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Chapter One




Tell me I’m wrong, Garion . Tell me this isn’t yours.

We faced each other in the deserted hallway behind The Rain’s kitchen, me holding my breath and hoping, Garion tilting his head and frowning. Until his gaze dropped to the palm-sized black object in my open hand.

All at once, he went rigid.

I became a broken body squeezed in a giant’s fist, caught up in a story I never wanted to be part of. The only things grounding me to reality were the door-muffled clanks of dishes on the other side of the wall to my right and the rhythmic thump thump of laundry tumbling in a dryer in an alcove to my left. 

“You shouldn’t have that.” Garion’s voice was almost inaudible, yet it hit me like a gut punch from a friend, bruising my heart. And he was right. I shouldn’t have a djinn token in my hand, a token that I’d promised to give to a fey king in exchange for the key to open the magically-sealed envelope my parents left me. 

“Nora and I were cleaning out my parents’ room,” I said. “It was hidden in—”

“Did Nora see it?” Garion demanded.

“No.”

“Good.” He folded my fingers around the token. “Tell no one about it.”

“Garion—”

“Pretend you never found it.” His dark eyes were too urgent. Too serious. “It’s nothing. I’m no one.”

“You’re dji—”

He struck fast, slapping his hand over my mouth and pushing me against the wall.

“I am nothing!” he growled, eyes now fierce. This was even worse than I’d expected. Garion was one of the most steadfast people I knew, his calm confidence respected by everyone. He wasn’t hurting me, and I wasn’t scared, but I felt the future tilt. Everything I’d been fighting for, the changes I’d made to the status quo, all of it was being dismantled by one manipulative fey king.

Garion lowered his hand. “Hide it.”

He didn’t understand. I couldn’t fulfill my bargain while keeping Garion and his secret safe. Every scenario flashing through my mind ended one way, with me learning what it felt like to betray a friend.

“I made a bargain with a fey.”

Though my words had been quiet, Garion flinched as if I’d lashed him with a whip. “What?”

“On Beltane,” I said. “I went to the fey’s dimension because my parents left me an envelope sealed with fey magic. I found the person who gave it to me, but the only way he would tell me how to open it was if I found something for him. He described…” I lifted the unnaturally heavy token. “…this. I didn’t know what it was.”

“You…” The way his voice broke made me feel like I was twisting a knife in his back.

“I’m sorry. I don’t know why I agreed. My memory—”

“You agreed to find an artifact you knew nothing about.” His voice remained as quiet as a killing frost.

“I didn’t know it was yours. I didn’t know it was a… a relic. He described it more like a piece of jewelry, a challenge coin. Something belonging to him that he wanted back.”

Garion shook his head as he stared at me, and I remembered what he’d told me only a few days ago. I’d asked him to defuse tensions if Arcuro took the bait I’d set and descended on The Rain, but Garion had refused to step forward and lead. When I’d pushed harder, when I demanded to know who he was and what he was hiding, he’d erupted, claiming the knowledge would change our relationship.

Just like it had changed his relationship with my parents.

I looked at the token, blinked, then looked back up at my friend. “My parents used this? Used your magic?”

His mouth tightened. “They didn’t want you tied to The Rain.”

Astrid, my childhood friend who’d disappeared over a decade ago, had said the same thing when I’d tracked her down in Cincinnati. The claim hadn’t made sense then. It made even less now. “I am tied to The Rain. More tied to it than before.”

“I know.”

“That can’t be what they wished for.”

“It was,” he insisted. “A djinn’s magic comes at a cost. The changes we make to reality have to be balanced. Usually the cost is distributed among hundreds to thousands of people, diluting the impact to the point where it’s barely noticeable. My magic is… broken.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

He ran a hand through his thick black hair before he turned and walked a few paces away.

“Garion.” I took a step toward him.

Deep lines creased his face when he turned back to me. “You made a bargain?” 

“I shouldn’t have,” I said. “I knew that before and after I made the deal. I don’t understand why I agreed to his offer in the moment, but I did.”

His head bowed toward the ground. He looked so… defeated. So weary and drained. It hurt to see him like that. Aside from Nora, he was the only paranorm at The Rain who’d known me before college. He’d always listened when I needed to talk, and he’d been there for me after my parents’ deaths. His quiet wisdom had always fortified me. I couldn’t betray him.

“Here.” I held out the djinn’s token. “Take it. Hide it. If I can’t find it, I can’t give it away.”

Garion’s hands fisted at his sides. “You made a bargain with a fey, Kennedy. There are consequences if you break it.”

“There are consequences if I don’t. My parents kept your secret for the past five years. I’ve been here three months and all I’ve done is create chaos.” Deliberate chaos for the most part because I’d refused to maintain the status quo.

“Who did you make the bargain with?” Garion asked.

“Canyon.” I grimaced. “That’s not his real name. He’s the king—”

The door at the end of the hall slammed open. I shoved Garion’s token into my pocket, sure that I’d somehow summoned Canyon, and he was barging in to collect it. Lightning highlighted the silhouette of a tall figure, a figure who flung something large into the hall. I didn’t have a chance to see what it was before Garion swung me behind him.

A rumble of thunder followed another flash of lightning. I looked around Garion’s shoulder and saw that the something was a someone. Deagan.

Garion grabbed my arm when I rushed forward to help.

“It’s Deagan,” I told him, attempting to pull free. But Garion wasn’t focused on the unconscious vampire; he was focused on that vampire’s master.

Jared’s chest heaved. The left side of his face glistened with blood, some of it pooling into his eye, the rest disappearing under his collar. That, coupled with his cold expression and the eerie shadows that seemed to wrap around his torso, made him a menacing and monstrous sight. There was a reason he had been Arcuro’s enforcer for well over a century. Jared had the ability to instill bone-deep terror into anyone who crossed his path.

Thank God he was an ally.

After a deep inhale through my nose and a slower exhale out, I erased my instinctive fear and removed Garion’s hand from my arm. He allowed it this time.

Moving cautiously, I kept my attention divided between Jared and Deagan. When I reached the unconscious vampire sprawled out on the cold floor, I knelt down. “He’s not any better?”

“No,” Jared said.

“What have you done for him?” Deagan no longer wore the tattered clothes from when I’d found him in the compound, but this new set was just as bloodstained and ruined.

“I have fed him,” Jared said.

I looked up. “Blood?”

“He is a vampire.”

“Who was abused by vampires,” I said, but Jared’s response didn’t surprise me. He was more of a kill someone than care for someone type of person.

I turned my attention back to Deagan. He still hadn’t moved or opened his eyes. His fingernails were broken, his flesh gouged and scratched, and his dry, cracked lips stuck together. “Why isn’t he healing?”

“He is blood-crazed.” Jared took a step farther inside. “Delirious. He cannot control himself enough to make up for what he lost. He spills more blood than he ingests. I have fed him from my own veins. I have brought him young and Aged vampires. I have brought him humans, and he has ripped them all to shreds.”

“Have you—” Wait. What? “Are you kidding me?”

“I do not kid.”

I shot back to my feet. “You think Deagan is going to be happy he killed people?”

The skin around Jared’s eyes tightened. “It was a figure of speech, Ms. Rain. They live.”

The tension in my shoulders eased. My irritation, however, did not. “So you exaggerate and use euphemisms, but you don’t kid?”

He answered with a stare so impassive most people would claim he didn’t care about anything, let alone Deagan’s fate. Those people would be wrong. Jared had suppressed his emotions for so long, and he was so locked into the rules and traditions of the paranormal world, he no longer remembered how to be vulnerable.

“You need to clean him up,” I said, my voice softening. “Give him real food. Treat him like he’s human.”

“That is why I have brought him here.”

Well, damn. I’d walked into that one. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to help Deagan, but I wasn’t sure if I had the capacity to add him to my responsibilities. I was fighting for The Rain’s independence, and that was pissing off the powerful paranorms who wanted me to just sit down and shut up. I also had a murderer to identify. Someone had killed Jasmine, the first werewolf to sign her name to my guest list, and left her body in the hallway outside my third-floor residence.

And then I had my new catastrophe. What was I going to do about Canyon and the token?

I looked over my shoulder. Sometime in the past few minutes, Garion had slipped away.

“Deagan is a weakness,” Jared said. “There is nowhere else I can take him.”

Heavy. That’s how I felt lately. Jared’s words draped over my shoulders like a metal shawl. I hadn’t built enough muscle to carry around the weight of my responsibilities. 

I turned back to Jared. “Don’t you have dark houses spread across the country?”

“They are outside the Null, and Deagan is the only vampire I would trust to take care of… Deagan.”

The corner of my mouth lifted. Then lowered as I took in Deagan’s pale face and cracked lips. “Is he dangerous?”

“He is weak.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

“I would not have brought him if I thought your life was at risk.”

Probably true. I was the last Rain. Most of the paranormal world believed my life was linked to the existence of the Null. “What about the staff? What about Christian and Astrid and—”

“Look who deigned to show up.”

Jared’s gaze shot behind me, and I turned to watch Nora stride toward us, her heeled boots clapping against the cement now that she’d left the lobby’s thin, carpeted floor.

“Nora.” Jared’s voice came alive when he said her name. The way his eyes took her in, the way he stepped toward her… His desire was almost tangible. I envied it, envied them.

I do want you, Blake had said in the cabin in the woods. It’s a problem.

A huge damn problem and one I’d attempted to solve by shutting him down when I’d last seen him. I’d pushed him away before then. Each time was more difficult than the last, but after the mountain? I was trying to convince myself those kisses hadn’t meant anything, that I’d only initiated them to keep him human and sane, and that anything he felt for me was just a fleeting infatuation.

And anything I felt for him? It had to be the same. I couldn’t notice the similarity between the way Blake looked at me on the mountainside and how Jared looked at Nora now. I was a Rain, a human, and Blake was an agent of one of the most powerful alphas on the planet.

An alpha who would kill him if we had anything more than a businesslike relationship.

I pushed Blake’s image from my mind and focused on Jared, who suddenly stopped his approach three steps away from Nora.

“Did you plan to ditch Deagan and run?” Nora’s voice was as icy as the look she speared him with. That was… unexpected.

“No,” Jared said.

Nora crossed her arms. The posture wasn’t defensive. It was confident and condemning, a warning that Jared obviously didn’t get, but I was beginning to. Days ago, he’d left The Rain to save my ass, and he’d been fighting for control of the compound ever since. As far as I knew, he hadn’t called Nora. She likely felt ignored, which was something werewolves, especially the more dominant ones, didn’t tolerate.

It was also something Nora would never admit to.

Jared stood unmoving another moment before he reached for a towel folded on the wire shelving beside the now quiet dryer. He wiped the blood from his face, from his hands, then he tossed the red-stained towel into one of the industrial-sized washers.

“You are angry,” he said.

Not angry—hurt—an emotion Nora concealed by taking an aggressive step toward him. “Why would I be angry?”

Because Jared came to The Rain for Deagan, not for her.

“I do not know.”

I grimaced. Deagan really needed to wake up. He was going to miss Mr. High and Mighty getting his ass handed to him.

If we’d been outside the Null, Nora’s eyes would have been ringed in a sharp, lethal gold. “Better get back to your vampires then.”

“They are not yet my vampires.” His head tilted slightly. “They are why you are angry?”

“I am not angry.” She bit out each word. “I am enlightened.”

Jared grabbed her arm as she turned away. I watched Nora’s right hand, waiting for it to form a fist to slam into Jared’s too often blank face.

“I will lose the compound if I remain gone too long,” he said.

Her fingers curled inward.

“I have not called,” he continued, his voice deepening, darkening, “because I would rather be here with you than be away. I want to stay, Nora.” His grip on her arm loosened, and his hand slid down to hers. “If I do, if I have you beneath me tonight, I will not leave before sunrise. My enemies will strike while I am with you, and neither you nor my people will be safe outside The Rain.” He stepped closer. “I do not want you to be imprisoned in the Null. I want you at my side. I want you in my bed.”

Well, hell. I was wrong. He wasn’t going to get his ass handed to him. His words were perfect. Passionate. When he wrapped his arms around her waist, Nora didn’t resist. She initiated the kiss, and their hunger and yearning hit me as if we were standing outside the Null, their magic pulsating and tangible.

I turned away to focus on Deagan instead of the hollow ache in my stomach, which was there because I’d chosen to maintain The Rain’s neutrality, to focus on making it the oasis it should be. And I wouldn’t give Lehr a reason to kill Blake.

“Help me get Deagan to a room,” I said. Maybe I was a bitch to interrupt Nora and Jared’s moment, but I needed to finish my conversation with Garion. I couldn’t leave Deagan here, and I couldn’t carry him on my own.

When Jared and Nora finally ended their kiss, he cupped the nape of her neck and pressed his forehead to hers. Another moment passed before he drew in a breath and stepped away. By the time he looked at me, his normal, dispassionate expression had returned.

“I must ask for another favor.” He reached into his back pocket and pulled out an envelope.

The small white rectangle might as well have been a weapon. Nothing good ever came from them, not the bills I could barely pay or the magically sealed treaty Canyon had handed me. Envelopes were my nemesis, and I could think of only one reason Jared would be holding one now.

“What,” I demanded, my voice as quiet as a sharpened sword, “the hell is that?”








  
  
Chapter Two




Jared opened the envelope. He unfolded the page inside. He said, “I need you to approve these sanctioned vampires.” 

Deagan really needed to wake up now because I was about to murder his master. “No.”

“I understand your objections—”

“If you understood my objections, you wouldn’t have thought about creating a list.”

A muscle in his face twitched, probably because he was so rarely interrupted. I wasn’t one of his underlings though. I would not do his bidding or let him push me around.

“My control of the compound is tenuous,” he said. “Arcuro’s closest vampires oppose me. Malachi opposes me. Am I not a better alternative?”

“That depends on what you decide to do with your power. If you want to follow in your predecessor’s footsteps? If you choose to forget the countless conversations we’ve had about my refusing to sign any sanctioned list? Then you should leave. Now.”

“You may cross off names,” he said smoothly. “You may add them. The power is yours.”

“You just need everyone to think it’s yours.”

“Yes.”

He stood there so calm, so composed, so unfreaking perturbed by my objections. He wasn’t as old as Arcuro, but he’d spent the past century as his enforcer. He’d killed and tortured and cut off all human emotions. Until he met Nora. She had made him feel again, but she hadn’t erased his shroud of power and arrogance.

“I need this, Kennedy,” he said. “I will never ask it of you again.”

“You mean you won’t ask until the next emergency.” I was trying so damn hard to help the vampires and werewolves—to help all paranorms—but it was like climbing a mountain sculpted from broken glass. Every time I made progress, a piece broke off. I slipped and fell and ended up back where I started, only now with deeper cuts and darker bruises.

“I won’t sign it,” I said.

Another twitch of that muscle beneath his eye. “Vampires have not been granted access to the Null in almost three months. They want a renewal of the previous arrangement. The person who ensures that happens will be recognized as the compound’s new master. They will control Arcuro’s territory. I am asking for your signature. Others will take it by force.”

“She’s not going to sign it,” Nora said, watching us with folded arms, one shoulder leaning against the wall. If I’d tried that casual pose, I would have looked like a droopy basset hound. She, of course, looked like a sleek and beautiful—

Wait a second. What had she said? Was she actually agreeing with me? A few months ago, we couldn’t even agree on the color of a bridesmaid’s dress—it had been orange, not sunset—and our middle and high school collisions had been legendary. We’d been insta-enemies, the alpha’s daughter versus the untouchable Rain girl. Nora had expected deference. I hadn’t given it.

Our relationship had shifted recently. We’d developed a mutual respect for one another.

“She’s too stubborn and selfish to do the right thing,” Nora said.

Semimutual respect.

“I’m thinking about the bigger picture,” I said. “The future. You’re both thinking about what will strengthen him now. In this moment.”

“You allowed werewolves to stay,” Jared said.

“Only the ones who signed my guest list.”

“A technicality that few have heard and fewer still believe.” He clasped his hands behind his back. “In the future, when my position is secured, we can discuss a new arrangement.”

A vampire’s definition of the future was vastly different from a human’s. Our “discussion” might take place in one or two weeks. Or it could be twenty to thirty more years from now.

“Look,” I said. “If you need me to recognize you, I will. If you want me to make a statement against Malachi or anyone else who claims the compound, I’d love to. I’ll do what I can to help you, but I won’t give you control over who does and does not have access to The Rain.”

“I am attempting to avoid bloodshed,” Jared said, his tone still smooth and civilized. “Is that not what you prefer? If I am not the compound’s master, if you do not sign”—he took one step toward me, and without any trace of magic, the air around us grew colder, the sharp planes of his face turning dark and lethal—“I will have to become something you will not like.”

He’d become Arcuro’s monster again, the merciless killer vampires feared.

“You don’t have to become anything.” Nora’s words were quick and sharp. Alarmed. “You have a century of brutality behind you already.”

“With Arcuro gone, I will be tested.”

“Then kill those who actively oppose you. It doesn’t have to go beyond that.”

“That is not how vampires secure power.”

“The last time you embraced being a vampire, Deagan couldn’t bring you back—he’s in no condition to even try it now—and I swore I’d never tolerate that part of you again.”

Nora’s words, her promise, splattered Jared’s violent history across the present in vivid and horrific strokes. I didn’t know the full story of how they fell for each other, but for decades, Jared had embraced his job as Arcuro’s enforcer. He’d thrived on the terror and pain he’d caused until one day he didn’t. Deagan said he’d become detached, just as dispassionate about cruelty as he was about compassion. The emotional void consumed his work, his life, everything—until he met Nora.

“I must be recognized as Arcuro’s replacement,” Jared said. “If I am not, you will never be safe.”

“I don’t need your protection.” Nora’s glare turned icy enough to cause frostbite. “I take care of myself.”

He moved toward her. “One-on-one, yes. With a pack to back you up, yes. But, Nora. You are my weakness. My enemies will target you.”

This had to be how she fell for him, these rare, intimate moments when his mask of indifference crumbled, revealing a man capable of epic devotion and love.

Guilt stabbed between my ribs. This wasn’t the first time I’d felt like the villain in their story. I was the outside source threatening their relationship and their lives. But if I signed Jared’s list, I’d be contributing to the corrupt hierarchy I was determined to destroy.

The paranormal world wasn’t set up for neutrality or fairness. That was one reason I’d left home before college. I’d tried to make things better before then, but I hadn’t had the power to force anyone to listen. Now I did, and if I caved once, the paranorms would expect me to cave again. I couldn’t give them what they wanted. They would have to find a way to wrap their minds around this new normal.

“Tell the vampires to call The Rain,” I said. “Tell them to ask for a room.”

I wasn’t sure whether either of them had heard me, not until they finally turned away from each other to stare in my direction.

Jared’s brow dipped ever so slightly. “You want the vampires to call you in order to be sanctioned?”

“This has nothing to do with them being sanctioned,” I said. “I want to know how old they are and whose clan they belong to. I want to know where they came from, why they should be allowed to stay.” As an afterthought and since I was on a roll, I added, “I also want references.”

They both continued to stare, Jared with his signature carved-stone expression, Nora with her left eyebrow slightly raised.

“I will tell you what you wish to know.” Jared made the statement as if it was the obvious and inevitable solution.

I huffed out a laugh and shook my head. “Okay. Let’s try it. First person on your list. Why should they get a room at The Rain?”

He blinked. Then he looked down at his list. He didn’t remember the name, probably didn’t know if they were Aged, depressed and desperate, or if they had a history of violence.

“Let me help you out,” I said. “He or she belongs to a master vampire who is an enemy of your enemy. Ensuring entrance to The Rain for one or more of their vampires will increase the tension between the two clans, hopefully enough for them to attempt to eradicate each other. They’ll both be weakened. You’ll be strengthened.”

Jared’s jaw clenched, basically confirming I was right. It wasn’t a hard guess. Every name added to a sanctioned list was a political move, a way to exert power and influence. I’d seen the chessboard laid out like this hundreds of times before. The pawns were always sacrificed.

The pawns were the ones I wanted to help.

“Want to try the second name?” I waited a second for him to reply, then proceeded on. “I want each vampire to call. Better yet, have them email. They need to give me their names, backgrounds, and the other relevant information. They will also pay me directly. I’ll reply to let them know if and when a room is available.”

“Do you expect anyone born before this century to actually use email?” Nora asked the question with that daughter-of-the-alpha superiority that grated on my nerves. “And where would they send it? KennedyNeedsValidation@the-rain.com?”

This was why it was so hard to be her friend.

Unfortunately, she had a point. The Rain didn’t have a website, let alone an email address. Sure, I could have given them my personal one, but these changes needed to feel official—permanent—like I wasn’t just making things up as I went. So yeah. I would set up a damn email account.

“Your plan will not appease my adversaries,” Jared said, frustration finally bleeding into his monotone.

“Would anything appease them? If they’re set against you, it doesn’t matter what you do. But it will matter to the young, the weak, and the abused. All the people Arcuro and the Aged scorn and ignore. Don’t be like the other vampire masters. Be different.”

“Be weak.”

I fought to keep my fists relaxed at my sides. Jared was a multi-centuries-old vampire who'd survived by enforcing a system that kept the strongest on top and everyone else scrambling for scraps. The paranormal world wanted a rigid power structure that crushed independence, silenced dissent, and treated change as a disease to be eradicated.

“If you see it as a weakness,” I said, “everyone else will too.”

His jaw clenched, and he turned away from me to murmur something into Nora’s ear. She nodded. They kissed. Then he stepped back and gestured toward Deagan. “If he does not improve, call.”

“I’ll call when he improves,” I said.

He didn’t acknowledge my words or my existence again. After one last look at Nora, he turned toward the exit and then stepped out into the night.

“Change has consequences in our world.” Nora’s voice was razor-sharp. “Don’t pretend you don’t know what’s at stake. If Jared isn’t named master, it won’t be a vote that stops him. It will be death.” She stepped toward me. “And if he is killed, I won’t care how noble or naive your reasons were, how much the treaty might make me suffer, or if your life is linked to the existence of the Null. I will come for you.”

“I know what’s at stake.” My words sounded strong and confident, but my pulse quickened, my stomach tightened. Nora didn’t issue empty threats, but it wasn’t just my safety I was worried about. Losing Jared would destroy her. I didn’t want to see her go through that kind of pain.

I drew in a steadying breath, then motioned toward Deagan. “Help me get him to a room?”

Her chin lifted a notch. “Sign Jared’s list?”

“Nora.” I tried to keep the exasperation from my voice. I was still bruised and sore from the fight against Arcuro, and I couldn’t get Deagan to a room on my own. But Nora wasn’t refusing just to be difficult. She was sending a message. Our fragile friendship didn’t entitle me to her cooperation.

Of course, it didn’t help that I’d left her out of my plan to infiltrate Arcuro’s compound. I was trying to make up for that, trying to earn her trust.

I held her gaze. We were inside the Null where her werewolf magic wasn’t active—I didn’t feel an oppressive hand pushing my head forward in submission—but Nora was used to people deferring to her, bowing, scraping, soaking up whatever attention she’d give them.

Never give ground to a werewolf, Kennedy. They’ll grab a leash and measure you for a collar.

Advice I usually lived by.

Shutting down the instinctive defiance tightening my muscles, I lowered my gaze to the floor.

Seconds ticked by. Nora didn’t move. Didn’t speak. She had to know this was difficult for me. She was drawing the moment out, seeing how long I’d last without snapping.

My hands wanted to curl into fists. She had five more seconds. Any longer than that and I’d—

“Fine,” she said.

I immediately lifted my head and glared. She responded with a haughty sniff, then reached down to pick up Deagan.

And nearly fell over.

I resisted laughing out loud. Barely. “Sucks having human strength, doesn’t it?”

“Did you want help or not?” she demanded.

Someone needed to grow a sense of humor. “Take his left arm. I’ll get his right.”

Nora clenched her teeth so hard I was worried about the structural integrity of her molars. That concern vanished the second we heaved Deagan upright between us. A sharp bolt of pain shot down my shoulder and into my lower back. Damn it. I needed to spend more time outside the Null with one of Astrid’s poultices…

Except I couldn’t now. Not until I found a way out of my bargain with Canyon.

I wasn’t sure which was heavier—Deagan or my inadvertent betrayal of Garion. Both made me nauseous, but there was no time to dwell. Nora and I started down the hall. My body protested our clumsy two-person carry, especially with the way Nora kept shifting Deagan’s weight higher on her shoulder. By the time we reached the lobby, sweat dampened my hairline and I was cursing Jared for leaving his friend in the hall instead of depositing him straight into a room. It probably hadn’t even occurred to his majesty that Deagan would be difficult to move.

“Are you even helping?” Nora snapped.

“Yes!”

“Then how is he so heavy?”

I clenched my teeth. “You’re carrying him like a rolled-up carpet.”

“Lift your half.”

“You’re pulling him off-center.”

“Because I’m the only one doing any real work.”

I glared at her. She glared back. Then, by unspoken agreement, we lowered Deagan to the ground.

I used the break to scan the lobby, my gaze drawn as usual to the enormous central fireplace. Its stone chimney rose up through the vaulted ceiling and roof. Sullens stood near the raised hearth. Thad was next to him, shifting his weight from foot to foot with a nervous energy most werewolves would never display, and Shaelin, a staff member who floated from job to job, sat on the arm of a leather chair. She was the one leading the conversation until both Sullens and Thad noted our presence.

I did my best to regulate my breathing, trying to disguise just how out of breath I was even though it wasn’t necessary—every employee knew I’d been injured a few days ago. I should ask for their help. Maybe I would have if Nora wasn’t standing next to me. She would never swallow her pride and admit weakness. And if I did that now? I’d lose yet another sliver of her tenuous respect.

My gaze moved past the trio to the bar and restaurant. We didn’t have guests at the moment, so the tables were empty. They hadn’t been earlier. I’d found Garion putting away bottles and wiping down the bar. Shaelin had been collecting glasses to take back to the kitchen, and Sullens and Thad had both been absent.

I chewed on my bottom lip. Had Garion gone to the Barn? Was he packing his things to leave? He had to know I wouldn’t let him walk away. We needed to finish our conversation. We could fix this. We just had to come up with a plan.

We would. Right after we lugged Deagan to a room.

I took up Deagan’s arm again and waited for Nora to do the same. Instead, she crossed her arms. “You vanished upstairs. Why?”

My irritation fled, replaced by a different kind of tension. I’d hoped to avoid this conversation, but Nora was holding a grudge, and calling me out. I’d found the token after she’d left to search for boxes to pack up my parents’ room. That had been just half an hour ago. She deserved an explanation, and if I wanted to hold on to this weird new friendship we were developing, I couldn’t lie. I also couldn’t tell her Garion’s secret, not without his permission.

“I can’t tell you,” I said.

“You can’t or you won’t?”

I flinched at her sharp tone. “I just… can’t. Not yet.”

Everything about her—the set of her shoulders, her frigid eyes, the superior lift of her chin—screamed that I was fathoms beneath her.

“I want to,” I said. “And I’ll tell you when I can.” If I can. “It’s not my secret—”

“You like to do things on your own. Do this.” She jabbed a finger toward Deagan.

“He’s your husband’s best friend,” I said. “Don’t take this out on him.”

“I am done,” she said.

I clamped my lips together, not knowing if she meant she was done with Deagan or with me or both. Either way, anything I said at this point would just—

“Pissing off paranorms again, are you?”

The voice came from behind me. Too close. Too familiar. Too much my weakness.








  
  
Chapter Three




Awareness spiked through me. Blake. I hadn’t seen him in three days, hadn’t heard his voice or felt the air warm and shift with his movement. Heat tightened low in my stomach. It didn’t matter if we were inside the Null or outside of it, when he was near, my body became attuned to his presence. 

It took effort to school my features, to let only my frustrations with Nora, Jared, Canyon—my whole life really—bleed into my expression. I shouldn’t be surprised Blake was there. He had a gift for showing up when I was running out of the duct tape patching my life together.

“Now is not a good time, Blake.” I kept my gaze on Nora. She hadn’t given any indication she’d seen Blake approaching. Even now, she remained focused on me with that familiar, infuriating arrogance.

“It’s never a good time for you.” Blake nudged Deagan with his shoe. “Is he dead?”

“No.” My response was curt and cold—a win considering my body’s reaction to him—but I made the mistake of breathing in too deeply. His rugged, earthy scent filled my lungs, promising a run through a moonlit forest followed by a tumble in silk bedsheets.

“He looks dead,” Blake said.

“He’s not.” I still didn’t look at him. If I met his eyes or saw a curve of amusement on his mouth, on those lips I’d tasted and kissed, he’d pull me off-balance. That couldn’t happen. Too many other, more important things needed my attention.

“Jared brought him?” he asked. I felt his gaze.

“Why do you care?” Nora demanded before I could reply. At least I wasn’t the only one she was snapping at.

My peripheral vision caught Blake’s shoulders lifting. “Just wondering if he was Jared’s departing gift.”

Blake’s voice was a drawl in contrast to Nora’s sharp words, maybe because his reply wasn’t really directed at her. He was analyzing me as if I was the reason Deagan was alive. The answer was yes, but Blake couldn’t know that. Only Jared, Christian, and Melissa had been in the underground chamber when I’d shoved a blade into Arcuro’s back and then fired bullet after bullet into the vicinity of his heart. Plus the idea that a human could kill an Aged vampire was pretty much unfathomable. I barely believed it myself. Blake was just throwing out accusations to see if I’d reveal something I shouldn’t.

Drawing in a slow, deep breath, I focused my thoughts on Garion, on Deagan and Canyon. I made myself remember Shelli’s death in the woods and Jasmine’s body outside my door, and I almost let myself unlock my hurt and anger at the loss of my parents, but once that door opened, it became too hard to shut.

As ready as I could make myself, I finally met Blake’s too-perceptive dark brown eyes. “Do you have a reason for being here?”

“It’s good to see you too.” His mouth quirked. The polite tone was a cover though. He was testing me, searching for weaknesses in the wall I’d built between us. When I didn’t react, he reached into his back pocket.

And took out an envelope.

My composure vanished. First Jared and now Blake? “You can’t be serious.”

His smile turned genuine. I’d given him the reaction he wanted, damn it.

“It’s too easy to get under your skin.” He winked at me. Then he moved his hand to the left to give the envelope to Nora.

“You…” I struggled to find words to stab him with. Something clever. Something memorable. Something that would erase his damn grin, but all I managed was a flat, uninspired, “I hate you.”

“I don’t have to be outside the Null to know that isn’t true,” he said, his voice deepening in that quiet, confident way that made me want him to move closer.

Nora muttered something under her breath, then snatched the envelope from Blake’s hand, as if she hoped it would slice him on the way out. I rooted for the paper cut, but Blake didn’t even flinch.

Nora pulled out a crisp black stationery card, and her gaze went from icy to a lethal subzero.

“What is it?” I asked.

Her eyes tracked left to right, left to right, as she read. Then she shoved the card back into the envelope. “An invitation to return to the pack. Now that Jared is ‘out of the picture.’”

Ouch. That had to hurt, especially considering the encounter she’d just had with her husband. Did he know he was making a jab at her insecurities?

“It’s a good offer,” Blake said. “You need the pack.”

She faced him with the same confident arrogance she’d wielded against me since high school. “That’s why he sent you. He thinks you can convince me to come back.”

“He misses you.”

“He barely saw me when I was pack.”

Blake didn’t argue. Just watched her a moment before he exhaled as if he’d known this would be her reaction.

“Your absence is noticeable, Nora.” Blake’s words were barely audible, but that didn’t make them less effective. When a strong, dominant man softened his voice for you, it made you feel seen, like you mattered enough for someone powerful to let you in.

“There’s a hole in the tapestry,” he continued. “It’s bigger than any we’ve had before. Losing you has weakened us.”

I’d never heard a pack’s connection referred to as a tapestry before. It was a good metaphor though. The wolves were linked by magical threads. The tighter the weave, the stronger the pack, and the higher a wolf was in the hierarchy of dominance, the more acutely their absence would be felt.

Very deliberately, Nora held Blake’s gaze. She lifted the envelope and ripped it in half.

Then she ripped it again. After one final angry tear down the middle, she tossed the pieces toward his face.

Blake’s mouth flattened as the rejected invite fluttered to the ground. A clench of his jaw, then he looked at me. “You’re a bad influence.”

I couldn’t help it. I laughed out loud. “Stop bringing messages no one wants to read.”

His wry smile returned, and of course my body reacted again. Damn him. Why did he have to have a sense of humor? Why couldn’t he be an asshole all the time?

“Make sure your alpha gets the message,” Nora bit out. Then she pivoted to walk away.

“Hey,” I called. “What about Deagan?”

She didn’t glance over her shoulder or slow down. “I don’t help people who don’t trust me.”

The words were a direct hit—no drama, no shouting. Just a clean strike that let guilt hook its claws into me again. I was making the right choices—keeping Garion’s identity secret, not signing Jared’s list—so why did I feel like everything I did betrayed the people I considered friends?

“What’s that about?” Blake asked.

“It’s nothing.” I stared down at Deagan so Blake wouldn’t read my expression. Maybe after I talked to Garion, I could talk to Nora. I’d need help breaking or altering my bargain with Canyon.

One problem at a time. First up was the one right in front of me. How was I going to get Deagan to a room? I clearly couldn’t manage him on my own, but I didn’t want Blake to—

He hoisted Deagan over his shoulder.

—volunteer.

Damn it.

“You delivered your message,” I said. “You can go. Someone else will carry him.”

He made a big deal of scanning the lobby. “I don’t see anyone rushing to help.”

“That’s because you’re here. When you leave—”

“Where are we taking him?” The drawl left his voice. He was speaking as a dominant werewolf now, someone who was used to people doing his bidding without question.

My jaw clenched. I wasn’t one of his wolves. I could have argued, probably would have if I wasn’t worried about drawing attention to the real reason I wanted him gone.

I sighed. Alone with Blake. Just what I didn’t need right now.

“This way,” I muttered, leading the way to the lobby’s back door. I held it open. “This will get awkward if he wakes up.”

Blake gave me a casual shrug. “Then I’ll just have to put him back to sleep, won’t I?”

“Not helpful. He isn’t doing well.” I followed Blake outside.

“So of course you have to fix him,” he said.

Irritation scraped across my skin. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Where were you Thursday night?”

“Does it matter?” I countered.

“It might.” He held my gaze. If we were outside the Null, he would more than see through my defensiveness. He’d not only know for sure I’d been at the compound, he’d likely sense I was hiding an even bigger secret.

“I was here,” I said.

His jaw clenched. Look at that, he was the one irritated now. “You’re claiming you were here when the majority of Arcuro’s clan showed up to attack Satine, who wasn’t even in Tennessee at the time?”

“You don’t have to believe me.”

His irritation morphed into anger. Good. Maybe he’d start acting like the werewolf I’d met a few months ago—the one who’d made my life hell with fake health and safety inspections, an anonymous plagiarism report, and a strategic redecorating of my apartment’s parking lot with a thousand pairs of unicorn underwear. Seriously, why did I even like him?

“Care to step out of the Null and make me believe you?” His voice was a low, rumbling challenge.

“You have a vampire over your shoulder.” I was all polite logic and pure provocation.

“I’d be happy to deposit him in the deep end of the pool.” Blake’s steady gaze and don’t-test-an-alpha attitude warned me not to push him further. We still stood at The Rain’s back door. The pool was a pitch-black abyss twenty yards away, unlit, unmonitored, and definitely not up to code. He might toss Deagan in just to get the hotel cited again.

“I didn’t think you were someone who believed in rumors,” I said.

“When it comes to you disregarding your safety, they tend to be facts.”

I rolled my eyes. “Don’t worry. I’m very aware that I’m a fragile little human in a world of powerful paranorms.”

He snorted. “And that fact keeps you from putting yourself in harm’s way.”

“If you’re here to lecture me, I really don’t need it right now.” I turned to storm across the terrace.

Blake followed. “You aren’t getting one from Nora and Jared, so somebody has to talk some sense into you.”

“Oh, I’m getting it from both of them. Trust me.”

“You’re going to get hurt.”

I rounded on him. “Good thing it’s not your job to protect me.”

Blake stopped a pace away. He didn’t flinch. Didn’t tense. Didn’t show any sign I’d gut-punched him at all. Maybe it was the lack of reaction that gave it away, that said I'd not only hurt him, I'd dismissed an instinctual part of him as if it was nothing.

I swallowed the burn in my throat. I hadn't wanted to wound him—didn't like that I could—but if this was what it took to push him away, so be it.

I started walking again. Blake did too, hitching Deagan higher up on his shoulder. The atmosphere was heavy with humidity, my unspoken apology, and this forbidden connection between us.

Our footsteps echoed off the stone path, sharp in the quiet night. I focused on our destination, trying to maintain my composure and pretend I was in control, that I could keep everything from unraveling.

When we finally reached the detached building, Blake flattened his hand against its door, preventing me from pulling it open.

“You were at the compound on Thursday.” The rough edge returned to his voice. Good.

Accuse me.

Hate me.

Make me the villain. Eventually he’d see we weren’t meant to be.

“Move your hand, Blake.”

He kept it on the door. Stepped closer. “The reason I know you were there? You weren’t capable of leaving Deagan to die any more than you were capable of leaving me on the mountainside.”

Everything I’d felt that night swooped in and capsized me. The brush of his lips. The heat of his body. The connection we shared each time I quieted his wolfsbane-poisoned mind… Long before we met Lehr on the road, I’d stopped kissing him for survival and started kissing him for pleasure. For desire. For the need to fill the void in my soul only he could access.

“We need to forget about the mountain,” I said. The words physically hurt.

Blake took another step toward me. “Why?”

“Because…” I fumbled for the right thing to say. “Because you’re reading too much into what I did. I was trying to keep you human.”

“Want to try again?” His tone changed, hardening in a way that reminded me he was easily dominant enough to be an alpha. He was issuing another challenge, daring me to prove I didn’t want this. Want him.

I forced myself to look at Deagan’s limp body instead of Blake’s penetrating gaze. Even if I wasn’t a Rain who had to maintain neutrality, if Blake wasn’t a werewolf and Lehr wouldn’t kill him, now was the worst time to get into any kind of relationship. I needed to help Deagan recover, set up a process for any paranorm to book a hotel room, and I would find a way to protect Garion. He wouldn’t pay for my mistake. My blunder.

“You used to never look away first,” Blake said quietly. “What changed?”

I suppressed a grimace. He was right. I’d spent the majority of my life meeting every paranorm’s gaze, holding it to prove I wasn’t just another weak human who’d bow to their power and magic. I don’t know when that shifted with Blake, when I’d started to feel too transparent and vulnerable, or when I’d handed him the power to wound me without so much as a scratch or bruise.

Bracing myself, I met his eyes again. “Nothing changed. You’re still Lehr’s strongest werewolf. I’m still Kennedy Rain. Your priority is the pack. Mine is dismantling the system that gives it power.”

I could have listed more reasons we couldn’t happen; I didn’t have to. His expression hardened because he knew I was right. He should stop pursuing me. I should stop believing in fairy tales.

Finally he let his hand fall away from the door. “I need a favor.”

His words extinguished the heat in my veins. Envelopes and favors. If I didn’t know better, I’d accuse him and Jared of competing to see who could make me snap first.

“What do you want?”

“Talk to Nora about rejoining the pack.” Blake smoothly slipped into his dominant werewolf persona, and that was a good thing. I could handle alpha Blake much better than I could handle his human side.

“She won’t unless Lehr accepts Jared,” I said.

“He’s never going to do that.”

“Then she’s never going back to the pack.” I yanked open the Catalans’ door and walked inside. Compared to the Catalans’ exterior, which featured a sloping roof and double balconies wrapped in decorative wrought iron, the interior was rather average and plain. A common room occupied most of the ground floor, with an ancient yet still sturdy and playable pool table sharing space with a pair of couches that faced an old, first-generation flat-screen TV. Both couches were occupied. Astrid had claimed the one on the left, her nose deep in a grimoire heavy enough to count as a weapon. Melissa sat on the right couch, her boots kicked up onto the driftwood coffee table.

Melissa didn’t smile when she noticed us, but she didn’t frown either. Her gaze locked onto Blake. If she was surprised to see a werewolf carrying an unconscious vampire, she didn’t show it.

Astrid’s expression wasn’t nearly as impassive though. Her eyebrows lifted. “Is he dead?”

My peripheral vision caught Blake looking at me, probably with amusement gleaming in his eyes.

“He’d be ash if he was dead,” Melissa said.

“Even inside The Rain?” Astrid asked.

Melissa opened her mouth. Closed it. “Good point. Did he die after he crossed the threshold?”

“He’s not dead,” I said, not quite hiding my irritation. “We’re taking him to a room.”

“And then Blake will be leaving?” The way Melissa asked the question made it sound almost… impolite? Rude? She wasn’t exactly challenging him. It was more like she was a poker player sizing up her opponent’s hand.

“I might decide to stay,” Blake said, his voice slowing to a lethal drawl.

The muscles in my shoulders took on the tension building in the room. What was this? Just the normal competition that existed between vampires and werewolves? Or was Melissa channeling the animosity Christian and Blake had always held for each other? Either way, she was much too young to disrespect someone like Blake.

“He’s not staying,” I said, answering Melissa’s question. “We’re taking Deagan to a suite on the third floor. Is Christian around?”

If she’d kept her gaze locked onto Blake one second longer, he might have interpreted her behavior as a challenge. Fortunately, her expression softened when she looked at me. “He left with Phedre and Thordis. Why?”

I waved away the question. “Just wanted to talk to him about something. It’s not important.”

It was sort of important. Jared said he wouldn’t have brought Deagan if he were dangerous, but Jared couldn’t really know the state Deagan would be in when he woke up. I wanted to make sure he was watched by someone who could handle him, and Christian would be perfect. He’d survived more than a few skirmishes with paranorms, partly because of his military background but also because he was smart. He’d designed two different chemical concoctions to temporarily disorient vampires and werewolves. Then he’d found a way to compact and enclose the mixtures into tiny marble-sized orbs. He’d woven them into the black macramé bracelet I wore around my wrist, which he’d given me before Blake escorted me to Beltane.

I motioned Blake toward the stairs.

“Third floor?” he asked, shifting Deagan into a more manageable position.

I nodded, barely suppressing an apologetic grimace. Blake didn’t have his werewolf strength and stamina in the Null, and he’d been carrying Deagan for a while now. Even though he didn’t show it, he had to be getting at least a little tired.

Blake gave me a look but headed to the stairs without a complaint.
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