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      "Stop!" screeched Sam. "What are you doing? Don't touch that." Sam lifted into the air, his wings flapping in her face.

      Raine rolled her eyes and continued to pick up miscellaneous trash from the floor and throw it in a garbage bag.

      "Dad! Dad, help! She's raiding me," Sam called.

      Raine couldn't help but chuckle. She and Jordan had warned Sam he needed to clean up his nest for months, or they would clean it for him. Since Jordan had moved in, and the virus outbreak had occurred, Sam had started acting strange. Picking up discarded stuffed animals on the street. Taking blankets from the spare closet to expand his nest. He'd even ripped two pillows apart and stuffed the nest with the insides. She attributed it to him being a bizarre teenager, but who knew with Sam.

      "What is all this—" Raine lifted one of the new blanket additions off her desk and stopped. She stared at the piles of canned goods. "Jordan, I found the missing soup," she called.

      Sam swooped down and covered as much of the pile as he was able to with his small leathery wings. "Don't touch it. It's my horde."

      "Your horde? And how exactly do you expect to open all those cans? You don't have thumbs. You're a dragon."

      "That's not important. Just leave them. They're mine," he whispered.

      Raine stared at her chihuahua of the dragon world. For one so tiny he sure knew how to make a massive mess.

      "Fine, but stop covering up my desk. Your nest is now what? Eight feet long? You aren't even three feet from head to tail tip."

      "Are you size shaming me?"

      "What? No. Is that even a thing?" Raine shook her head. "Stop distracting me. This room needs to be cleaned up. I have work to do and⁠—"

      Raine moved a half ripped open pillow aside and stopped. "What the—" She lifted one of her bras off the floor. "Samael Havoc Lord of Chaos what in Lucifer's name are you doing with one of my bras?"

      Sam jumped up and snatched the bra from Raine with his teeth. He tried to shove it under a flat bike tire. "Don't worry about it."

      "What? Of course I'm worried about it! You have my bra. Give it back." Raine yanked the bra away and shoved it in her pocket. "I do not want to know why you took my bra. Just don't ever do that again. It's…weird."

      "Weird? Weird? You're weird!" Sam landed on her back and stomped on her like a toddler throwing a tantrum.

      "Get off me," Raine yelled,

      "I'll bite your ears off if you don't put my stuff back."

      Raine shook her head. "It's trash, Sam."

      She picked up pillow fluff and threw it into a trash bag.

      "I mean it," warned Sam. "Your ears are about to get extra crispy!"

      "Sam," Jordan called.

      They both turned to Jordan, who stood in the doorway snickering. Raine straightened, causing Sam to fall to the floor.

      "How can you let her do this to me? This is my room. My things. What does it matter what it looks like? I like it this way."

      "He took my bra." Raine grabbed the pink lace from her pocket and brandished it. "This is not 'your thing'. It's my thing. Same with the blankets, and the destroyed pillows, and the canned food you can't open."

      "Finders keepers, losers poopers."

      Raine threw her hands up. "I have to come in here to work, and I can't move in this room anymore. Some of this junk has to go."

      "Then get rid of some of Jordan's junk. It's not my fault the giant kitten got kicked out of his pack, and his stuff ended up in here."

      Jordan growled at the mention of his banishment from his tiger pack.

      "Stop being such a baby," said Raine. "This is junk. Why in the world do you need it?"

      She grabbed a baby doll missing its eyes and shook it. It made a crying sound. "That sound, you hear that sound? That's the sound my brain makes every time I set foot in this room."

      "Then don't come in!"

      Raine lunged at Sam who squawked and flew to the top of her bookshelf.

      "You are sooooooo grounded."

      Sam stuck out his tongue. "I'd like you to try and ground me, seeing how I have wings and everything."

      Jordan laid his hand on her shoulder. "Let me talk to him."

      "Why?" asked Sam. "You aren't changing my mind, Tigger."

      Raine's phone rang in the other room. But she didn't budge.

      Jordan kissed her head. "You go answer that while I deal with this."

      Her phone rang again.

      "Alright." She broke the baby doll's head off and threw it in her trash bag.

      Sam screeched. "Baby Mindy!"

      Raine took an extra moment to tie the bag shut so Sam couldn't get into it.

      Her phone rang again.

      She held the trash bag up and showed it to Sam. "Too bad you don't have thumbs."

      Sam raised a foot. "But I have claws."

      "Well, claw at the garbage chute all you want. Baby Mindy is a goner."

      Her phone rang again. She turned and walked from the room.

      "That's right," said Sam. "You go while Jordan and I talk man to man."

      Raine stopped. "Don't push me lizard. I'm the one who pays the bills around here."

      She continued to the front room and threw the trash bag at the front door before picking up her phone from the coffee table.

      "And stay out of my underwear drawer," she yelled.

      "I don't go in your underwear drawer. That one was left on the floor in the kitchen when you and Jordan decided you'd rather have a conjugal visit instead of making me dinner last week!"

      Raine opened her mouth but realized Sam was telling the truth. She did remember hastily removing the pink bra a week prior as she and Jordan had been deciding between tacos and burritos.

      She glanced at her phone as it rang again, and didn't recognize the number.

      Raine took a deep breath and munched on her candy necklace. She was in no mood to deal with another problem after her altercation with Sam…but she needed the money. With everything the world had been through she was almost out of money.

      Her phone rang again and she pushed the talk button. "Hello?"

      "Hey Couz, it's Merriotte."

      Merriotte? Holy candy necklaces! Raine hadn't talked to her cousin in over a year. Merriotte worked for the Corretti Vampire family, who ran New Orleans. The Corretti family was actually the Draugr family descendants in disguise. And why were they in disguise? Because they happened to be the children of Vlad Dracula. The oldest and richest vampire family on earth.

      Merriotte had tried to get Raine to visit dozens of times, but Vampires weren't Raine's favorite. Any creature who went crazy for her blood wasn't high on Raine's list of people to meet. The magical properties in Fae blood enhanced a Vampire's other abilities, so they actively sought out Fae to feed on. And though Raine had no magic of her own, she wasn't willing to risk it.

      "Merri! How are things down south?"

      "Muggy. Messy. Wet."

      Raine picked up a leftover pizza box and crushed it before Sam claimed it as his own "Yeah, I heard about all the rain you've been having."

      "Yup. Lots of rain lately, but that's not what I meant." Merriotte's voice held a somber note.

      "I don't understand." Raine walked to the front door and picked up the trash bag before opening the door and stepping into the hallway.

      "Blood. The streets of New Orleans are wet with blood."

      Raine stopped for a moment. That was a bold statement, even for drama queen Merriotte.

      "Is there a coven war going on or something?" Raine opened the garbage chute and threw out the box and bag.

      "Not yet. That's why I called. I need your help. Well, my boss, Lucian Corretti, needs your help."

      Raine groaned. Vampires needed help? She didn't like the sound of that. Something moved in the stairwell and Raine peered down the darkened staircase.

      She recognized the outline of an ugly gargoyle staring up at her. "Need something, Jasper? I threw away an empty pizza box and some trash if you want to go digging through it for all my evil PI contraband."

      She shouldn't goad him. Fae gods knew the Bureau of Enforcement officers weren't to be messed with, but ever since Jasper had been put back on active duty, he'd done everything possible to make her life a living hell— including trying to take Sam from her— which, at that moment, she was kind of wishing she'd let him.

      Raine marched back to her apartment and slammed the door. "What does he want from me?"

      "People have been dying, Raine. Slaughtered in the streets of the French Quarter. At first, it was just a couple, but it's become a daily occurrence over the past weeks. And they aren't human on human murders either. The throats have been ripped out. We don't know if it's a vampire or a werewolf or…something else."

      "Okay." Raine drew out the word hoping Merriotte would say something other than what Raine was pretty sure she would say.

      "I told my boss about how you are the best of the best, and he asked me to reach out and ask if you would come find out what's going on."

      Raine inspected her nails. She had no desire to go to New Orleans, no matter how much she loved the only member of her family who still spoke to her. "Aren't the BOE already investigating?"

      "They are but…Lucian doesn't want the BOE involved. Especially if it is a vampire. He wants to deal with the problem in-house, and it needs to be done quick and quiet by someone he can trust. And by someone who doesn't have an agenda in New Orleans."

      Raine wracked her brain for a plausible reason to say no without offending either Merriotte or her vampire bosses. "Why the rush? Besides the obvious reason, people are dying."

      "The Mundane mayor is freaking out. He is ready to shut down Mardi Gras, and the Corretti family needs Mardi Gras to happen next weekend. It's one of the few times a year they can stock up on blood. It's much easier to stock up with humans who come in for the parties and forget what happened when they leave. With everything that's been going on in the last year their stores are almost depleted. If Mardi Gras doesn't happen, there won't be enough blood stocked for next time and if that happens…"

      Merriotte didn't need to finish the sentence for Raine to understand what would happen. Fangers would start feeding on everything. Starving Vampires were almost the deadliest creatures in the Mundane world. They went savage. Eating and killing everything they got their fangs on- humans and Otherworlders alike.

      "Please," Merriotte begged. "My boss has authorized me to offer you whatever you want."

      "That's saying a lot, considering he's never met me."

      "No, but he learned about the Kringles as well as Cupid. Even with the BOE on your back, you solved those problems. Word is getting around about you, kid. And it's all good things. Besides, think of all the business my boss could bring your way."

      If Merriotte thought that was meant to entice Raine into saying yes, she was as wrong as the three-headed flying clown spiders of Argeria. The words flying, clown, and spider should never be used in the same sentence, let alone describe a single living creature. And the idea of a Vampire sending more work her way was almost as terrifying.

      "Look," said Merriotte when Raine didn't reply. "My boss will fly you out on his private jet. He'll put you up at the nicest hotel for two days and pay for your time, meals, and everything. If you decide when you meet him that the case isn't for you, no harm done. He'll fly you right back, no harsh feelings."

      Raine crunched down on the last of her candy necklace. Though Cupid had given her a sizable payment, the money wouldn't last forever. And with a BOE agent living right below her, business had been sparse to say the least. She needed more business, or she would be forced to strap her feet into some high heels and strut around Slade's apartment for money.

      She pinched the bridge of her nose. "Fine. But I'm bringing Jordan with me."

      Merriotte squealed in delight. "Is he your sexy tiger shifter?"

      Raine ripped the elastic necklace remnants from her throat. "How in Grandfae's garden shed did you hear about him?"

      "It's all over the Fae network. You know how Fae love to gab."

      Peachy! It was bad enough they were all talking about her. She didn't want Jordan dragged into the drama as well. He had enough on his plate with the shifters.

      "How soon can you get here?"

      Raine glanced at her wall calendar. Oh, look, there was nothing on it. She rubbed her forehead. "Uh…tomorrow?"

      "How about tonight? The jet is already waiting at Burbank airport."

      "Merriotte—"

      "I knew you'd say yes, so my boss sent it on ahead."

      Raine gritted her teeth. "Why do I feel like you never intended on allowing me to decline your boss's offer?"

      "Because no one tells Lucian no. But for reals, thank you again, Couz. I'm glad I finally have a reason to get you here. I miss you. Being the black sheep of the family is fun, but it's more fun when there is someone to share the spotlight with."

      Raine's aunt and uncle had been as happy about Merriotte coming to the Mundane world as Raine's parents had been about her staying in theirs. For a split-second, Raine wanted to ask if there was any news about the Fae realm. Or what people were saying about her and Jordan. More specifically, had their Grandfae said anything? Had he even asked about her?

      Raine's rib cage squeezed. She hated that she still wanted a connection to them, though they so obviously didn't want her. Of everyone, she'd expected her grandfather to reach out. He and Merriotte had been the only family on her side from the time she was little. But she'd not heard a peep from him since the day she'd been banished.

      "I'll see you tonight," said Raine.

      "A driver will pick you guys up at the airport. Can't wait. Bye."

      Merriotte hung up so quickly Raine was sure she was afraid Raine might change her mind.

      Raine shoved her phone in her pocket and hung her head. Why had she said yes? That was easy. Despite everything- flying in an airplane, being in a town run by the ruling mafioso style Vampire family, holding a huge twenty-four-hour party full of Mundanes and Otherworlders alike for two weeks straight- Raine couldn't help the sense of pride that rooted in her at Merriotte words.

      "Word is getting around about you, kid. And it's all good things."

      Raine crunched on her candy bracelet. She had spent the last three years trying to build her business to where people were talking about her- in a positive way for once- and despite every setback, she teetered on the edge of being where she'd always dreamed of being.

      Owning her own business. At the top of her field. Standing on her own two feet, head held high. It's all she'd ever wanted. That and the man of her dreams. Though honestly, she wouldn't turn down the opportunity to have Sam out of the apartment for a few months, or more.

      As of that moment she had the second one, but not the first. And it was the first dream she wanted almost more than anything.

      "So, we're going to Mardi Gras?"

      Raine turned to find Jordan watching her from Sam's doorway.

      She bit her lip. She should have talked to him before saying she would go. "Are you good with that?"

      Jordan nodded. "Of course."

      Raine walked to him and tucked her fingers into his back pockets. She tipped up on her toes and kissed him. "Thanks babe."

      Jordan wrapped his arms around her and hugged her tight. In that moment she couldn't imagine ever being with anyone else. He was everything she'd ever wanted in a man and then some.

      "Wahoo!" Sam cried from the other room. "I'm going to Booby Gras. I'm going to Booby Gras. I'm gonna throw beads at everyone!"

      "Can we leave him here?" Raine groaned.

      Jordan chuckled. "Do you really want to leave him here? Alone. Unsupervised? For two days? With the biggest asshole in the BOE right downstairs?"

      Raine sighed. "Booby Gras it is."
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      The jet touched down and Raine blew out a harsh breath. After a rush of packing, locking up the apartment, and a private phone call she'd made to Slade, a car had arrived at their front door to take them to the airport. Once there, they'd been escorted through security straight to a private jet. The whole thing had happened in less than an hour and a half. The plane flight had barely given Raine enough time to process what she was about to do.

      Jordan squeezed her hand. "The flight was perfect."

      Raine nodded. "It's not the flight."

      "What's wrong?"

      How did she tell him about all the feelings seeing Merriotte brought up? She and Merriotte had been raised almost like sisters. But the moment the truth about Raine's lack of magic had gotten out, Merriotte's parents had begun making excuses for why they couldn't spend time together. She'd only been able to continue to meet with Merriotte because she would visit their Grandfae, and then Grandfae would invite her over in secret so the girls could be together. Together she, Merriotte and Grandfae Rodolphus had been like a three headed bridge troll. Though he was hundreds of years older than Raine and Merriotte, Grandfae Rodolphus had been more of a mischief maker than any of the Fae younglings.

      Raine's ribcage squeezed thinking of him. Seeing Merriotte after so much time was bound to make all the pain of her past resurface. And reminded her that there were still things she needed to tell Jordan about her past. Things she didn't want to have to go into.

      "I just…don't like vampires," said Raine. "And I never thought I would be helping one."

      "You helped Abden. He's a shade and a thousand times more dangerous than any vampire."

      She assumed Jordan wasn't aware of Vampires' thirst for Fae blood, and she had neglected to mention it because Jordan would never have let her take the job. But…she owed her cousin. Merriotte had helped Raine get on her feet when she'd first entered the Mundane world. She owed Merriotte big time, and there was no way she would turn Merriotte away in her time of need. Besides, if Merriotte was cool working for Vampires, and she was full of magic, surely Raine had nothing to fear. Right?

      "Don't worry," said Sam, turning from the window. "I'm gonna make sure nothing happens to you, mom. That is, unless I meet a female. Then I might need some alone time. But for sure when I'm not partying, I'll be there for you. Unless there's boobies. Or margaritas. Or beads. I need all the beads." He rubbed his wings together and his eyes lit up like sparklers on the fourth of July.

      "So, you're worthless," said Jordan.

      "How dare you. I am worth more than every tiger in the country. Do you have any idea how much one small dragon scale goes for on the Othermarket?"

      A Cheshire grin crossed Jordan's face. "I should pluck a few off you to pay for all the food you eat."

      Sam's eyes widened, and he wrapped his wings around himself. "You wouldn't dare."

      "Why not?" asked Jordan. "If you are worth so much, why not contribute to the household?"

      "Did you hear that mom? He wants to sell my body. He wants me to become a scale prostitute." Sam got up and flew to the back of the plane.

      Raine shook her head. She wasn't about to tell Sam she'd been collecting his shed scales for years, and keeping them in her safe to cash in for a rainy day if the need ever arose.

      Jordan lifted her hand and kissed the back of it. "I've got you, babe. I'd die before I let anything happen to you."

      And that was the other thing that had Raine edgy. Jordan was sweet and gentle, but that didn't mean he was harmless. And more than that, due to their new bond, he would die before he let anything happen to her. She had no idea what she was getting into in New Orleans, and she didn't want to lose Jordan or be the reason he was hurt.

      The plane pulled to a stop and powered down. The stewardess opened the door and the pilot let the stairs down. Jordan grabbed their bags and the group exited the jet. Sam perched on Raine's shoulder as they walked across the tarmac toward a black sedan.

      “I’m choking,” said Sam. “Where are we, Atlantis? Take me back to the plane before I suffocate.”

      “It’s called humidity, now stop complaining. You’re fine,” said Jordan.

      The back passenger door of the sedan flew open and a bright blue haired Merriotte jumped from the car and ran at Raine.

      "Rainy! Rainy! Rainy Day!" Merriotte flung herself at Raine, hugging her tight and making Sam squawk.

      "Hey, Merri, Merri you're contrary."

      Raine hugged Merriotte and all her apprehension fell away as she took in Merriotte's familiar blend of roses and peony scent. The shape of Merriotte's body felt as familiar as her own did. How many nights had Merriotte held Raine while she cried because of her lack of magic? How many times had Raine comforted Merriotte and her parents' lack of attention to her? Twin souls born to be best friends forever.

      Merriotte pushed Raine to arm's length and winked at her. "You know I am, Couz. Oh my gosh look at you. All out from under your parents’ thumb. With a boyfriend…" Merriotte's gaze traveled to Jordan. "A super sexy boyfriend." She pulled away from Raine and sauntered up to Jordan. "A pleasure to meet you, Jordan."

      Merriotte held out her hand and Jordan looked at Raine uncertainly. Raine stifled a laugh. So like Merriotte to flirt with any good—looking man who crossed her path.

      "Uh…hi." Jordan shook Merriotte's hand once and then pulled away.

      Merriotte gave out a hardy laugh. "Oh my flying fig fingers. Is he an HBH?"

      Merriotte linked arms with Raine. "He is."

      Merriotte clutched her heart. "How in the other-mother-loving world did you find an HBH? I've been here twice as long as you have and I still haven't found one." Merriotte's gaze slid Raine's way and a wicked smile crossed her lips. "You better be careful, Couz, or I might steal him from you."

      Raine shook her head. "Well, he's taken."

      "I'm right here you two," said Jordan.

      Merriotte studied Raine for a moment. "Are you willing to fight for him?"

      Raine threw on her best smile and looked Merriotte square in the eyes. "To death."

      Merriotte's jaw dropped. "Damn girl. I've never seen you so fierce. Fighting all those Mundanes and monsters made you tough."

      Raine glanced at Jordan and smiled. "Maybe."

      "Well, come on⁠—"

      "Are you going to introduce me?" Sam landed on Raine's shoulder once more.

      Merriotte's eyes widened. "Oh my bushwhacking finger snappers, a baby dragon."

      She reached out to scratch Sam's chin, but he pulled away.

      "Baby? I am a teenager at least."

      Merriotte's eyebrows slammed together. "But…you're tiny."

      Sam sniffed and flew to Jordan's shoulder.

      Raine snickered and locked her arm with Merriotte, moving her forward. "Don't worry about him. Like all males, size matters to him too."

      Merriotte broke into a laugh and pulled Raine close. "Damn I missed you, sister-cousin."

      

      The drive to the hotel consisted of Merriotte talking non-stop about things they'd done when growing up- mostly tales of Merri getting Raine into trouble for one thing or another. Jordan sat awkwardly at Raine's side staring at Merriotte and listening to her stories while holding Raine's hand and not saying a word. Sam, on the other hand, took to sitting on Raine's lap and looking out the window the entire time.

      When they finally reached the hotel, they were about to exit the car when Raine noticed Sam.

      "So…I didn't have time to think about how Sam would move around the city with me, without drawing attention. Usually, we pretend he's a puppet if anyone asks, but I'm afraid we might not be able to pull that one off this time with him being so excited."

      Merriotte studied Sam for a moment, her head cocked to one side. A smile spread over her lips and before Raine asked anything, Merriotte waved her hand at him. There was a shimmer and a pop and Raine found a bright orange Pomeranian in her lap.

      "Oh no." Jordan rolled his eyes.

      Sam inspected his front paws and screeched. "Paws! I have paws! Wait—" He turned in a circle and cried out again. "No. You turned me into a fluffy yapper. No. No way. I refuse to be a fluffy yapper. If I have to be a dog, I demand to be something ferocious. Like a Doberman or a German Shepherd or a Rottweiler. Not a rat who's been put through the spin cycle."

      "Tiny dogs are a hundred times scarier than a big dog. You are a million times more likely to be bitten by a little yappy napper, than a huge muscular monstrosity any day." Merriotte wiggled her eyebrows at Sam.

      "Really?" Sam looked himself over again. "Well, I guess this is all right. I mean, I finally have front legs so that's a plus. And I can lick my⁠—"

      "And on that note, we should leave." Jordan reached across Raine and opened the door for her. The driver got out and held out his hand for Raine. She passed him Sam who immediately began to bark and snarl like a rabid Tasmanian devil.

      Raine stepped out as the driver held Sam at arm's length and bared his fangs. Sam stopped barking.

      "You're a vampire? Bite me. Bite me. I want to be a vampire dragon."

      Raine snatched Sam away before the driver got any ideas. "No sir. The last thing I need is you bringing home any more friends for dinner."

      "At least when I was done with them there wouldn't be a bloody mess to clean up anymore."

      Raine shook her head. "Not the point."

      The driver pulled their bags from the trunk and Jordan carried them up the front steps.

      "Do you want me to come in with you?" asked Merriotte.
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