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CHAPTER ONE
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Khaos thanked the gods he wasn’t human. 

A regular human male, fragile and prone to things like heart attacks and liver disease, would never have been able to survive the night he’d just had. But for Khaos, a high-born demon, there wasn’t enough alcohol on the planet to kill him. He reaped all the benefits, had all the fun, and then woke up fresh as a daisy in the morning. 

Khaos opened his eyes as a morning sunbeam warmed one giant foot hanging half off the couch. He stretched his arms briefly before registering the petite body tucked alongside him. He froze, naked as a jaybird. The young lady was curled on her side, her long black hair half across her face, one leg thrown over his thigh, a soft snore issuing every time she took a breath.

If he didn’t think fast, this wouldn’t end well. Especially when his mother had returned from the Underworld only the day before. Bringing women home wasn’t looked upon favorably. At first, this behavior had been tolerated, but the more random humans he’d brought into the house, the more his parents had frowned upon his activities. His mother had once uttered the words Enough is enough. 

He would have to think fast to get the current woman out of there without his mother, Greer, catching wise. Khaos gently took hold of the nameless woman’s leg and moved it to the couch while he wormed to the edge. Once on his feet, he scoured the room for his clothes, cursing his stupidity. 

Not only had he brought a woman home, but they’d made good use of the formal living room. A chair was turned over. The leg of a side table was broken, the table leaning against the wall for support, and a lamp, no doubt as expensive as it was old, lay in a shattered heap below the broken table. It was a good thing the room was hardly used. No one ever sat there because the room was on the bottom floor of the Dauphine Street mansion, opening to the courtyard. There were far better rooms in the house. The distance to the bedrooms, kitchen, and parlor was the only thing that had saved him, thus far, from discovery. 

He pulled his black jeans out from under the coffee table, snatched his T-shirt off the top of a bookcase, and dressed, staring at the woman on the couch.

How the hell do I get her out of here?

“Need some help?”

Khaos jumped at the sound of his aunt Desiree’s voice. In his haste to escape his misadventure, he’d completely missed that the interior door leading to a long, dark hallway was wide open. 

Desiree stood in the shadows, tucked away from the rays of the sun, an amused grin spread from ear to ear. 

He ignored her, grabbing a throw blanket and tossing it over the still-sleeping woman. “No. I’ve got this,” he said as he cast about for the woman’s clothes.

“Over there.” Desiree pointed to the far side of the room. “Doesn’t look like she was wearing much.”

Khaos wasn’t in the mood for Desiree’s cheek. Normally, he loved bantering with his aunt, but this wasn’t the moment. 

She giggled behind him as he grabbed the microscopic dress and bright green thong underwear. “I could kill her for you. That would solve two problems: I’m hungry and Greer is bustling over our heads as we speak.”

Khaos shot her a surprised look. “She’s awake at this hour?”

“You know very well that she and Theron stay up all night when she returns.”

“I don’t need to know about my parents’ extracurriculars.” He shook his head, while Desiree laughed again. “Besides, shouldn’t you be asleep yourself?”

She shrugged a freckled shoulder. “Apparently, vampire insomnia is a real thing. If you close the windows, I can help you dress her. Then you can whisk her out through the courtyard. Do you even know this one’s name?”

Khaos shut his eyes, rubbing them with a knuckle in exasperation. “No, Auntie Des, I do not.” 

“Close the window and let me help.”

Khaos didn’t even look at her. He went to the window, shutting the curtains, knowing full well if there was anyone in the house who was always on his side, it was Auntie Des. 

Desiree was one of his mother’s closest friends, a foursome of women known as The Casket Girls. She’d been a vampire for three hundred years, living in the mansion with her vampire love, Jaxon. Desiree was a formidable woman, a survivor who’d led a horrific life back in France, but who became a fighter. She was the toughest woman he knew, besides his mom, and not because she was a vampire, but because she had the spirit of an army battalion. 

Before he could turn around, Desiree was seated alongside the woman, brushing her hair from her face and cooing soft words. “Time to rise, my dear,” she said as the woman stirred. 

Khaos knew her compassion came from a hard life, the life she’d lived in Paris as a mortal. Desiree didn’t begrudge him his many lovers, she only asked him one thing: make sure the women he bedded knew upfront there were no strings attached. She'd warned if he didn’t do this one thing for her, she’d rip out his throat.  

Despite his hedonistic ways, he’d always done as Desiree asked.

Desiree had the woman up, sitting on the edge of the couch, the blanket wrapped around her before Khaos could hand her the clothes. 

Desiree took the wadded-up dress, smiling up at him. “Run to the kitchen. Get a glass of water and a pastry for Marisol, then hurry back.”

Marisol. The name didn’t ring a bell, but Khaos did as Desiree said, sprinting down the hallway to gather the items, then sprinting back again, all in the span of three minutes.

During that time, Desiree had helped Marisol into her dress. The two women were laughing and chatting like old friends when Khaos jogged back into the room, a glass of water in one hand, a cheese Danish in the other. The household entertained human friends and friends who were not quite human but who needed nourishment, so the kitchen was always stocked with fresh food. 

Marisol took the water but waved off the Danish. “I’m good, thanks,” she said between sips. “My car will be here in five minutes.” She gulped down the rest of the water, handing the glass back to Khaos, who stood like a statue, never knowing how to act in these situations, although he’d been in this exact situation a thousand times. 

“Thanks, Desiree.” Marisol leaned over, kissing Des on the cheek before she turned her attention back to Khaos. “And thank you for a super fun night.” She stretched on tiptoes, planting a quick kiss on Khaos’s mouth. Before he could respond, she was gone, out the doors to the courtyard, never to be seen by him again. 

The relief he felt was nearly palpable. He glanced at Des, who stood with her arms folded and that same sly grin spread across her face. “Maybe I’ll tell Greer after all. I am her best friend, and keeping secrets is not something we do.”

Khaos knew she was messing with him. He cocked his head to the side, narrowing his eyes as he set down the empty glass and uneaten pastry. “I suppose you could. If you can reach Mom before I reach you.”

Desiree squealed as she took off out the door and down the long hall. Khaos sprinted after her, laughing as he ran. The worry of the morning was gone now, and he was back to being his lackadaisical self. Something he excelled at. Nothing ever bothered him for long. Once a crisis had been averted, the memory of it left him completely, a reason why he rarely ever learned a lesson. What did anything matter to him? As the adopted son of the demon prince, Theron, and a demigoddess, nothing could touch him. Hell, his grandmother was Persephone. Khaos could get away with murder if he wanted.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Desiree beat him to the parlor, but only because he let her. She was heading toward Greer, who could almost always be found in the parlor, her favorite room in the house. 

Khaos hadn't seen his mom in three months. 

Long before his time, Greer had made a deal with Hades, her stepfather, to save Theron from certain death. Hades demanded that Greer spend three months of every year in the Underworld with her mother Persephone. Greer had adhered to this ever since. 

The train of Desiree’s blood-red gown swished around the edge of the doorframe as she fled through the door, disappearing inside.

Khaos entered right on her heels, but his forward momentum halted the second he slammed into the back of his father, Theron. 

Theron was not a small man. Six foot five with a body as solid as an ancient redwood, he wasn’t easy to overtake. When Khaos, nearly the same height as his father with similar muscle mass, slammed into him, Theron didn’t budge an inch. He simply reached behind him to edge Khaos away like he was nothing more than a child. 

“Sorry, Father,” Khaos said as he moved to the side. 

Desiree had taken a seat on the sofa, which had been reupholstered in yellow silk. The room was darkened for her, the curtains to the verandah drawn, so she could sit and visit safely. Rather than turn on the overhead chandelier, the room was aglow in candlelight, the four sconces on the wall lit along with a cluster of tapers in the middle of the coffee table. 

Greer rose from her seat in the matching yellow silk chair, her arms outstretched, her beautiful face illuminated by the flickering light. She wore a more modern style than Desiree, who preferred to dress in the 1700s style that was fashionable when she was human. At least she did when at home. This morning, Greer wore a cotton sundress in her favorite color, green. Her arms were bare with thin, layered bracelets as her only jewelry. She was barefoot, not unusual for her, and she looked no older than a child, which Khaos supposed she technically still was, having been made immortal by Persephone when she was only twenty-four. Greer wasn’t afflicted with vampirism as were Desiree and Jaxon, she was made immortal by a goddess, given an elixir of eternal life so Persephone would never have to be without her. 

Khaos, as well, would forever remain a young man. As a demon, his body froze in time once he reached full maturity, which for a human was somewhere around twenty-five. The same as his father, Theron. 

Although once a demon prince, Theron had been cursed by Hades after getting caught with his tongue down Persephone’s throat. He’d been cursed to live a sort of half-life as a demon-vampire hybrid. Still a demon, from then on, he would crave blood and burn in the sun. The fateful tryst with Persephone occurred long before Theron met Greer. 

Greer jumped into her son’s arms, and he held her tight around the waist while she squeezed him about the neck. “I missed you so much,” she said, holding on for a minute, then released him to step away. There was a familiar look in her eye as she appraised him. 

“What is it?” Khaos asked. 

Greer glanced in Theron’s direction. Theron cleared his throat as he moved alongside Greer, his massive hand enveloping her tiny one.  Greer placed her free hand on his arm. “Let me handle this.”

Khaos slid a glance toward Desiree, who sat as still as stone, a bemused smile spread across her face. She knew this was going to happen, that’s why she hadn’t gone to bed. Khaos was about to receive a dressing down from his parents, and Desiree just couldn’t help but observe. Khaos stuck his tongue out at her, her smile widening.

“Khaos, we’ve turned a blind eye to your”—Greer paused—“your escapades. But, truly, your womanizing, drinking, and general debauchery have gone on long enough. You’re a grown man.”

“Demon, actually,” Desiree interrupted. 

Theron pursed his lips, shooting her a glance over his shoulder. “Be helpful or leave.”

Desiree snickered behind her hand.

Khaos turned his full attention to his parents. There was only one way to get out of this, and that was to fake contrition as he’d done a hundred times in the past several years. He clasped his hands in front of him, lowering his head by a degree. “What do you want me to do, Mother?”

Greer smiled up at Theron, who merely stared at Khaos with a wry look. “See, he can be reasonable.” Looking back at her son, she said, “It’s time for you to become a more responsible man. It’s time, my son, that you become a productive member of society.”

Khaos wanted to laugh. He had to muster every last ounce of his willpower not to snort in delight. A productive member of society? This was a major familial sticking point. While the rest of them all provided some sort of service, Khaos never saw the point. They were supernatural beings, every one of them. They didn’t have to lift a finger to run their bath water. Why did they all feel it necessary to help mortals?

Desiree, Jaxon, and Theron were all vigilantes of sorts. Stalking the streets of New Orleans and the surrounding environs ridding the city of evil-doers, human and otherwise. Greer did charity work at the local hospital, as she was the only one of the four who could be outdoors during daylight hours. Even Fosette and Lucian, members of their extended family, and a pair of formidable witches, did good by providing healing to people who asked for it. 

“Khaos does his part,” Desiree interrupted, again. “He’s given many a woman a night she’ll never forget.” 

Theron closed his eyes. “Desiree, don’t you have anything better to do?”

“Not really,” was her sassy retort.

“Des, dear”—Greer turned to her friend—“please give us a few moments alone.”

Desiree crossed her arms across her chest. “Fine. I need to get some sleep anyway.” She rose from the sofa, her arms still folded tight, winked a wicked green eye at Khaos, and swept from the room. 

Greer turned back to Khaos and smiled. “I want you to come to the hospital with me. And I want you to meet someone.”

“Mom, no.” Khaos shook his head. “I can’t be around sick people. It gives me the creeps, and I don’t have any interest in meeting a woman you’ve picked out for me.”

“She isn’t a mortal woman, Khaos. Do you think I’d pick a mortal for you? I doubt there’s a human alive who could deal with you for long. No.” Greer shook her head, a soft smile on her lips. “The lady I have in mind is truly remarkable.”

Khaos looked at her like she was crazy. “So, this is an arranged marriage sort of thing? Are you out of your mind? Absolutely not.”

A low, menacing growl emanated from somewhere deep within Theron. His eyes glowed as he stared bullets at his son. “Don’t speak to your mother that way. This isn’t up for debate. You’ll do as we ask, or you’ll find somewhere else to sow your oats.”

Khaos’s mouth dropped open. His parents had been unhappy with his behavior for some time, but they had never towed such a hard line with him before. He was practically speechless. 

After a couple of seconds, he sighed like a spoiled child. “Are you serious? If I don’t go to the hospital with Mom, and if I don’t meet the woman you’ve picked out for me, you’ll kick me out? This isn’t the middle ages, you can’t just tell me who I’m going to have a relationship with.”

“Stop being so dramatic.” Theron’s voice thundered through the room. “You’re not a child any longer, Khaos. Stop acting like one.”

“Fine. I won’t give you the satisfaction of kicking me out. I’m kicking myself out.” Khaos stomped on the floor. “That’s not what I meant. I meant that I’m leaving.” 

He turned on his heel and lumbered out the door. Greer called out to him, but his mind was made up. If they no longer wanted him as he was, then he’d leave. The last thing Khaos would do was change for anyone. 
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His room was one of the larger in the mansion. The bed, a California king, sat in front of one long wall, the black duvet rumpled near the foot. He hadn’t slept in his bed in several days. He wanted to sleep then, was so tired he very nearly laid down, but he wouldn’t give in to the desire for comfort. Not yet. He meant what he’d said to his parents, he would leave. Or at least go through the motions of packing his things, giving them plenty of time to come to their senses and apologize. 

So, he did just that. He pulled out a canvas duffel, then began riffling through drawers, yanking out underwear and socks. He threw open his closet doors, grabbing a few pairs of his favorite designer denim along with several T-shirts, button-downs, and whatever would fit in the bag. He put on fresh clothes— a crisp pair of black pants and a thin gray sweater—then slipped his feet into brand-new Ferragamo loafers. 

By the time he was finished, several minutes had gone by without anyone appearing at the wide-open bedroom door. 

Khaos stepped into the hall, but no one was about. He didn’t even hear voices.

Whatever.

He decided to give it a little more time for his parents to come to their senses and went into his bathroom for his toiletries. Once everything was zipped into the duffel, he threw on a leather jacket, glancing at his Cartier watch. Ten minutes had passed. No one was coming. 

Fine. I don’t need them or this place. 

For effect, he pulled the duvet off the bed and threw it on the ground, then stomped out of the room. 

It was true that he didn’t need his parents. He was a capable being with his own bank account and his bank cards safely inside his wallet. There was plenty of money to get an apartment, furniture, and everything he needed. Maybe this would even be better. There would be no more sneaking around and no more sneaking women out of the mansion. 

The halls were silent as Khaos made his way through the creamy stone passageways and out to the wrought iron stairway. 

By the time he was outside the courtyard gates, sitting inside his Verde Lamborghini Aventador SVJ, his spirits were considerably higher. Freedom was what he’d craved all along. 

Next stop—the bank.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Jeanne Antoinette Poisson liked to keep to the shadows. The shadows were the perfect place to watch and not be seen. She didn’t need to be seen, didn’t want to be seen. The fewer people who knew she existed, the better. 

Love and friendship were not words in her vocabulary. Best to live like a nun. 

Music thumped from the front of the house, a dull rumble by the time it reached her, ensconced in the expansive back office where she hibernated during the daylight hours. The room had no windows. Neither did the hallway that led to her upstairs apartment. This made walking from her home to her job without burning to a crisp, a breeze.  

She purchased this building forty years ago when real estate in the Quarter could be had for a song. A song was about all she’d had at the time after losing her cache of jewels to the Comte St. Germain years ago. Escaping the Comte and his nightmare way of life was all she’d cared about then. She’d fled New Orleans back to Europe, where she’d found shelter with a strange group of vampires who lived in the Catacombs underneath Paris. It was a filthy life, the smell of dirt a constant, the sound of skittering rats her only music. But she’d felt safe down there under the earth, hidden away from the eyes of men. Men had only led her astray. After the Comte and what he’d done to her, all she wanted was peace. 

After eighty years, she felt secure enough to leave her underground haven. Word had reached her that the Comte was dead, his ashes scattered to the four winds. Before she knew what she was doing, she was traveling back across the expanse, back to New Orleans, the site of her turmoil. She told herself there was something about New Orleans she’d always loved, but the reality was, she wanted to make sure the Comte was gone, and it appeared he was. What’s more, she wanted to find her jewels. They’d never hit either the auction circuit or the black market, which meant he’d likely squirreled them away. She hadn’t found them yet, but she also wasn’t going to give up. 

The bar she’d opened on the bottom floor of the building she’d purchased wasn’t much, but in the Quarter, it didn’t have to be. The crappiness was part of the charm. She named the place Noir, painted the interior black, added blood-red cloths over the tables, found some antique, barely functioning chandeliers at a yard sale, and threw some goth favorites inside the jukebox. Within days of opening, Noir had become a hotspot with the local goth crowd, and now, forty years later, Noir was a tourist destination. The bar was packed every night of the week from early evening to close. Antoinette was a woman in a comfortable position. Still, she wanted those jewels. 

“Antoinette.” Deena, the manager of Noir, knocked on the office door. 

“Come,” Antoinette called.

Deena, her six-foot frame ducking to clear the two-hundred-year-old door jamb, entered the room. Deena was a godsend. It was because of her the bar ran like a well-oiled machine. Antoinette didn’t know what she’d do if she ever left, which was why she paid her well above the going rate. 

“There’s some guy causing problems out front.” She meant inside the bar. “Mark doesn’t get here until six. He’s having issues with his sitter again.”

Antoinette groaned. Mark was the bouncer, another great find. He was a single dad who could never seem to find the right babysitter. Antoinette had tried to help him find someone suitable on numerous occasions to no avail. It wasn’t Deena’s job to handle rough guests, and it certainly wasn’t the job of the two female bartenders, both in their early twenties. Antoinette could have thrown the guy out with her pinky finger, but there were two problems: one was that no one who worked for her knew her secret, and the other was that the sun hadn’t yet set. The whole front of the bar was glass with floor-to-ceiling windows that were uncovered when the place was open. 

“I’ll call the police.” Antoinette picked up the phone.

“Just a reminder that the last time we did that, the police didn’t get here for almost an hour.”

“Shit.” Antoinette put the phone down. 

“Yep.” Deena placed her hands on her hips. “The guy is pretty massive, like in a muscular way. I’m not sure the four of us together could even get him out.”

“What’s he doing?”

“Drinking like it’s his job and hitting on everything with tits that walks by. Not in the normal ‘drunk guy in a bar’ kind of way, but in the ‘super creepy, gross’ kind of way.”

“Is there a difference?”

“Big difference. If you know, you know.”

Antoinette had to laugh. “I guess I don’t know.”

“If you left the office once in a while you might gain some important drunk-guy intelligence.”

“I think that’s intelligence I can live without.” Antoinette placed her hands on the desk. “Okay, I guess I have no choice but to intervene.”

This had to be strategic. If Antoinette could stay in the shadows near the back of the bar, she may be able to get away with this. It wasn’t like direct sunlight would cause her to burst into flames or anything, but she would burn. She might even smoke a little, but she wasn’t entirely sure. She hadn’t experimented with sunlight in a very long time. But explaining why her skin was smoking to her employees and the patrons of the bar was not something she wanted to do. No one knew what she was, and that was how she liked it. 

Antoinette rose from her chair. “After you.” She motioned for Deena to lead the way.

“What’s the play here?” Deena asked over her shoulder as she stepped out the door and into the dark hallway. 

“The play is just to get this guy out of here. How many people are out front?”

“It’s early, so not many. Maybe half the tables are taken, and most of the seats at the bar.”

That wasn’t many for Noir. Antoinette was at least grateful for that. The fewer people to witness a scene that would undoubtedly get ugly, the better. 

“I’m going to wing it.” Antoinette may not have experience with drunk guys, but she did have experience with scary men, men who were powerful in one way or another. It may have been a long time since she’d been in an unfortunate position, but something told her the instincts would return. Sort of like riding a bike, as humans say. 

Deena strode to the end of the hall, turning the knob to the door marked Employees Only, and walked through to the sunlit bar. 

Antoinette took a deep breath, following her through. Before she’d even closed the door behind her, she heard the man in question. He was yelling his phone number at someone. Probably someone who wasn’t giving him the time of day by the tone of his voice. She almost felt sorry for the guy. He clearly wasn’t having a good day. 
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