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        To Shelli. Thank you for being a good sport and a great friend.
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      You’re needed.

      Those two words were officially my least favorite words in the English language, especially when voiced with Sullens’s British accent. That phrase had started this nightmare a little over a month ago, and it had preceded a hundred more mini catastrophes in the following weeks. I’d had a short respite since my parents’ funeral, but I’d known it wouldn’t last.

      I stepped off The Rain’s antiquated elevator and scanned the lobby until my gaze locked on Sullens, the hotel’s front desk attendant and a witch who was just now beginning to accept me as his boss. Mouth set in a thin line, he nodded toward the closed front door. The thick wood prevented me from seeing who stood on the other side, but that didn’t matter. Tomorrow was Turnover. I knew who was there.

      Putting on my best go-to-hell look, I strode across the lobby, gripped the curved iron handle, and pulled.

      “Hello, Blake,” I said when the door swung open.

      “Kennedy.” His expression was hard too, an indication that he was here in his official capacity as second-in-command to Octavian Lehr, North America’s most powerful alpha. Blake stood bathed in sunlight at the edge of the porch, right inside the invisible Null zone that extinguished his werewolf magic. Unfortunately, it did nothing to extinguish his good looks. He had a perfect five-o’clock shadow going, and his dark hair was mussed and just long enough to catch a bit of the breeze. Add in a fitted T-shirt that hugged the muscles in his shoulders and chest, and he would go viral if I snapped a picture of him.

      I leaned my shoulder against the doorjamb, an echo of the cavalier postures he’d used on me in the past.

      His glower deepened. Then he held out an envelope.

      I kept my arms crossed.

      “It’s important,” he said.

      “So is finding my parents’ murderers.”

      “I’m working on it.”

      “Are you?” I tilted my head. “Because all I’ve heard are denials that the wolves are involved.”

      “We aren’t.”

      “Where’s the evidence?”

      He lowered the envelope. “I can’t prove a negative.”

      “You haven’t tried.”

      “I am trying.” His voice lowered to something just above a growl. “More than I should.”

      I shoved away from the doorjamb. “Because my parents aren’t worth it? Get off my property, Blake.”

      I spun to go inside.

      “Wait,” he said. “That came out wrong.”

      I paused with my hand on the iron handle. My chest felt brittle, like any second it might shatter apart, unleashing all the pain and rage and malice I’d been holding inside.

      The quiet brush of shoes on the stone porch indicated Blake had moved closer. I tightened my grip on the door handle.

      “What I meant is that I have other responsibilities,” he said. “One of those includes supervising moonsick werewolves. They need The Rain, and Lehr has promised it.”

      I took a moment to patch the cracks in my fragile self-control, then faced him again. “What do moonsick wolves do in other places?”

      His dark brows dipped. “What do you mean?”

      “The Rain is the only Null zone on the planet. I assume there are werewolves across the globe. What do they do if they’re moonsick?”

      “They’re sent here,” he said. “Or they’re killed. Is that what you want to happen?”

      He knew it wasn’t. He knew I still judged him for killing a moonsick wolf and her brother a month ago. The Rain could have settled her mind, but for whatever reason, Lehr wouldn’t allow her to enter the Null.

      “If you don’t let them in, they will have to be hunted and killed.”

      I held his gaze. “Sounds like you’re going to have a busy week.”

      “Kennedy.” His voice changed. Without saying more than my name, he let me know that this wasn’t me. I wasn’t cruel or apathetic about people’s lives.

      He was right, but I wouldn’t let him exploit my humanity. I kept my tone hard. “My parents were murdered. My parents, who enforced your rules, who preserved your peace, who willingly gave up any chance of a normal life to make your lives better. They did everything right.”

      “It shouldn’t have happened,” he said. “I’m sorry it did. I’ve promised that I will find out who killed them, and I will. Accepting this list doesn’t change that.”

      I stared at the envelope he held out. It was a return to normalcy, a return to the way things had always been, with Lehr the gatekeeper for the werewolves and a vampire named Arcuro the gatekeeper for his people. No one made it to The Rain without their permission.

      Well, mostly no one.

      I took the envelope. Blake’s expression relaxed at what he saw as a submission. Keeping my eyes on his, I gripped it between my fingers. And ripped it in half.

      His gaze locked on the torn envelope.

      I ripped through it again.

      His mouth dropped open.

      The envelope and folded page inside were too thick to rip a third time, so I let all but one of the pieces fall and removed the torn letter from the last section. I unfolded the small square and proceeded to rip it into tiny pieces.

      Then I threw them into the air and let the wind swirl them to Blake’s feet.

      I expected clenched fists, a snarled threat, an aggressive step my way.

      Instead, he blinked and said, in the most stunned voice I’d ever heard from him, “I can’t believe you just did that.”

      “Come back when you find out who killed my parents.”

      He still looked shocked, a fact that was pretty damn satisfying. I was just about to pivot back toward the door when he removed another envelope from his jacket.

      I paused. Raised an eyebrow. “Is your paper shredder broken?”

      The corner of his mouth tightened into something halfway between a smirk and a smile. “This is the envelope I should have handed you first.”

      My gaze shifted between his wood-dark eyes and what he held. When I recognized the return address stamped onto the white paper, I reached for it.

      Blake held it higher.

      The satisfaction I’d felt seconds ago vanished, replaced by the rage Blake should have shown when I ripped the first envelope apart. “You’re the reason they haven’t given it to me!”

      “No,” he said too damn calmly. “Bureaucracy is the reason they haven’t given it to you. I just cut through it.”

      I lowered my hands to my hips. “Hand it over.”

      He studied me. I didn’t bother to hide my anger. I’d been trying to get my parents’ cell phone records for weeks. The company had made me call the police station, which made me call the courthouse records, which sent me back to the cell phone company because they should have given me a form to fill out to begin with, only the company claimed a form didn’t exist. I spent more time on hold than I did talking to a human being, and the only progress I made was finally deciding I needed to hire a private investigator. I had a follow-up meeting with him in the morning.

      “Blake,” I warned.

      “Turnover is tomorrow,” he said. “Let the wolves in.”

      “Give me the envelope.”

      Those dark eyes took me in. He still wasn’t angry. He was something else, and I had to remind myself that he was there at his alpha’s bidding. He didn’t actually care about me or my parents; he cared about the pack and its strength and position in the paranormal world.

      “They’ll be here tomorrow at dusk,” he said. A statement of fact.

      “I will lock every damn door.” Also a statement of fact.

      “They can sleep under the stars then.” He held out the envelope.

      “I—” I shut my mouth. Werewolves didn’t need a roof over their heads to find peace in the Null. The magic-free zone stretched over a quarter of our hundred-acre property. The hotel occupied only a small corner of that. Lehr would probably take shut doors as an insult, which it absolutely would be, but the moonsick wolves would still get their tonic.

      I eyed the envelope. I wanted it, but I didn’t want to make the compromise.

      “You already called the numbers,” I said.

      His gaze remained steady. “You wanted me to find the people responsible.”

      “What have you learned?”

      He lowered the envelope, again analyzing me with those dark eyes that seemed to see more than I wanted him to. “May I come in?”

      That was different, Blake asking permission for something.

      “No,” I said.

      Annoyance flickered across his face before he smoothed it away. He opened the envelope and slid out the stapled pages inside.

      “These are incoming and outgoing calls for the past year.” He watched me and waited. The only way I could see what he was talking about was if I moved to stand beside him. I wanted to remain where I was, to be stubborn, but I wasn’t that juvenile. I moved closer.

      He could have smirked or commented on the capitulation. Instead, he held the phone records so I could see them. “Almost all the calls were to you or area businesses. Then, about six months ago, the pattern changed.”

      He flipped the page. He’d taken surprisingly meticulous notes. His neat handwriting trailed down the left side, noting the dates he called, if he made contact with someone, and what the outcome of the call was.

      “A lot of people don’t answer unknown numbers,” he said. “Those are highlighted yellow. These”—he pointed to almost a dozen numbers with circled area codes—“are all from the same place.”

      “Where?”

      “Cincinnati.” He looked at me. “Do you know anyone there?”

      He was only a few inches taller than me, and we were standing close. If I looked up, the small distance that separated us would become even smaller. More noticeable. So, I didn’t look up. I deliberately kept my gaze locked on the paper and said, “No.”

      Now he smirked. I could practically feel it on my skin. He knew exactly why I wouldn’t make eye contact. My body didn’t always listen to my head when I was around him. He was attractive in a rough-around-the-edges way, the kind of guy who rolled up his sleeves and made things happen. Strong, dominant, and one rank away from being an alpha. Exactly the type of guy my brain knew I didn’t want.

      “I didn’t think so.” He handed me the papers. “You should call the highlighted numbers. If someone sees The Rain listed on caller ID, they might pick up.”

      I nodded, half listening as I continued to scan the records.

      “I want to know who you talk to,” he said.

      I stopped my agreeable nod and looked up. He’d inched farther away, and his expression was serious again. I didn’t like this side of Blake. It made him dangerous in more ways than one.

      “Sure,” I said, no inflection in my voice.

      “I mean it, Kennedy. Someone found a way around the treaty when they killed your parents. They can find a way around it again.”

      “They kill me, they kill the Null.”

      “That’s what we think would happen,” he said. “I’m not willing to risk your life based on an assumption.”

      One side of my mouth lifted into a humorless smile. “My life isn’t yours to risk.”

      I stiffened when he stepped closer. “It’s mine to protect.” His voice turned rough, and a foolish flutter ran through my stomach.

      I breathed through the sensation and rolled my eyes. “Thank you for the phone records. You can get lost now.”

      “There’s something else,” he growled when I turned toward the door.

      I waited a beat, then glanced over my shoulder.

      “I went to the site where your parents’ bodies were found,” he said. “I couldn’t pick up a scent.”

      “They were found three weeks ago.”

      He nodded. “But I went straight there after I saw you at the hospital. Their deaths were violent and bloody. I should have smelled the excitement of the paranorms who did it.”

      My stomach churned. I didn’t want to think about their deaths. I couldn’t. Every time I did, I broke down.

      “It was deliberately camouflaged,” Blake said. His dark eyes held mine, waiting for me to make a connection.

      I frowned. “You’re not talking about dirt and branches.”

      “It was like walking into an electronics store with static on all the screens and the volumes maxed out. Chaotic. Loud. Impossible to identify a single scent.”

      Goose bumps darted up my arms. They were more from the discomfort in Blake’s posture than from his words. Few things unsettled Blake, but the camouflage had him agitated.

      “That’s convenient,” I made myself say.

      His eyes closed in a slow blink. When he opened them again, there was no sympathy in them. “You’re so determined for us to be the villains.”

      “You haven’t shown me any evidence that you aren’t.”

      “We’ve circled back to this. Fine.” He crumpled the empty envelope in his fist. “I’ll be your enemy, but Turnover will happen at midnight tomorrow.”

      He spun, then paced down the porch steps.

      “You forgot the or else,” I called after him.

      He glared over his shoulder but didn’t say anything. He continued to the small parking lot and climbed into an old Ford truck that was more battered than the cracked and potholed cement beneath it. It creaked when he opened the door, shuddered when he closed it. The engine squealed twice before it rumbled alive. I watched him drive out of the lot, sides of the cargo bed swaying, just in case I got to see the damn thing fall apart.

      No luck.

      Sullens was waiting when I walked inside The Rain. I’d known he was there, known other staff members would be nearby too. They acted like they happened to be walking past or, in the case of one paranorm, a Valkyrie named either Phedre or Thordis—I could never tell them apart—were just there rearranging fake flowers. Ever since my parents were murdered, they’d been discreetly keeping tabs on me.

      And I’d been keeping tabs on them, studying them, because I didn’t one hundred percent trust the staff. Someone had called in an anonymous tip to the police, claiming I had a body in the trunk of my car. It could have been one of our guests. Or it could have been someone who worked at The Rain.

      “He’s right,” Sullens said.

      “About what?” I stared down at the phone records as I walked toward my parents’ office. My office now.

      “You being so sure the werewolves are responsible,” he said.

      “You don’t think they are.” I faced him when we reached the door. His gray eyes had lost the contempt they’d held when we first met, but he still viewed me as a foreign thing, a stranger to be treated with caution. That might be due more to the fact that he was a witch than anything else though. I’d read his file—I’d read all the staff’s files—and witches were notorious for carrying chips on their shoulders. Individually, they were dismissed as being inferior to other paranormal species. They had human strengths, human weaknesses, and for the most part, human life spans. Unless they formed covens, their magic was mediocre at best outside their residences, but due to their oh-so-pleasant personalities, covens rarely stayed together. There were less than twenty scattered across the United States.

      “Lehr had no reason to want your parents dead,” Sullens said.

      I just hmmed and reached for the doorknob. Before my fingers touched it, something shattered in the kitchen. Probably something expensive. I didn’t want to know what it was—I couldn’t afford to replace a paper plate—so I ignored it and pushed open the office door.

      Another shattering sound, this one followed by a thunderous boom.

      “Damn it.” I tossed the phone records onto the desk, then strode to the hallway that cut between the office and the kitchen. By the time I reached the swinging door, another boom rattled the air.

      Since The Rain hadn’t had guests in three weeks, the restaurant hadn’t been serving food. The paranorms cooked for themselves in the Barn, a literal barn that had been converted into a surprisingly nice residence for the staff. Only two people occupied the kitchen now—Jared, the vampire who stood unruffled near the center island, and Joash, a fire elemental who’d crashed against a now-dented metal cabinet. The former was another reason I couldn’t let the werewolves in. They were pissed Jared had planned to marry Nora, the daughter of their alpha. They would provoke Jared into a fight that would justify their killing him in self-defense. Anyone the master vampire, Arcuro, approved to stay here would do the same.

      Joash snarled something unintelligible before he leaped back to his feet. He reached to the counter behind him and grabbed the fire extinguisher.

      I would have commented on the irony of the fire elemental’s choice of weapon if he hadn’t charged at Jared, swinging the extinguisher like a baseball bat.

      Jared didn’t budge other than to casually lift his arm to block the blow.

      A loud crack echoed through the kitchen.

      Jared looked down at his dangling arm. He blinked. Then his nostrils flared.

      Joash readied for another hit.

      “Don’t!” I darted forward and grabbed the extinguisher just as he started his swing.

      Joash glared at me. “He changed the order.”

      “Let go of the fire extinguisher.”

      “This is my kitchen.”

      “Actually, it’s mine. Let. Go.”

      Fury flared across his face, but he released the extinguisher. I set it back on the counter.

      “Jared,” I said. He still stood there staring at his grotesquely broken arm as if he were offended by it.

      When I repeated his name, he looked at me. Then he looked at Joash.

      Three quick steps and Jared grabbed the fire elemental by the throat.
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      Joash punched Jared’s injured arm. The vampire lost his grip on Joash’s throat, and Joash hit the arm again.

      This time Jared yelled and clutched the broken bone to his stomach.

      I cut between the two idiots. “Stop!”

      Joash froze like an ice elemental, inches away from running me over. A brief look of horror flashed across his face like he was more afraid of me than the Aged vampire.

      That’s right. He’d been in the garden last month when a guest had attacked me. The werewolf had collapsed to his knees, screaming in agony until Sullens stepped in and ended his life. The treaty that established The Rain had kicked in. The magic-imbued document had created the Null, required peace between the paranorms, and equal treatment of vampires and werewolves. It also said those paranorms should seek “mediation and counsel of the line,” and if someone attempted to kill an heir, they would “writhe forevermore.” In other words, the treaty had protected me.

      It should have protected my parents too.

      Joash stepped back and reined in his fiery temper.

      “He changed the order,” he said again, emphasizing each word.

      “What order?” I asked.

      “My order,” Joash said. “The one I put in every week to feed the staff and guests. When we have guests.”

      That last part was saturated with disapproval. Most of the staff wasn’t exactly thrilled I’d thrown Arcuro’s guest list in the trash. The asshole had sent it to me at my parents’ funeral—of course I hadn’t approved it—but I was surprised the vampires hadn’t shown up on my doorstep anyway. Unfortunately, it didn’t look like the lack of a signature would stop the werewolves, and it probably wouldn’t work again on the vampires. Everyone wanted a return to the status quo.

      Everyone but me.

      I refocused on Joash. “What’s on the order?”

      “Does it matter?” he demanded.

      “Yes. Budget cuts. We don’t have guests; we don’t need as much food.”

      “We have to have guests.” If we’d been outside the Null, I’m pretty sure there would have been flames in Joash’s eyes.

      I looked back at Jared. He stared down at the arm clutched against his stomach. The broken part of the bone pressed against the skin of his forearm, and my stomach twisted with a combination of sympathy and disgust. If Jared had been outside the Null, he would have healed quickly. Hell, his arm likely wouldn’t have broken in the first place. But he hadn’t stepped out of the void of magic since the day I dragged his ass out of Arcuro’s compound.

      “We have to fix that,” I said. Jared’s mouth remained in a tight line. Slowly, his gaze lifted until he stared again at Joash.

      I stepped in front of the elemental, then pointed him toward the door that led to the restaurant. “Go.”

      “This is my domain.” Joash’s words sizzled through the air.

      “Now,” I ordered. Before he could protest, I turned back to Jared. “You. Come with me.”

      Sullens still stood in the doorway to the back hall, his arms clasped behind his back, his face expressionless.

      “Thanks for all your help,” I said.

      “I was rooting for the fire extinguisher.” The words were delivered deadpan. It took a second for them to sink in. Was he trying to be funny? I couldn’t tell.

      When Sullens stepped aside, I glanced over my shoulder to make sure Jared was following. He wasn’t. He was staring at the door Joash had exited.

      “Jared—” My phone vibrated in my pocket. Keeping my eyes locked on the vampire, I slipped it out. “Hello?”

      “Ms. Rain,” a voice fluttered to my ear. “Would you be so kind as to put his highness on the phone?”

      I frowned. “Deagan?”

      Jared’s gaze shifted to me.

      “At your service,” Deagan said. “Please pass the phone to Jared.”

      “Jared is…busy.”

      He was walking toward me now. I backed into the hall.

      “I have information for him,” Deagan said.

      “He has his own phone.”

      “Kennedy,” Jared grated out, stalking toward me. He lifted his broken arm, winced, then held out the other hand instead.

      “Is something wrong?” Deagan asked.

      “His arm is broken.”

      “Broken? But…Oh. How?”

      I continued backing down the hall. “An unfortunate encounter with a fire extinguisher.”

      The line stayed silent for a very long time.

      “I see,” Deagan finally said. “Well, take him to the edge of the Null and instruct him to wave his arm about.”

      “That’s what I’m trying to do.”

      Jared had stopped in the hallway. His scowl said trailing after me like a baby duck was beneath him.

      “Arm.” I jabbed my thumb toward the door behind me. “Exit. The Null ends just over the threshold.” A fact he well knew since he’d been taken by surprise last month when he’d entered it half-drained of blood. He’d retreated out of the magic-free zone and then sank his fangs into my neck.

      “It is daylight,” he said.

      The sun was beginning its descent, and the door led to the east. “You’re old and there’s shade.”

      His jaw clenched. Then he said, “Move.”

      I stepped aside.

      “Is he complying?” Deagan asked.

      “Reluctantly.”

      Jared opened the door and stepped to the threshold. He held his arm out and eased closer.

      “Don’t let him fully leave the Null,” Deagan said. “Arcuro will know.”

      “Why didn’t he do anything when we left the compound?”

      “I believe Arcuro was worried about magical repercussions if he interfered with Jared’s employment. Also, he likely thought Jared might bite you. A reasonable fear, it turns out, but he misjudged your acceptance of the feeding. You did not fire him.”

      My neck throbbed at the memory. I touched the spot where his fangs had sunk into me, trying to rub away the not entirely unpleasant tingle that still lingered there. I didn’t accept Jared biting me; I was just determined to keep him alive, though sometimes I definitely questioned that decision. “What did you want to talk to him about?”

      “I am not at liberty to say,” Deagan replied.

      Jared leaned out of the Null. The skin on his arm turned sunburn red, but it looked like the bone might be healing.

      “Maybe I’m not at liberty to hand over my phone.”

      “Touché, Ms. Rain, but he can always return my call on his. Please save us the inconvenience.”

      I rolled my eyes but said, “Just a second.” At least I could eavesdrop on half the conversation this way.

      Jared stepped back into The Rain and glared at his angry skin.

      “A sunburn’s better than a broken bone.” I handed him my phone.

      Still scowling, he lifted it to his ear. “Yes?”

      Jared watched me as he listened. After almost a minute of Jared standing there still and silent, it was obvious my plan to eavesdrop was going to fail. I should have made him get his own phone.

      He punctuated the end of the conversation with another yes, then returned my device.

      “You’re welcome,” I said when he walked away without another word.

      I suppressed a sigh. Maybe it had been a mistake to hire him. I’d made the offer in Arcuro’s compound because I thought he’d have information on what had been happening at The Rain. In addition to someone giving the cops an anonymous tip of a body in my car’s trunk, someone had reported the hotel for safety violations. Plus, my parents’ residence had been ransacked the same day as Christian’s room. But I’d made the wrong call. Jared hadn’t had any answers. I should have cornered Christian instead. The night I identified my parents’ bodies, Christian had found me at The Rain. He’d claimed they were working together, trying to help someone. Then he’d disappeared. I hadn’t seen or heard from him in almost a month.

      I started to slip my phone into my pocket. Stopped. The call was still connected.

      “Deagan?”

      “Yes,” he said, sounding exasperated. “I have permission to share some information with you.”

      I walked slowly down the hall. “You needed permission? How old are you?”

      “Old enough to know better than to anger an Aged vampire. Have you heard of witch glass, Ms. Rain?”

      “A little. Witches make their own glass vials. Something about not wanting to contaminate their spells.”

      “Not quite,” Deagan said. “In a way, they want to contaminate them. Their glass contains rare metals and a drop of their blood. To activate the spell inside their vials, the witches must crush them, letting the metals and blood mix with the magic.”

      I left the hallway, then turned right to head to my parents’—to the office. “You’ve found witch glass?”

      “I returned to the site where you blew up your car.”

      “I didn’t blow up my car. I dodged a vampire.”

      “Exactly,” Deagan said. “I felt the vampire before I arrived. I thought he felt young—”

      “She.”

      “She felt young, but only the Aged could vanish like she did. The paradox has been bothering me for quite some time.”

      I sank into my parents’ duct-taped desk chair. “So you went back.”

      “Yes, and I found the remains of a dark brown glass. Have you seen something similar?”

      I tried to remember. I’d found what I thought were the remains of a beer bottle on The Rain’s front porch one night. That could have been witch glass. And there’d been something on a tombstone when I’d searched for Jared the day of Turnover.

      “It’s possible,” I said.

      Deagan hmmed. “Well, I’m taking the glass I collected to Owen. He should be able to tell me the covens who might have made it. Would you like to join me?”

      I stared at the phone records on the desk, my lips pressed into a hard line. Owen owned Gamecraft & Witchery, a store I’d frequented before I’d demanded to finish my senior year at a boarding school. I hated the witch, but if the glass was a clue that might lead to my parents’ killer, I could suck it up and ignore my past. “I’ll be there in an hour.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Gamecraft & Witchery occupied the main retail space in a shopping center in an older area of town that had made an economic comeback a few years ago. The building’s facade had been upgraded with classy statues added to the roof. A trendy bar moved into the retail space to the right of the game store with a gelato shop on the left. Nearby restaurants and a movie theater made parking tricky most nights, but I managed to find a spot decently close.

      I shut the door of my rental car. I needed to buy something else—it was running up the bill on my credit card—but I’d had liability insurance only on my Camry. I wasn’t getting one cent to cover the cost of a replacement, and the police hadn’t released my parents’ car yet. I wasn’t sure I could bring myself to drive it even when they did. It would feel wrong.

      Besides, I might not need a car for a while, not if I moved to the hotel permanently.

      “Ms. Rain.” Deagan’s voice carried to me from my left. “You look healthy tonight.”

      I turned to see a man who looked like he’d just stepped out of a Revolutionary War reenactment group. He wore a fitted red waistcoat accented with blue buttons. A double blue stripe circled wide sleeves that showed just a glimpse of the white shirt beneath the cuffs.

      A smile crept over my face. “You look…like you.”

      He placed his hand over his heart and bowed, an action that only added to the reenactment look.

      “Shall we?” He motioned toward the game store.

      My smile flattened. I’d stood outside Gamecraft & Witchery a month ago. I’d intended to go inside and ask its owner for information, but I’d been sidetracked when I spotted Nora walking out its doors. The last time I’d actually entered the store was five years ago. I’d been helping vampires and werewolves bypass Arcuro and Lehr’s permission lists to stay at The Rain. They called those paranorms unsanctioned, as if Arcuro and Lehr had every right to dictate who could and couldn’t step into the Null. I’d helped twelve vampires and werewolves before the gig was up. When I arrived at Gamecraft & Witchery to meet with a thirteenth individual—a werewolf—Lehr had been waiting.

      Deagan gave me a quizzical look. I pushed away my memories and started across the street that separated the main parking lot from the shopping center.

      Strings of white lights arched over the sidewalk. I waited for a small group of college-aged friends to pass, ignoring the twinge of envy in my chest. A month ago, that could have been me laughing and smiling. Not on edge. Not hyperaware of the vampire next to me and the fact that they were walking past a store occupied by at least one witch, likely more, with a few other paranormal species thrown in.

      Deagan reached Gamecraft’s door before me and pushed it open. An electronic bell announced our entrance. A girl with pink-streaked hair looked up from behind a glass display case, acknowledged me with a smile, then did a double take when she spotted Deagan. Her eyebrows rose before she shifted her attention to the man handing her a credit card.

      Gamecraft had always smelled like a library to me, but instead of hardcover books and paperbacks, the store was filled with game boxes and comics. The latter used to line the walls. Now, Owen had added more volumes to the collection and placed them in tiered display cases on the left side of the store. The low shelving opened the space up and made it feel bigger and brighter. It also let him show off the store’s paraphernalia. A life-size replica of Spider-Man hung upside down over the comic section. Wonder Woman stood with her fists on her hips near the end of one aisle, and on a high shelf on the side wall, Iron Man rested his hand on top of a very detailed replica of R2-D2.

      Deagan strolled past me, heading toward the back of the store where the shelving units rose halfway to the ceiling. They were loaded with more types of games than I’d known existed before spending time there, most boxed up with impressive custom artwork on the lids, the cards, and the game pieces inside.

      The shelves blocked the view of the store’s back corner until we emerged around the display of deck-building games. This part of Gamecraft & Witchery hosted three long rows of white plastic tables where customers could set up games and play with whoever might stop by. Only a scattering of people were present now, and I was pretty sure the trio playing poker were paranorms. Humans didn’t tend to play regular card games here.

      An open doorway in the back wall led to a storage area. It was blocked off by a counter that displayed gemstones, mortars and pestles, tarot cards, et cetera. About half of it was legit witch supplies; the other half contained “magical” daggers and other harmless trinkets sold to gullible humans.

      I felt Owen before I saw him. Witches didn’t raise goose bumps on my skin or overfill a room with their presence; they slid into a scene like a shadow that had always been there, bringing with them a subtle scent of incense and ice. It lingered until you tried to concentrate on it, to breathe it in and identify its complexities.

      I looked to my right.

      “Kennedy Rain,” Owen said with a smile. “You’ve finally found your way back.”

      I almost replied, almost opened my mouth and told him his store was the last place I wanted to be and his face the last I wanted to see. Instead, I clamped my teeth together and stared. Breathed.

      Deagan slanted another curious look my way before he returned his attention to the witch. “We would like your opinion on a small matter.”

      Owen crossed his arms. “We as in you and Kennedy or we as in you and someone else?”

      “Let’s just call it a collective we and leave it at that.” Deagan plastered a too-cheery grin on his face and motioned to the counter of witchery.

      Owen’s gaze slid back to me, and my control broke. I’m sure my expression said go rot in the fiery pits of hell. I’d thought I could separate the present from the past. I was wrong. One look at Owen and his callous betrayal knifed between my ribs again.

      “Ms. Rain.” Deagan bumped my shoulder, urging me to move or snap out of it or both.

      I turned away before I blew our chance at getting information. Deagan had come to Owen for a reason: the witch was king of rumors and scandals. He had built a collection of spies and gossips who reported directly to him, and he traded information like it was a rare currency. Profit and power were the only things that mattered in his world.

      “Are you okay?” Deagan whispered when we reached the counter.

      I responded with a tight nod, then forced my jaw to unclench when Owen slid around to the other side of the counter.

      Deagan took out a small resealable bag from inside his coat and set it in front of the witch. “We have reason to believe it may contain an aura-dampening spell.”

      Owen’s lips pressed together. “It would take a strong coven to create a spell like that, and it would be incredibly expensive. If it’s even possible.”

      “Which covens could do it?” I asked.

      “None that you should talk to.” He reached beneath the counter, then straightened and set a black, circular plate in front of him. “May I?”

      Deagan made a go ahead motion. Owen picked up the resealable baggie, then dumped the shattered witch glass onto the plate. Using a light touch, he made a zigzag through the small shards, then pressed his finger hard to the plate.

      The hair on the back of my neck prickled. It felt like the air filled with static electricity. I didn’t move as Owen rubbed his thumb and finger together, covering a shard with his blood.

      The sensation vanished the next instant. If I hadn’t been aware of the existence of paranorms, I likely wouldn’t have noticed the brief aberration in the atmosphere. Witches, vampires, werewolves, they all got away with their magics because the human world didn’t know they were real.

      “Embedded with silver,” Owen said.

      “What’s that mean?” I asked.

      “If this contained a spell strong enough to hide an aura, then it was created by one of two covens: the Whitmore or the Archeron.”

      Deagan made a noise under his breath, and when I glanced at him, his brows had drawn down. The corners of his mouth followed suit.

      I’d heard of the Whitmore coven but not the Archeron. The Whitmores had been the subject of conversation seven or eight years ago. They’d been a coven for decades, with stronger witches replacing weaker ones over time, a common way of increasing a group’s power and influence. Problem was, the witches who were told to leave didn’t always go willingly.

      “Are you sure they’re the only ones who could have created this?” Deagan asked.

      “If it contains the spell you claim, then yes. If it’s something else?” He shrugged. “Many witches and covens use silver in their glass.”

      Deagan pursed his lips. I kept my eyes locked on Owen, whose gaze remained cool. Indifferent. Outwardly, I mirrored his expression, but I was looking for the lies and subterfuge and the things he left unsaid. He wasn’t a friend. He wasn’t an ally. He was a paranorm with his own agenda.

      Our stare down lasted long enough that Deagan noticed. In my peripheral vision, I saw him look back and forth between us.

      The corner of Owen’s mouth tipped up. He picked up the black plate and carefully tilted the witch glass back into the plastic baggie. “If that’s all…”

      “How do I contact the covens?” I asked, my voice clipped.

      Owen sealed the bag. “You don’t.”

      My spine straightened, and the only thing that kept me from losing my temper was Deagan’s light touch on my shoulder.

      “I believe we are done here,” he said. “As always, thank you ever so much for your benevolence.”

      He reached for the little bag of witch glass. I grabbed it first and tucked it into my pocket. “I’ll hang on to it.”

      Deagan shrugged. “Very well.”

      We turned to leave.

      “I meant what I said, Kennedy.”

      I looked back to see that Owen’s expression was serious, his gaze steady. “Let the vampire handle the covens.”
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      “You might have mentioned you’re not a fan of Owen,” Deagan said when we stepped out into the cool night air.

      “It shouldn’t be a surprise.”

      “Why?” His expression changed before I could respond. “Oh that. I see.”

      The words were delivered flatly, and my jaw clenched at how dismissive he sounded. God, I was stupid. I hadn’t exactly forgotten Deagan was a paranorm; I’d just made my old mistake of assuming he had human morals, assuming he could be a friend, that he could be trusted. It was a dangerous error, especially with him being Jared’s scion. Prior to a month ago, both vampires had been completely enmeshed in the paranormal world—enmeshed in Arcuro’s world—and they didn’t care who they hurt or killed to achieve their goals. As much as I wanted Deagan to be different, he wasn’t.

      “Yes. That,” I replied. “I don’t get warm fuzzies when I think about a guy who could have saved lives with one phone call.” That’s all it would have taken, just a head’s up that Lehr had discovered I was helping the unsanctioned. I could have contacted the vampires and werewolves I’d helped. They could have disappeared.

      “He couldn’t—” Deagan pressed his lips together before saying more. Smart of him. I wasn’t going to argue about what could and couldn’t have been done.

      He smoothed out his expression and motioned toward the right. “After you, Ms. Rain.”

      I forced my tense shoulders to relax and shook my head. “I parked across the street.”

      “Walk with me a bit. It’s a beautiful night.”

      The streetlamps prevented me from seeing the starlit sky, but it had been a bright, cloudless day. It wasn’t too chilly yet, and I didn’t have plans to drive back to The Rain tonight. I had an appointment in the morning with the PI I’d hired.

      I fell into step with Deagan, slipping my hands into the pockets of my thrift store moto jacket.

      “You’ve heard of the Archerons and Whitmores?” he asked.

      “I’m familiar with the Whitmore War,” I said. “The high witch dismissed one of the namesake members. He refused to leave, and there was basically a civil war within the coven.”

      Deagan nodded. “But he wasn’t just a namesake member. He was the last of the Whitmore bloodline. The infighting should have decimated the coven, but the high witch was prepared. Now the group is stronger than ever. Rumor has it, they’re close to adding a thirteenth member.”

      The hair on the back of my neck prickled. A full coven. Even vampires and werewolves used caution around them.

      “The Archerons aren’t any less dangerous,” Deagan continued. “Their coven is much older than the Whitmore’s. Nearly as old as I am.”

      “And exactly how old is that?” I asked.

      “A vampire never tells,” he said with a grin. Then he brought his hand to his forehead to tip an imaginary hat at a trio of women who were passing by. One hung back and openly smiled at Deagan as she took in his coat, fitted pants, and boots.

      When she hurried on to catch up with her friends, I eyed Deagan. “Why do you dress like that?”

      “Why would I not?” His eyes sparkled with mischief before he leaned closer and lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “Attention.”

      My eyebrows rose.

      “Not the answer you were expecting?”

      “I’d think paranorms wouldn’t want unnecessary attention.”

      “However else would I find dinner?”

      “Half the people here are avoiding you.” I nodded toward a woman who nearly walked into the street to make a wide berth around him.

      “True, but not the wrong half.” He tilted his head and frowned. “Or would that be the right half?”

      I snorted, then stopped when we reached an intersection. We waited for a car to pass before we crossed.

      “So how do you choose your, um, targets?” I asked.

      “Someone clean is nice,” he said. “And I like someone who has a spark of adventure in their eyes.”

      “But not always human?” I knew the answer, but I was prying for information. I was walking with him because I’d thought he wanted to talk, but if he wanted me to come along as some kind of wingman while he hunted, I definitely wasn’t sticking around.

      He smiled. “Aged vampires are the preference. Humans are like candy, sweet and addicting but not as nutritional. Most days I eat my vegetables.”

      I made a face.

      “Or meat if you prefer.”

      “That’s worse.” A bookstore sat on the corner of the block, its main display filled with the latest bestselling cookbooks. I had a ridiculous urge to buy one for Jared since he’d supposedly read every one we had in The Rain’s library, but that would only encourage him to take more ownership of the restaurant. I needed him out of the kitchen.

      “Bars and bus stops,” Deagan said. “That’s where I find the best meals.” He nodded toward the other end of the block where a small group of people waited for a bus. It made sense. Strangers hung out together at both. In the first, they were hoping to meet someone new. In the latter, they were forced to be in close proximity for a time. Plus, the bus riders were likely heading home, which would make it easier to stalk them to their doors for a late-night bite.

      Heat unexpectedly rushed through my body, and the side of my neck tingled. I could practically feel Jared’s lips on my skin, feel him pulling my blood into his mouth, feel—

      Shit.

      I gave my head a little shake, trying to dislodge the memory. It was normal for a human to feel a yearning toward the vampire who’d bitten them, but most people didn’t know they were affected by magic. My knowledge of the paranormal world made it easier to fight their influence, but the five years I spent avoiding The Rain had left me out of practice. Every so often, I let my guard down and their magic blindsided me.

      I rubbed my neck until the sensation faded. I needed to stay focused and to get our conversation back on track. “Tell me how to contact the covens.”

      Deagan glanced my way, his mouth a thin line.

      “Deagan,” I said, a warning in my voice.

      “Owen—”

      “Owen doesn’t dictate what I do,” I snapped. “If the covens can help me find the people who killed my parents, I’m going to talk to them.”

      “The covens don’t help anyone but themselves,” Deagan said. “They don’t like people looking into their affairs, and if you ask the wrong questions, things could end very badly.”

      I stopped walking. “If you don’t want to help, I can find someone—”

      “Have you spoken to Nora recently?” he asked.

      The subject change was jarring enough that it took a couple of seconds for my mind to catch up. It was deliberate, of course, and I almost redirected it back to the covens, but I really didn’t need his help. More than one witch worked at The Rain. They’d know how to contact the Whitmores and Archerons, or at the very least, they could point me in the right direction.

      “No,” I answered Deagan’s question. “I haven’t. Not since the funeral.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Really? You two seemed close.”

      I snorted. “We’re the opposite of close.”

      “But you saved Jared’s life.”

      “I saved his life because he was supposed to know what was going on at The Rain.” And, just a little, because I’d wanted him and Nora to be together.

      I still wanted them to be together.

      It was a ridiculous and dangerous thing, their relationship. Jared had been the vampire Arcuro sent to enforce his will, to protect his territory, to kill anyone who transgressed or threatened not just his power but his distorted view of the world. Jared was cold and ruthless.

      Which was exactly how I’d described Nora on more than one occasion. Maybe that’s why he fell for her; he saw a little bit of himself in the werewolf.

      “That was a bad bit of coincidence,” Deagan said, meeting another woman’s gaze and smiling. “Jared had nothing to do with the inspector or the ransackings or your disappearing vampire friend.”

      That last part was a reference to Melissa, the vampire who’d caused me to crash my car into a tree, then left me there when it caught fire. She’d also pretended to be human, lured an employee into biting her, and then attempted to blackmail me and The Rain. The encounter had been weird and irritating until I’d learned my parents were killed. Now, it was serious and suspect, and I was determined to find out who the hell she was. “We need to work on your definition of friend.”

      “He did, however, have everything to do with my presence there. I’m still vexed he eluded me.”

      “Vexed?” I repeated. “He erased your memory.”

      “Yes. Yes, he did.”

      “And you’re okay with that?”

      “It was to protect me,” Deagan said, “and to keep Arcuro from learning about his involvement with Nora. That’s the point of my question. Few things have captured his attention these past few decades. He has been moving through life, carrying out Arcuro’s commands, but there has been no spark in him. It was as if he were dead.”

      I eyed him. “He’s a vampire.”

      Deagan waved away my comment. “He needs Nora in his life. Nothing else interests him.”

      “He has an interest in cookbooks,” I muttered, but I understood what Deagan was saying. Vampires old enough to qualify as one of the Aged were rare, not because they were hunted down or killed by rivals but simply because they grew bored. They lost interest in the world, and after a century or so, many chose to greet the sun.

      “You need to take Nora to The Rain,” Deagan said.

      This was why he’d wanted me to walk with him, not to talk about the covens or to make him appear safe as he hunted. He was looking out for his master. “Nora can show up anytime she wants.”

      “But she hasn’t,” Deagan said. It was a valid point. As far as I knew, Nora and Jared hadn’t seen each other or even spoken in a month, and the last time they’d been in the same vicinity, she hadn’t mentioned his name or scanned the faces at the funeral in search of him. Her heart had been broken by what she saw as a betrayal—he’d returned to his master after erasing Officer Tanner’s memories. She’d accused him of giving up, of choosing Arcuro over her. He’d been only one step away from reentering the Null, and instead of turning toward it, he’d turned away. In Nora’s mind, he hadn’t loved her enough—he might not even have loved her at all.

      But I’d seen the devastation in his eyes that night, and later, after I dragged him out of Arcuro’s compound, I’d heard the pain in his voice. He believed he’d lost her as much as she believed he didn’t love her.

      “You think Lehr won’t let her,” I said.

      “They love each other. What other explanation could there be?”

      “Stubbornness.” When Deagan frowned, I added, “Or they’re idiots. Neither of them is willing to pick up a phone first and talk to the other.”

      “I assure you, Jared is not a— Drat.”

      I took two more steps before I realized Deagan had frozen. I followed his line of sight straight ahead and scanned the faces of the few people walking toward us. My gaze locked onto a woman. Her black hair was long and silky, and even at a distance, I could tell her face was flawless—no lines or wrinkles or scars. But even without her supernatural beauty, I would have known she was a vampire. She walked with more grace and confidence than the highest paid runway model, and her entire focus was locked on Deagan.

      “Run,” Deagan said.

      Or was she focused on me? I couldn’t be sure.

      I started to back away. Not fast enough for Deagan, apparently. He took my elbow and swung me to face the other direction.

      “Hurry now,” he said. “She won’t be the only—”

      Another vampire stepped off the corner opposite us, crossing the street, menace rolling off him in waves that skittered over my skin.

      “Go!” Deagan shoved me down the side street while he turned to dart across the main road. He dodged one car, then another. A third honked and screeched to a stop.

      My gaze darted between the female vampire then the male. The latter’s glare had me backing away again, a chill frosting my spine as my heart tripled its rhythm.

      But his attention was brief. He pivoted to his right, the woman turned to her left, and both stepped into the busy street.

      A third vampire cut off Deagan’s path. I recognized him from Arcuro’s compound. These vampires weren’t after me. They were after him, and they would have orders to make Jared’s scion suffer.
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