
        
            
                
            
        



  	
	    
	      Also by Brooklyn Ann

	    

      
	    
          
	      Blood Prophecy

          
        
          
	          To Tempt a Sorcerer

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Brides of Prophecy

          
        
          
	          Wrenching Fate

          
        
          
	          Ironic Sacrifice

          
        
          
	          Conjuring Destiny

          
        
          
	          Unleashing Desire

          
        
          
	          Pleading Rapture

          
        
          
	          Melding Souls

          
        
          
	          Reclaiming the Magic

          
        
          
	          Leaving the Shadows

          
        
          
	          Bewitching the Vampire

          
        
          
	          Redeeming the Angel

          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          Brides of Prophecy Box Set

          
        
          
	          Brides of Prophecy Box Set 2

          
        
          
	          Brides of Prophecy Box Set 2: Books 4-6

          
        
          
	          Brides of Prophecy Boxset 3: Books 7-9

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Hearts of Metal

          
        
          
	          Hearts of Metal Boxset Vol 1-3

          
        
          
	          Kissing Vicious

          
        
          
	          With Vengeance

          
        
          
	          Rock God

          
        
          
	          Metal and Mistletoe

          
        
          
	          Forbidden Song

          
        
          
	          Tempting Beat

          
        
          
	          Heart Throb

          
        
          
	          Hearts of Metal Boxset: Vol 4-7

          
        
          
	          Hearts of Metal Vol 4-7

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Scandals With Bite

          
        
          
	          Bite Me, Your Grace

          
        
          
	          One Bite Per Night

          
        
          
	          Bite At First Sight

          
        
          
	          His Ruthless Bite

          
        
          
	          Wynter's Bite

          
        
          
	          The Highwayman's Bite

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Scandals With Bite Box Set

          
        
          
	          Scandals With Bite Boxset 1: Books 1-3

          
        
          
	          My Fairlady

          
        
          
	          To Wed a Warrior| a standalone romantasy in the Brides of Prophecy universe (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Brooklyn Ann’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


	 

 

BEWITCHING

THE

VAMPIRE

Brides

of

Prophecy

 

Book 9

 

 

BROOKLYN ANN

 


Copyright

© 2023 by Brooklyn Ann

Cover design by Brooklyn Ann

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems— except in the form of limited quotations or reviews— without permission in writing from the author.

The characters and events are fictitious and are used fictitiously. Any similarities to any real persons, living or dead, are coincidental and not intended by the author.

Published by Broken Angels. https://brooklynannauthor.com

 


Dedication

 

To Karen Ann

6~11~1962  ~ 2~14~2009

Thank you for always supporting me

 

And

To Layla, my crit partner, best friend, and one of my biggest inspirations.

 

 


Acknowledgments

 

Thank you so much to Marie, Layla, and Donyae for all the productivity sprints that got this book finished on time. Thank you to Sheri for helping me get my motivation back. Thank you to Bad Movie Club for helping keep my sanity. Thank you, Angus McSix, for bringing “Laser Shooting Dinosaur” into my life. Thank you to Micah, the best son in the world, for the countless things you do to help me keep writing. Thank you to Kent for being the best romance hero ever.

Thank you to my friends and family for believing in me. And finally, thank you to my readers. I couldn’t do this without you.


Chapter One

Jean Lafitte Wilderness Preserve, Louisiana

 

 

Raina Callahan linked hands with her fellow witches, and they raised their hands to the cloudy night sky. “We banish this storm and will it to dissipate before it reaches landfall.”

Her coven repeated her words in an overlapping chant. The fire continued to ripple at a sharp angle with the wind.

This was the most ambitious spell the New Orleans coven had attempted together. Raina wasn’t sure they were powerful enough to pull it off. 

The four witches combined the elements. Raina represented water. She called forth her power to steer the moisture in the air away, back toward the sea. Alma used her affinity with Earth to cool the energy and to hold the spell like a living wall. Jack and Cinna combined their mastery over fire and air to dry out the air and send the current of cooled, dry air towards the approaching hurricane.

Raina closed her eyes as she felt the power coursing within her form and mingling with her coven sister and brothers.

Their bonfire roared, candles flickered, and their ring of crystals began to glow.

“Oh shit,” Cinna whispered, “Can you feel it?”

Raina and the others gasped before Cinna finished speaking.

The coming storm pressed against their power. Miles away and yet seeming so much nearer. 

Were they crazy for doing this? Everyone who could afford to evacuate had left in the last two days, clogging up I10 and Highway 90. The rest were holed up in their homes, emergency shelters, or the Waffle House. And here they were in Jean Lafitte National Park, where solid ground was varied and a wrong step would make you gator food, trying to banish Hurricane Shelley before she reached the city.

Admiration for her friends’ bravery swelled in Raina’s heart.

If Raina and her coven failed, they could be carried away by floodwaters, struck by flying debris, or even killed.

But if they succeeded, they’d save their city from a hurricane that forecasters feared would be almost as bad as Katrina. Raina knew she’d be wracked with guilt forever if she didn’t try to stop it.

Another gust of wind struck their circle like a physical slap. They swayed but kept their footing, ignoring the sting of sparks from the fire flying at their legs. “Keep your focus!” Raina cried through clenched teeth. “Let’s do the Convergence Canticle.”

She began the chant they’d written together to serve as a tool to increase their focus and magnify their power.

North, South, East, West

We come together at magic’s behest

Earth, Water, Air, and Fire

Thus we seek our desire

Our powers combined as one,

Our will be done.

As the voices of Jack, Alma, and Cinna mingled with hers, Raina felt a fresh surge of power build within her, emit outwards, and mix with that of her fellow witches. That power raced across the swampland, over scattered lakes and marshes, and toward the Gulf of Mexico to slam into the storm.

Drying air that was naturally already humid, and doing so over so much water, felt like an exercise in futility. And yet, there was some ingredient in the coven’s magic that was making a difference. Not the strength of their command of the respective four elements so much as their willpower.

Even though Raina felt the familiar dull ache in her temples that surfaced any time she overexerted her magic, she held firm, continuing to chant and focus her power on Hurricane Shelley.

Slowly but surely, they felt the brutal force of the storm abate. The wind still whipped their clothes, but most of it came from the direction of land rather than the sea. The distant howl they’d heard out from the direction of Live Oak had faded completely, and the rain stopped.

In tandem, the chanting slowed and quieted. When the four witches released their grips on each other’s hands, they swayed and almost stumbled.

“We did it,” Raina breathed. “Holy Goddess, we did it.”
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Valentin St. Scarasse, Lord Vampire of New Orleans, gaped at the witch coven in a mixture of awe and fear. The witch coven had broken up a hurricane. A fucking hurricane! 

Doing his duty of keeping an eye on the coven, Valentin had been worried when, instead of evacuating the city like everyone else who was able, the damn witches drove to the Jean Lafitte preserve.

He’d been this close to mesmerizing the four witches and commanding them to accompany him to his private shelter, but two things had stopped him.

The first was his reluctance to bring the coven under the same roof as most of the vampires of New Orleans. Secondly, the witches radiated power and purpose with this seemingly mad venture into the wilderness mere hours before a hurricane was supposed to make landfall.

They had a plan, and Valentin couldn’t suppress his curiosity to see what it was.

And so, that was why he found himself huddled beneath a cypress tree, soaking wet instead of sheltering comfortably. Memories of Hurricane Katrina flashed through his mind. Waking up in putrid, brown water, covered in bites from various swamp creatures, unable to leave his flooded prison until sundown. And then the hellish nights after, finding out which of his people survived and which were dragged out into the sun by the merciless water.

Thankfully, his gamble with nature paid off. Because the New Orleans witch coven had made a gamble of their own.

When he’d first overheard Raina and her coven telling the members of Rage of Angels that their magic was getting stronger, Valentin was intrigued. He’d always had a taste for witch blood. Unfortunately, his dining plans were destroyed when Delgarias, the Thirteenth Elder, ordered Valentin to keep an eye on the witch coven and report on their activities.

What would Delgarias do when he learned that the witches had grown powerful enough to alter the weather?

The only beings Valentin had heard of being that strong were the high sorcerers of Aisthesthai, the world that Xochitl Leonine, lead singer of Rage of Angels, ruled over. Xochitl was prophesied to lead an army of vampires in a war against her father, who was also the creator of vampires.

Valentin had refused to swear allegiance to Xochitl until he was granted entry to Aisthanesthai. He wanted to see, smell, feel, and taste that magical world.

But now it seemed that magic was coming to him. Maybe he should wait before telling Delgarias the coven had become so powerful. At least for a little bit longer. Unfortunately, Delgarias wasn’t the only vampire Valentin had to worry about. Others would want to harness this magic for themselves. Valentin would have to increase his surveillance and probably Mark the witches as his property to keep them safe. Or at least Mark the leader.

Once more, his eyes drank in the magnificent sight of Raina Callahan. Her rich brown hair tumbled down in decadent dark waves to frame lush, generous curves that never ceased to make him salivate. When his gaze roved over her plump backside, delightfully rounded belly, and marvelous breasts, Valentin wondered which he hungered for the most: her body, or her witch blood.

By the time the coven packed up their spell instruments and started the long walk back to the preserve’s parking lot, Valentin’s hair had dried from the coven manipulating the air, but alas, his clothes were still soaked. To think, he’d followed her out here in case she and her crazy coven needed to be rescued from the storm. Instead, they’d rescued the entire city of New Orleans and surrounding areas.

Pride, admiration, and ambition warred with a fresh sense of trepidation. Power like theirs would not stay hidden for long. Although his first concern was other vampires, the AIU, and, from what he’d heard regarding Queen Xochitl’s coming war, Mephistopheles himself could try to take control of these witches and harness their power for his evil aims. And Valentin didn’t know if he would be able to protect them from a government agency, let alone a would-be god.
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“Whoa,” Raina gasped as she wobbled on rubbery legs. “That was intense.”

“Uh-huh,” Alma muttered and did trip as she headed to the tarp that covered their bags. She cursed as she wiped the mud from her jeans. “If I don’t get somewhere dry, I’m going to melt like the Wicked Witch of the West.”

Cinna nodded. “Do you think anywhere will be open so we can get some hot food?”

Jack laughed. “You know Waffle House never closes.”

Raina shook her head. “No way can I deal with a crowd after that. I can make us waffles at my place.”

After putting out the nearly dead fire, the coven gathered up their stuff. They picked their way carefully through the Louisiana wilderness, trying to hold their flashlights steady. With their physical exhaustion, it was tougher coming out than going in.

But their triumph and elation kept the witches on their feet.

“I can’t believe we did it,” Cinna said as they stepped over a cypress root.

“Right?” Raina shook her head in wonder. “I never guessed we’d come this far.”

Less than a year ago, the best they could do was summon a ghost. And that was with all four of them working together.

But all that changed nine months ago. Rage of Angels had been part of the Metalfeed Tour, which was sadly isolated to west coast states. Raina had been scrolling through the music section of the Grimoire message board, a site for witches, and saw an odd post from Shonda Wu of the Sacramento coven.

Confirmed. Rage of Angels IS magic.

Every witch and even some non-practitioners made the same claim about the eccentric metal band. Though Raina couldn’t deny that Rage of Angels’ music invigorated her in a way that no other did, she’d always scoffed at the idea that their magic came from anywhere but the listener’s own imagination.

And yet, the entire Sacramento coven claimed they had a huge increase in power after seeing Rage of Angels live. There was even a video attached of a rain spell working in the California desert. Sure, that could have been faked, but other videos followed. Levitation, fire, and even summoning the dead.

All throughout the west coast states, more witches reported an increase in their powers after seeing the band live. When Rage of Angels announced a full US tour, Raina and her coven made sure to get tickets for the Jackson show and VIP tickets for their New Orleans concert.

Jacking her credit card debt for heavy metal concerts had put a nervous knot in Raina’s stomach until the band mounted the stage at the Mississippi Coliseum.

Raina had felt magic within her since she was ten years old. The sensation was a subtle, ASMR-like tingle accompanied by a thrum in her heart when she put that energy into willing something to happen.

What radiated from Rage of Angels was most definitely magic, and in a strength that Raina had never dreamed possible. The magic flowed between the band members and then through the audience. Raina gasped as the power entered her body in reverberating waves. Her coven jolted beside her, each witch crying out simultaneously, “Did you feel that?”

They also realized that the lead singer, Xochitl Leonine’s signature purple fireballs were real.

The rest of the set was an experience in magical ecstasy that bordered on sensory overload.

Although Raina and Cinna enjoyed Bleeding Vengeance almost as much as Rage of Angels, the coven left the venue early, unable to take any more sitting still with power coursing through their veins. They drove back to New Orleans in a rush and headed out to Jack’s place near Audubon, where they could practice their magic in secret. Like the Sacramento coven, they tried a rain spell first. The blue sky above was closed in by clouds, and a light drizzle fell upon their outstretched hands.

Raina and her friends had danced in the rain like dorks before ordering a celebratory pizza and discussing what magic they’d try next. It wasn’t long before each witch developed command over one of the four elements. Jack could create wind out of nowhere, Cinna could summon heat and set things on fire, Alma could make the ground shake, and Raina could form a little raincloud over her palm.

That was when they decided they needed to talk to Rage of Angels and find out if the band was increasing people’s magic on purpose.

When they met the group during the meet and greet before the New Orleans show, Raina was shocked to discover that not only did the band members not consider themselves to be witches, but they were also surprised at the effects their music had on witches. They then invited the coven to meet them on their tour bus after the show, where they were sternly cautioned to be discreet about their magic because certain groups and possibly the government were actively looking for witches for nefarious purposes. Raina gave them the link to the message board the witches used, with a promise to keep in touch.

The whole encounter left her with more questions than answers. The band had denied being witches themselves, yet Raina could feel magic radiating from each musician and their entire crew. Xochitl’s husband was even using a glamour spell to hide his real appearance. Even the band therapist, who’d shyly admitted that odd things had been happening with them as well, didn’t identify as a witch.

The band kept to their word and not only joined the message board, but also emailed Raina personally to see how the coven was doing. Tentative plans were being made to meet up in person when the drummer, Aurora Lee, planned to come to New Orleans to scope out wedding venues. She was engaged to a lawyer who’d defended the band when their record label sued them for disappearing a year ago.

Rage of Angels had also been right about another thing. Someone was interested in the New Orleans coven. Only days after that fateful tour bus meeting, Raina started getting frequent feelings that they were being followed. Even more unnerving was that sometimes she even felt like she was being watched at home. She and Alma secured the perimeter of their little house with protective spells.

A scrying spell served to partially identify the one who watched her. The water in her bowl revealed the figure of a man, though his features remained frustratingly obscured. Other divining spells failed to reveal the man’s intentions toward them, aside from an alarming indication that his interests lie mostly with Raina alone. He wasn’t an ex or anyone she’d ever met. And he was always alone. For months, every time Raina stepped out of her house, she felt him watching her. A couple times, she even caught fleeting glimpses of a man with long hair and emerald green eyes that seemed to glow.

Raina considered reaching out to Rage of Angels to tell them about her stalker, yet some inner voice urged her to keep this to herself. At least until she learned more. Maybe the band didn’t trust her reports on the coven and had hired someone to spy on them. Raina would find out if that was the case. And in the meantime, her coven worked their magic as privately as possible.

As if summoned by the thought, the back of Raina’s neck prickled with an all-too-familiar sense that he was watching her again. If her stalker had followed her and the coven out to Jean Lafitte in the path of a hurricane, he deserved to be swept away by the storm. Her gaze darted between the trees, but she didn’t see him.

No. She was just imagining things this time. Her senses were raw from tonight’s exertion. Like going days without sleep, she was seeing and hearing things that weren’t there. The sight of the parking lot that was empty except for Raina’s van reassured her. Yet part of her remained on edge.

When they crammed into Raina’s Nissan Leaf, Cinna turned on the radio. It was still tuned to the local news station.

A woman’s cheerful voice emitted from the speakers. “Hurricane Shelley has appeared to run out of steam shortly after making landfall in southern Louisiana. The storm has now been downgraded to a Category One tropical storm and is projected to deplete lower before she reaches New Orleans.”

Alma cheered in the backseat, and the others joined in.

On the whole drive back, Raina constantly checked her rearview mirror for signs of being followed. The roads were mostly deserted, aside from a truck and later an SUV that turned off to other roads shortly afterward.

It’s all in my head, Raina chided herself. After something goes right, I always convince myself that something is still wrong.

When they got to Raina’s house in the Irish Channel, she felt that familiar prickle on the back of her neck. Stronger this time. He was here somehow.

She got out of the car and put a hand over her eyes, trying to see through the drizzling rain. As always, she didn’t see anyone. But she could feel him.

Alma put her hand on Raina’s shoulder. “Is your stalker back?”

“He might be. It’s hard to tell.” Raina’s throat was scratchy as she answered. “I’m so drained right now.”

Jack shook his head before grabbing his and Cinna’s bags. “I highly doubt anyone is out in this weather. And soon, it’s going to be chaos when those who evacuated come flocking back to the city. Speaking of, I think I’m gonna pass on waffles tonight.”

Cinna shot him a stern look. “Still, we should do that threat-banishing spell we’d been discussing. I know we don’t have the strength tonight, but maybe in a day or two.”

Raina and Alma waved goodbye to Jack and Cinna as they crossed the lawn to Jack’s car.

Alma snorted. “Cinna and Jack were the ones who wanted waffles in the first place.”

“Yeah, but I get it,” Raina said, grabbing her bag. “They probably want to get home before they’re too exhausted to drive. We should have gone back to their place instead of ours.”

“No way. I want to be in my own bed. But since it’s now the two of us, I got leftover crawfish etouffee in the fridge.”

“Mmmm,” Raina murmured appreciatively.

As she followed Alma into the small house they rented, she forced herself not to look over her shoulder. Yes, her coven would do the spell to banish the stalker as soon as possible, but in the meantime, she had more immediate plans and just enough power left to protect herself.

 




Chapter Two

 

Valentin cursed under his breath. He’d guessed that the coven was becoming aware of his presence but hadn’t fathomed that not only did they know that the majority of his interest lay with Raina but also that they planned to do a banishing spell on him. After seeing them banish a hurricane, he had no doubt that they were powerful enough to get rid of him. Valentin couldn’t let that happen. Not when he was under orders from the Thirteenth Elder to watch them. Not when he was the goddamned Lord Vampire of New Orleans.

It was bad enough that he was standing outside a mortal’s residence spying like an underling, with his clothes damp from the drizzle. But he couldn’t delegate this task to a subordinate. Although he took care to only allow trustworthy vampires into his city, the thought of anyone watching Raina filled Valentin with a discomfort he couldn’t articulate. It didn’t matter that they wouldn’t dare touch her. He didn’t want them to watch her dance, hear her laughter, see her rapt expression when watching her favorite movies, Suspiria, Phantasm, and The Crow, like she hadn’t seen them countless times. He didn’t want them to know what Raina’s favorite foods were, how she sometimes struggled to maintain the impression that she was always a strong and steady coven leader yet showed a tender vulnerability when she thought no one was looking. How she fully came alive when she danced to Rage of Angels and other metal music.

In the months of fulfilling his duties by watching over her—er, her coven—Valentin felt as if he’d come to Raina like a friend. Or a lover, a wicked voice whispered in the back of his mind. He did not want anyone else to know her so intimately.

And so, Valentin suffered. He endured cold, humid nights in the winter, hot, humid nights in the summer, and those odd cold, wet nights after a storm. He didn’t think he’d felt dry in months.

He walked around to the side of Raina and Alma’s little house where the kitchen was. Due to the hurricane, the air conditioning wasn’t humming like usual. In a further stroke of luck, one of the witches opened a window, and with his preternatural hearing, their voices reached him.

“Now, about this stalker,” Alma was saying. “I don’t like the idea of waiting two days. If he was watching us today in this weather, that means he’s very dedicated. And if he followed us out to the wilderness preserve and saw what we did…”

“I don’t think he was out there. I mean, I was on edge and thought I saw something, but there’s no way.” Raina’s voice held that fuzzy edge that always made Valentin want to tuck her in bed. She’d overexerted herself. Hell, she’d battled a hurricane and won! It was a wonder she was still standing.

The microwave beeped, and he heard Alma’s light footsteps as Raina continued. “But I did sense him when we got home. He’s probably casing the place.”

“Do you think he’s from one of those government agencies that the band warned us about?”

Valentin blinked. He knew what band Alma was referring to. He’d met them briefly the same night Raina’s coven had. Rage of Angels had invited the coven to the band’s tour bus after the concert. Valentin had tried to listen in, but a shield had made it impossible to hear, smell, or sense what happened in the luxury vehicle. Now he was learning what the band had discussed with the witches. The Abnormal Investigation Unit was an offshoot of the FBI that seemed to be primarily focused on identifying and surveilling vampires. Until they went rogue three years ago. Valentin had heard horror stories of vampires being abducted and tortured. Then the AIU’s headquarters were suddenly destroyed a little over a year ago, and every person in the building was killed. Some whispered that Delgarias had been responsible. But if Rage of Angels and their vampire associates were warning Raina about government surveillance, that meant that not only was the AIU back in action, but the agency had also widened its scope to human magic practitioners.

Valentin and the New Orleans vampires had avoided the AIU’s radar by hiding in plain sight.

Raina’s drowsy voice pulled his attention back to the witches. “I don’t think it’s the government. Our phone’s not tapped, for one, and no one’s been in the house when we weren’t home to bug the place or anything. We can sense that from the wards. But more than that, it feels like whoever they are, they’re acting alone. I can feel it. Just like I knew it was a man before I caught a glimpse of him.”

“And we still haven’t determined his intention,” Alma said while Valentin heard her scraping food from a dish onto plates. “Have you thought about how weird that is? Intention is usually the first thing we can sense from people and items.”

“Yeah.” A yawn from Raina. “It makes me wonder if he’s one of us.” A pause. “Oh my god, this is delicious.”

“A rogue witch?”

“Yeah. But if he was watching us because he’s interested in joining our coven, I’d think he would have approached us by now. So, he could be from a rival coven.” Another pause came before she spoke again around a mouthful of food. “And if that’s the case, we need to strengthen our wards to the property line. We have the power.”

“Not tonight we don’t,” Alma said testily. “I haven’t felt this drained after a casting ever. Let’s go to bed and do it tomorrow.”

Yes, Valentin replied silently. Put it off until tomorrow. That way, I can give Raina my Mark tonight.

“No,” Raina said as if to him. “Not when I sensed him watching tonight. Not when I feel like he’s drawing closer and is gonna do…something. I can do it alone if need be, but I’d really appreciate if you can lend what energy you can.”

Alma sighed. “Fine. But we’d better have a sugar infusion first. I’m gonna open that box of Cosmic Brownies and brew a pot of tea.”

“Merde!” Valentin hissed quietly through his teeth.

The witches’ voices faded as they left the kitchen to get the implements for their spell. All he could do was hope their barrier would be weak enough for him to pass through. He toyed with the idea of knocking on the door and mesmerizing whichever one answered but quickly discarded that plan. Tackling two powerful witches, weakened as they were, would probably lead to disaster and someone getting hurt. Probably him, since although he could overwhelm them with his vampiric speed and strength, the last thing he wanted to do was harm Alma or Raina.

So instead, he fled to a nearby bar to dry off. He waited there, warming his hands with a mug of coffee, listening to the clamor of drunken voices rejoicing the miraculous dispersal of the hurricane. Valentin filled his belly with the blood of a hapless customer before he returned to Raina’s house.

His hopes were dashed the moment he tried to step past the curb. Last week, he’d been able to pass through their warded barrier. Now it held him back like a wall of steel.

Raina stepped out from behind the house to face him. Valentine caught her scent on the breeze, a delectable combination of the jasmine-scented soap she used…and magic.

Although he stood in total darkness, her eyes seemed to meet his. “You.”

The hostility in her tone was amusing yet somewhat hurtful. He masked that hurt with a low laugh. “Hello, Raina.”

His cheery greeting seemed to infuriate her more. “Who the hell are you, and why are you following me?”

Instead of replying, Valentin held her gaze and summoned his vampiric mesmerism. “Come to me.”

She remained rooted to the spot. “Hell, no.”

He blinked in surprise. Was it the barrier that kept him from being able to bespell her with his gaze, or was it her power?

Before he could ponder that question further, Raina pulled some herbs from her pocket and tossed them on the ground before thrusting her palm in his direction. “Leave. Now.”

Her magic jolted through his skull like electricity, and he felt his body turn and his legs carry him away like he was a mere puppet on a string. It wasn’t until he was nearly a block away that he regained control of his body.

“Fuck!” he growled. When had been the last time his efforts to mesmerize a human failed? Hell, when had been the last time a witch had gotten the upper hand and been able to make him do anything?

Valentin remembered when exactly that had been, and suddenly, a slow smile spread across his face. He knew where to get help in solving this problem and regaining control over the situation.
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Lavender accented with cream trim and columns, and a meticulously painted white wrought iron fence, the stately Queen Anne mansion on Prytania Street looked like the home of a princess. Very few in New Orleans knew that one of the most powerful voodoo priestesses in the world dwelled beyond its pretty gates.

Valentin didn’t dare place so much as a fingertip on the gate or even the exquisite bourbon roses peeking out between the wrought iron fence. Instead, he closed his eyes and projected a thought.

“Claudette, my love, may I be permitted to gaze upon your beauty and be granted your wisdom once more?”

For a few minutes, silence greeted him. Valentin smiled grimly and paced along the banquette. He knew she was home. Was she still angry with him over the fact that one of his people tried to bite one of her friends? He’d taken care of the matter as soon as it came to his attention.

Then the front gate opened on well-oiled hinges just as the front door beneath the covered porch opened to reveal the slight and stooped figure of a woman who’d captivated him for the past five and a half decades.

Only when she crooked her finger did he pass through the gate—and the neutralized magical barriers—and cross over the threshold into her domain.

Claudette Fontaine regarded him with a playful smile that transformed her back into the twenty-year-old woman who’d nearly stolen his heart fifty-seven years ago. “Mr. St. Scarasse. To what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?”

He sank to one knee and placed a hand over his heart and fell into the act of a lovesick swain that didn’t used to be an act. “I am starved for the sight of your beauty and the richness of your voice in my ears.”

Claudette snorted in derision, though the corners of her eyes crinkled with mirth and perhaps a wisp of flattery? “Careful, Valentin.”

He rose to his feet and abandoned all foppery. “Oh, I know how powerful your magic is. In fact, it’s probably stronger, given current events. If I overstep myself, I’m sure you’ll put a hex on me.”

Her lips curved in one of those smiles that always made him wary. “Not when I can simply tell Aurora Lee that you once drank her grandmother’s blood.”

“What?” Valentin’s stomach dropped, and he took an involuntary step back. “Your granddaughter is the drummer of Rage of Angels? One of the key figures in the Prophecy?”

Claudette smiled proudly. “Yes, and she and her handsome vampire fiancé will be visiting this autumn to choose a venue for their wedding.”

A tremor of alarm raced down Valentin’s spine. Could it be a coincidence that this mortal who’d first been the object of his infatuation and then grew to be one of his closest friends was so closely connected to the Prophecy?

He remembered his smug response to the Queen, refusing to pledge himself and his vampires to her army until he was granted entry to her world. Perhaps that hadn’t been the wisest of decisions. But he couldn’t do anything about that now. So it was best to forget about the horrific implications of Claudette’s connection to the Prophecy and focus on his immediate problem.

“I need your help,” he admitted. “There’s this witch...”

Claudette heaved a sigh. Pity filled her deep brown eyes. “Oh no, Val. Not again.”

“It’s not like that!” he said too quickly, holding up his hands in a defensive gesture that he regretted immediately. “Did your granddaughter tell you that magic is returning to Earth?”

“No, but everyone who’s been paying attention knows that.” Claudette made a gesture that seemed to unlock wards at her door and then beckoned him with a stern finger. “Come inside. Dry your clothes, and I’ll brew some of that tea you like.”

The tension in Valentin’s spine relaxed at the invitation. She still liked him. And she would help him.

The inside of the house didn’t look like a voodoo queen’s abode either, with lacey doilies, family photos, and ceramic elephant figurines taking up every hard surface and cushions and knitted blankets on every soft surface. There was even a dish full of hard candies on the coffee table. Valentin liked the strawberry ones, though he could only suck on them for a brief time before he got a stomachache. That was one of the downsides of being a vampire. Aside from blood and water, all food and drink was hell on his digestive system. Except for Claudette’s tea. Valentin smiled as she took a small tin down from one of her kitchen cupboards and scooped a bundle of dried herbs into a mesh ball that she placed in a mug of steaming water. He didn’t know about other witches or voodoo priestesses, but the nice thing about Claudette was that if she invited someone into her home, they were safe from all harm, and one could accept food and drink without fear.

Something about that particular tea not only allowed him to drink a whole cup without paying for it later but also gave him a warm calm that lasted at least an hour. And it tasted wonderful, but damned if he could identify the flavor. Something floral with a hint of citrus, and maybe some sort of berry?

Claudette brought two mugs into her parlor and set one in front of Valentin. A smile tugged his lips at the sight of the purple mug. Garish cartoon bats cavorted in front of a big yellow moon on one side, and the other said Happy Halloween in big orange letters. He pressed his palms to the hot ceramic, grateful for the warmth. Cold couldn’t harm a vampire, especially a mere fifty-six degrees Fahrenheit, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t damn uncomfortable. A self-deprecating chuckle came to his lips as a thought came to him.

“Care to share the cause for your amusement?” Claudette asked.

“I was thinking of how the Lord Vampires of Spokane and Coeur d’Alene…and I suppose your soon-to-be grandson-in-law would be amused at my feeling chilly, given that they’re up in the frigid north, and I’m in the semi-tropical South in late August.”

“You’re soaked to the bone. That would make anyone chilly. Plus, it was eighty degrees yesterday, and now it’s dropped down to below sixty. Hell, I’m a little chilly.” Claudette reached forward and gave him a grandmotherly pat on his hand. “Besides, your Queen detests temperatures below seventy degrees, so I doubt she would tolerate mockery of anyone who dislikes the cold. Now tell me about this witch.”

“I was getting there. The Queen and the Thirteenth Elder—the de facto ruler of vampires—commanded me to keep watch over a witch coven here in New Orleans, given the situation with the magic returning,” he paused to sip his tea, suddenly nervous to proceed with his petition for aid. “By the way, how is that development treating you? You were already powerful.”

Claudette rubbed her hands together. The multitude of rings on her brown fingers glittered in the light. “It’s been quite invigorating. I feel twenty years younger.”

“You look younger,” Valentin said, noticing her appearance for the first time. Even though he’d gotten over his puerile infatuation with the powerful priestess nearly fifty years ago, he’d come to love her with the more steadfast and unadulterated love as a friend. And that’s how he always saw her first when he visited. Eventually, some of the veil would fall, and he’d observe more gray hairs and wrinkles, and his heart would pang, not at her fading youth—for she would always be beautiful to him—but at the reminder that she’d refused his offer of immortality, and thus he’d lose her one day. But looking at her now, he saw that her previously thinning white hair had thickened and many tight curls appeared to have darkened back to silver. Her eyes drooped less, the wattle at her throat had receded, and the warm brown skin on her face had tightened. She looked like she did when she was in her late fifties. “What did you do?”

“Took advantage of some of that extra magic in the air and performed a few beauty rituals. I’d never bothered with them before since my power wasn’t excessive enough to be wasted on petty vanity.” Claudette took a deep drink of tea and hummed in appreciation. “I could go younger, but that would draw too much attention. Besides, I like being a grandma. So, I imagine your witch has also gained in power.”

“Too much.” Valentin took a sip of tea. “She and her coven broke up that hurricane.”

Claudette’s brown eyes widened. “I thought that was the work of magic. That is impressive. But why do you look unhappy about it? While it can be dangerous to tamper with the weather, this instance shouldn’t have any negative effects.”

“No, I’m damned proud of her for that,” he said sincerely, wishing he had time to tell her about the miracle he’d witnessed tonight as well as about Raina’s growth over the last six months. “It’s the fact that she had enough power left to expand her wards to her property line and to force me away when I tried to mesmerize her that is the problem.”

Rather than cooing in sympathy and offering a countercharm, Claudette’s dark eyes hardened. “You shouldn’t be skulking around her property in the first place.”

“It’s my job. How am I supposed to monitor her if I can’t come near her? And I need to Mark her before other vampires sniff out her power and try to claim her for themselves. But I can’t do that if I can’t get into her house. And even worse, her coven plans to do a banishing spell in a few days, so then I won’t be able to get near any of them.” He set down his mug and took her hands. “Please, Claudette, help me.”

“If you’re asking me to use my magic to counteract hers, you can forget it. I cannot in good conscience support you stalking her and her coven.” Before Valentin could protest, she held up a finger. “But I can offer some helpful advice.”

“And what is that?” he asked sullenly.

“Talk to her. Explain everything.”

“It is illegal for humans to know about vampires. The Lords of Spokane and Coeur d’Alene have immunity from the Elders, but I don’t know if that extends to me.”

Claudette snorted. “You’ve already broken that edict with me ages ago.”

“I broke nothing. You knew what I was as soon as you laid eyes on me.”
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