’s worse.

“You had a nightmare,” he says.

My stomach turns over. “I said don’t.”

“I didn’t ask what it was.”

“Very noble.” I roll my eyes as sarcasm drips from every word.

“I don’t need details to know you’re shaking.”

My fingers still around the bottle. Damn him. I glance down and find my hand trembling. Not much, but enough.

“I’m cold.”

“It’s seventy-four degrees in here.”

“Maybe I’m delicate.”

The look he gives me is so flat I almost laugh. Almost.

Then the moment passes, and exhaustion rushes in where anger was standing guard. My shoulders sag before I can stop them. Knox notices that too. His gaze flicks over me, taking inventory without making me feel stripped bare.

That’s another inconvenient thing about him. I never feel exposed because he is looking at my body. I feel exposed because he is seeing everything else.

“I don’t know how to sleep anymore,” I admit.

The words fall out before I can catch them. Knox goes very still again, but this time the danger is different. Quieter. Sadder.

I press my lips together, furious with myself. “Forget I said that.”

“No.”

My eyes snap to his. “No?”

“No.”

“Do you always answer people with single syllables, or am I getting special treatment again?”

His mouth twitches. It’s not a smile. But it could be the ghost of one, if ghosts had muscles and bad attitudes.

“You keep asking if you’re special,” he says.

My breath catches despite myself. Damn him again.

“That wasn’t an invitation to get poetic.”

“I don’t do poetic.”

“Shocking.”

His gaze drops to my throat. Not in the way the vampires looked at it. Not like hunger. Well, not that kind of hunger.

His eyes pause where the bites used to be, and something murderous passes through them. I should hate it. I should tell him I don’t need another man’s rage, that I have enough of my own. But there’s a dark, ruined part of me that likes his fury. That wants to cup it in both hands and ask what he plans to do with it.

“Do they know?” he asks.

“Who?”

“The ones who took you.”

The room seems colder. I wrap both hands around the water bottle. “Know what?”

“That you survived.”

Something moves through me. Slow. Unsteady. Do they?

The vampires who held me are dead. I know that because Korvin told me after I broke a mug against the kitchen wall and demanded the truth. The ones in that room are dead. The ones who drank from me. The ones who smiled.

But there were others.

Voices in hallways. Footsteps beyond doors. Names whispered when they thought I was too weak to hear. Money changing hands. A woman laughing behind a red curtain.

A symbol carved into the wall. I remember that more clearly than I want to. A circle. A slash through it. Three drops beneath.

My breathing speeds up, and Knox sees it.

“What did you just remember?” he asks.

I shake my head, not wanting to say the words.

“Briana.”

“No.”

His jaw clenches. “This matters.”

“So does my right to have a thought without everyone prying it open.”

Frustration flashes through his eyes, but he says nothing. Just gives me silence and space. Damn him. Damn him for learning that I need both.

I take a breath. Then another. “It might be nothing.”

“It isn’t.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I know your face changed.”

“You study my face often?”

“Yes.” No hesitation. No shame.

Heat crawls up my neck. “Knox.”

“I watch everyone.”

“Liar.”

His eyes hold mine. “Not like I watch you,” he says.

There it is again. That dangerous sincerity. He doesn’t flirt like men in bars flirt. There’s no easy charm. No lazy smile. No practiced line meant to slide under my clothes.

Knox says things like they cost him blood. That makes them harder to dismiss.

My skin prickles. My body leans toward him before my mind can order it not to. He notices. The black flickers in his eyes again, gone almost as quickly as it appears.

He steps back. And I can’t explain how much the retreat irritates me. But it also calms something I refuse to name.

I look away and focus on the sink behind the bar. “There was a symbol. In the place they kept me.”

Knox doesn’t move.

“A circle,” I say, voice low. “A line through it. Three drops underneath. I saw it on the wall and on black wax. Maybe a seal. Maybe a brand. I don’t know.”

His expression hardens until his face looks carved from stone.

“You’ve seen it before,” I say.

“No.”

“Another lie.” His gaze snaps to mine. I laugh without humor. “You’re not as unreadable as you think.”

Something almost amused touches his mouth, but it disappears fast. “I haven’t seen it,” he says. “But Aldron might know it.”

Aldron. The ancient vampire with kind eyes and blood on his hands. The man who gave me a place to stay and never once pretended he was harmless. I like Aldron. That probably says something deeply concerning about me.

“Then we tell him,” I say.

“Tomorrow.”

“Now.”

“No.” The word slams into me.

My temper ignites so fast it almost feels good. “You don’t get to decide that.”

“It’s the middle of the night.”

“And vampires famously keep banker’s hours?”

Knox’s nostrils flare again. “You’re exhausted.”

“I’m involved.”

“You’re recovering.”

My vision goes red at the edges. There it is. That fucking word again.

I set the water bottle on the bar very carefully. Too carefully. “Say that one more time.”

His brows draw together.

“Say it,” I dare. “Tell me I’m recovering. Tell me I’m fragile. Tell me I should go home and drink my tea and lie in my soft little bed while all of you big scary monsters handle the ugly things for me.”

“That’s not what I’m doing.”

“It’s exactly what you’re doing,” I accuse.

“I’m trying to keep you alive.”

“I am alive.” The words burst out of me, loud enough to echo through the empty bar.

Knox goes silent.

My chest heaves, my hands shake, and this time I don’t hide them.

“I am alive,” I say again, quieter but no less furious. “Not because someone put me on a shelf. Not because someone wrapped me in blankets and told me not to think about the dark. I am alive because I endured it. Because I survived them. So don’t stand there and treat me like survival made me useless.”

His face changes. Pain moves through his eyes, raw enough to make me regret nothing and everything at once.

“I don’t think you’re useless,” he says.

“Then stop acting like I am.”

“I think you’re human.”

The words are careful, but I hate them anyway.

“And there it is.”

His head tilts. “What?”

“The thing everyone is too polite to say.” I spread my arms. “I’m human. Breakable. Weak. The poor little thing all the monsters have to protect.”

Knox moves before I can blink. Not toward me. To the side.

His fist slams into the brick wall beside the hallway, and the sound cracks through the room like thunder. I jump, and he freezes instantly.

Dust drifts from the wall. A small crater marks the brick where his knuckles hit. Blood beads over the white tape around his hand.

His breathing turns harsh. “Fuck,” he says under his breath.

I stare at the wall. Then at him. He closes his eyes like he can’t bear whatever he expects to see on my face. Fear? Revulsion? Proof that he is exactly the monster he believes himself to be?

My heart beats hard. I should be scared. Maybe I am? But beneath the startle, beneath the shock, something else rises. Something hot and reckless and impossibly sad.

He did that to the wall because he would rather break stone than raise his voice at me.

I take one step forward.

His eyes open. “Don’t,” he says.

Now I hear the plea, and I stop. Not because he orders me to. Because he asks.

Blood drips from his knuckles onto the floor.

“You’re hurt,” I say.

“It’s nothing.”

“I am really starting to hate that word.”

His mouth flattens. “Briana...”

“Don’t fucking Briana me. Sit down.”

He blinks. It’s possibly the most satisfying thing that has happened all week. “What?”

“You heard me.”

“I’m fine.”

“I didn’t ask.”

For a second, neither of us moves. Then, slowly, like he can’t believe he is obeying me, Knox walks to one of the stools and sits.

The stool looks ridiculous beneath him, and I almost smile. Almost.

I grab the first aid kit from beneath the bar. My hands are steadier now. Purpose does that, it gives fear a job until it forgets to exist.

When I step toward him, Knox stiffens, and I stop immediately.

“May I?” I ask.

His eyes drop to the kit, then to my face. The silence stretches until finally, he nods once.

I move closer, but not too close. Just close enough to smell him. That’s a big fucking mistake.

Knox smells like smoke
























































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
VERNIGHT PUBLISHING

INTERNATIONAL BESTSELLING AU«.:.H R

JADE MARSHALL





d2d_images/image001.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image002.jpg
VERNIGHT PUBLISHING

JADE MARSHALL





d2d_images/image000.png
\
!

_~

o

=





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





