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      “They’re like the bloody Boy Scouts,” Sullens muttered beside me, scowling at the encampment at the bottom of the hill. His comparison wasn’t completely off base. The wolves had obviously anticipated The Rain’s locked doors. They’d knocked only once when they arrived. I’d watched from a window when they returned to their vehicles, but I hadn’t felt any sense of victory. Three months had passed since my parents had been murdered, and I’d managed to come up with excuses and justifications to keep both the vampires and the werewolves from entering The Rain.

      Until yesterday, when I’d tried to postpone their arrival yet again. Octavian Lehr, the most influential alpha in North America and one of The Rain’s self-appointed gatekeepers, had made it clear he would not allow another Turnover to pass without his sanctioned werewolves entering the Null.

      “This is acceptable,” Jared, the vampire standing to my left, said. He’d been advocating for the reopening of The Rain ever since I dragged him out of Arcuro’s compound, promising if I did so, he would “instigate nothing” with the wolves or vampires.

      That wouldn’t help if they instigated something with him. He’d married Lehr’s daughter, and both the alpha werewolf and Jared’s master wanted him dead.

      A crisp mountain wind blew across the land, shaking the treetops to the west and east. The werewolves’ tents were well secured within the Null. They looked expensive and new, and in a clearing between the largest two canvas structures, the wolves had set up a mobile kitchen. Long tables connected to stoves and plastic sinks, and instead of doing something as mundane as roasting meat over a fire, they’d hauled in a barbecue pit big enough to cook for an army.

      Honestly, the setup was damn impressive.

      But I couldn’t let it stand.

      “They have to go,” I said.

      Sullens sighed. He, too, wanted to reopen The Rain—all the staff did. They wanted a return to normalcy, to the time when we turned over the guest rooms to Lehr’s sanctioned werewolves and to Arcuro’s sanctioned vampires. They regretted that my parents were dead—some even admitted they didn’t like Lehr and Arcuro holding the power of gatekeepers—but no one cared enough to change the status quo.

      Too bad. I owned The Rain now. I wouldn’t allow the status quo to return.

      “You have no choice,” Jared said. “You must compromise.”

      “Would you compromise?” I countered.

      His profile was as stony as the Appalachians rising above the treetops. Of course he wouldn’t compromise. Vampires as old as he was were used to always getting their way.

      “Ms. Rain,” Sullens said, “these wolves did not kill your parents. Lehr did not kill your parents.”

      True. A coven of witches and the stray werewolves they’d recruited had killed them. Shelli, the coven’s leader, had confessed to it. Then, when all hell broke loose at Gamecraft & Witchery, Shelli had escaped.

      A bitter anger made my muscles tense. Astrid and I might have broken her coven, but Shelli was shrewd and deadly, and she had years of experience as the head of the Whitmore coven. People feared her for a reason. Her continued existence was a problem.

      Jared turned to me. “You have two options: allow them to stay or start a war.”

      Knots twisted in my stomach. I’d been doing my damnedest to avoid war. To have any chance of winning it, I’d have to enlist the help of paranorms. There were a few who might have my back. Garion, The Rain’s bartender and the only employee who’d known me before I left home. Phedre and Thordis would fight because they were Valkyrie—that’s what they did. And despite Jared’s protests, he would get involved too. He didn’t have a choice. He was trapped in The Rain until we found a way to get rid of Arcuro.

      Others might decide to side with me as well, but that didn’t mean I wanted them to. It would make them targets, and my actions had resulted in the deaths and the torture of paranorms before. I couldn’t be responsible for that again.

      Jared and Sullens both watched me, waiting for my decision.

      My jaw clenched as I stared down at the encampment. There had to be something else I could try, some way to avoid involving the staff and to circumvent Lehr and Arcuro. Maybe if I…

      I blinked. Well, why the hell not?

      “I’m going down there,” I said. I made it three steps before Jared cut off my path.

      “Why?” he demanded.

      “To have a conversation.” I moved left to go around him.

      He caught my arm. “You cannot go on your own.”

      I looked at his hand, then glared back up at him.

      He didn’t look apologetic, but he released me. “Too many people know the truth.”

      By truth, he meant loophole, the oh-so-vague language in the treaty that established the Null zone. I’d grown up believing my family, appointed as the Null’s caretakers, was protected, that paranorms couldn’t hurt us. Most of the paranormal world believed it as well, but there were some who doubted, some who read between the lines and wondered if there might be ways around it.

      Some who, like Shelli, had already found ways around it.

      “I know,” I said, and because Jared acted as if the whole paranormal world was plotting accidents for me to walk into, I added, “I’ll be careful.”

      A few long seconds passed before Jared stepped back. He deserved credit for that. He was an Aged vampire, Arcuro’s oldest scion, and he was used to people falling over themselves to please him.

      I headed toward the camp and the horde of werewolves, all in human form because the Null stripped them of their magic. That was why The Rain was an oasis. During the week of the full moon, werewolves sought the peace of the Null to fight the beasts inside them and to quiet the voices in their heads. Most wolves could handle their pack’s constant flood of images and emotions, but a small subset could not. They became moonsick, crazed, a danger to themselves and others, and most importantly in some people’s opinions, they were a risk to the secret of the paranormal world’s existence.

      The smell of smoking BBQ teased my nose before the wind whisked it away, leaving behind a faint scent of new-tent smell, which was surprisingly similar to the smell of a new car except more plasticky. The men and women who noticed my approach didn’t look worried about their stay. Lehr had probably told them this camp was a prearranged agreement. Either that or they were fully confident the werewolf striding toward me could handle everything.

      Blake looked like he could wrangle a burning comet. He moved with a self-assurance that was impossible to overlook. Even if he’d been an ordinary-looking human—something he most definitely wasn’t—that confidence was my kryptonite, and the more I learned about him, the harder it was to ignore my attraction to him. That made him dangerous, especially outside the Null where his magic multiplied his allure.

      His dark brown eyes locked on me, but there was something in the way he carried himself, something in the set of his shoulders and the slight tilt of his head that said he was aware of every man, woman, and creature that breathed the air around us.

      He focused behind me, and I stiffened, worried Jared or Sullens might have followed me. But then his gaze met mine again, and something in his eyes reminded me of the way he’d looked at Nora and Jared’s wedding. That was the last time I’d seen him. He’d worn a suit. He’d smiled. He’d been relaxed and carefree and outwardly unconcerned that Lehr would undoubtedly punish him for his attendance.

      I’d tried not to worry. Nora said Blake was a valuable asset, a deadly fighter who was proficient and competent. She thought her father was more likely to demote him rather than kill him. With the way Blake stood there radiating confidence, it looked like maybe Lehr hadn’t delivered any punishment at all.

      “Was this your idea?” I nodded toward the camp behind him. He had a talent for schemes that walked the line between being irritating and infuriating. This was exactly the type of thing he would do.

      “It might be.” His tone and his shrug made me überaware of the way his black T-shirt hugged the muscles of his chest and arms. A five-o’clock shadow darkened his jaw just enough to make my stomach flip, a sensation I quickly snuffed out.

      I crossed my arms and made sure I looked unimpressed and bored. I had no plan to let him see that I was even remotely attracted to him, and I didn’t want him to know I was grateful for this scheme, this pressure tactic. Blake knew my human friends. He knew the paranorms who were becoming more than just acquaintances. He knew how much I hated the control Lehr and Arcuro exerted over their secret world, and if he’d been a cruel man, he would have used that knowledge to hurt me.

      Blake wasn’t that type of man. He was the type who showed up at his best friend’s wedding despite his alpha forbidding any acknowledgment of the marriage.

      “I can’t let you stay,” I said.

      “And you can’t make us go.” He slipped his hands into the pockets of his jeans, making it look like he planned to be there awhile.

      “Are you sure about that?” I asked.

      The corner of his mouth quirked up. “The only way to get us to leave is to forcibly remove us. You can’t do that on your own, and you won’t get the staff involved.”

      He knew me too damn well.

      I kept my expression stony. “Do you really want to challenge me? The last person who did lost her coven.”

      “Her coven,” Blake said. “Not her life.”

      “What do you think you’d lose?” I countered.

      Blake began to circle to my left. “Worried something might happen to me?”

      The teasing tone in his voice should have triggered me. A few months ago, it would have. I would have punched at his unbruisable ego or said something to cut him down. Now I struggled to form an insult.

      He circled closer.

      “If you’re dead or incapacitated,” I said, “I’ll have to deal with someone else.”

      He stopped an arm’s length in front of me. His smile faded, and something in his stance, something in the way his gaze connected with mine, charged the air between us. For a long moment, neither of us moved. Neither of us looked away. My mind flashed back to Nora’s wedding, back to when he’d held out his hand and asked me to dance.

      Back to when I’d turned him down.

      It had been the right decision. I couldn’t act on my attraction to him. I couldn’t show bias. I couldn’t want—

      “Ah, here she is.” A male voice interrupted my thoughts. “Here’s the bitch who’s attempting to rattle the paranormal world.”

      My body tensed as Luke stepped into my field of vision.

      “Kennedy,” he said with a smirk. He was cover-model handsome, built just right for his body type with dark blond hair that stayed perfectly styled. Clean-shaven and with a flawless complexion, he was the type of guy who’d be the center of attention at a party. Most girls would hang on every word he said. Not me. Instead of feeling attracted to him, all I felt was revulsion and anger.

      I attempted to clear my expression like Blake had, but I’m sure I failed. I’m sure I looked like I wanted to put a bullet in his heart or shove one of the marble-sized spheres from my bracelet down his throat. The latter, a gift from Christian, wouldn’t discombobulate him in the Null like it would outside it, but it sure as hell would have felt good.

      “No greeting?” Luke asked.

      When I didn’t respond, his voice flattened. “It’s funny you should seek Blake out.”

      “I didn’t.”

      “Really?” Luke’s smirk vanished, and his eyes narrowed on the other werewolf. Blake still hadn’t looked at him. His gaze remained on me as if Luke didn’t exist.

      Maybe I shouldn’t have said anything. The fact that I hadn’t sought out Blake implied that he had been looking for me, and there was something going on between them, some different kind of dynamic that made anxiety twist in my stomach.

      Luke squared his shoulders and took a small step toward Blake, a move filled with threat and dominance.

      Blake merely looked at him.

      Shit. I’d been wrong. Lehr had punished Blake. He’d stripped him of his rank as second-in-command. That meant Blake wasn’t in charge of the werewolves here. Luke was.

      An array of emotions pinged through me, mostly worry and apprehension. Not all of that was for me. Luke knew about the loophole in the treaty’s protection—he’d hurt me before—but what did this demotion mean for Blake? Luke would never be as dominant as him. If Luke tried to enforce his will, would Blake obey? If he didn’t obey, what would Luke do? What would Lehr do?

      “I’m not here to seek out either of you,” I clarified, a weak attempt to reduce the tension in the air. When that didn’t work, I tried another tactic, very deliberately cutting between them on my way toward the camp’s center.

      “Where are you going?” Luke growled.

      I kept walking.

      “If you want something, you talk to me,” he said. “I’m in charge here.”

      “Keep telling yourself that.” I threw the words over my shoulder. I thought I heard a snort from Blake, but I didn’t turn to look. I focused on the encampment and the werewolves who were now watching me approach with a mix of curiosity and condemnation in their eyes. They likely weren’t happy they had to wait so long for entry to the Null. They might not be happy they were in a camp instead of the halls of The Rain.

      Honestly, they had plenty of reasons to be upset, but they wouldn’t take it out on me. Not yet. They’d wait to see what the little human would do.

      I wished I knew. I had an idea, but I wasn’t sure how to implement it.

      I stopped in the space between one of the bigger tents and the mobile kitchenette. Silence filled the air as I took in the scene. It really was a nice setup, one Blake most likely didn’t execute on his own. He had accomplices, probably a female because only a woman would see to details like the matching blankets draped across chairs and the permanent marker for writing names on disposable cups…

      My gaze lingered on the marker. That would work perfectly.

      I grabbed it off the table and walked to the shiny new tent on my left. After taking off the cap, I wrote Guest List in big black capital letters as far up as I could reach.

      I turned to face the werewolves. “This is my guest list. I don’t give a damn if you’re sanctioned by Lehr or not, but if you want to stay at The Rain, your name needs to be on this list.”

      It didn’t matter that all these wolves were sanctioned by Lehr. If they signed my list, it shifted a little authority to me. That would have to do for now.

      No one moved. I waited. This was my solution, a way to fight against Lehr without dragging The Rain’s staff into a war. I had to make it work.

      “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” Luke’s question was drawn out. I couldn’t tell if that was because his words were full of disbelief or full of fury.

      Not looking at him, I said to the rest of the wolves, “You have one minute to make your decision.”

      A woman with tightly braided hair cleared her throat. “No one visits The Rain without Lehr’s consent. Signing that list would piss him off. He’d retaliate, and if he bans our packs from his region, our alphas will kill us.”

      Right. Because that’s what alphas did when werewolves didn’t meet their expectations. They immediately resorted to violence.

      “Your alphas have The Rain’s phone number. Tell them to use it, and I’ll make sure those who need the Null get to the Null.”

      The woman shook her head. “You can’t guarantee—”

      “Enough,” Luke snapped, cutting her off. He stepped in front of me, rage etched into his very handsome yet very punchable face. “Go back to your playroom, Kennedy.”

      The bastard was trying to intimidate me. It was shit like this that always pissed me off. And it was shit like this that made me stand up to paranorms even when it was likely a bad idea.

      I didn’t let him close the distance between us. I closed it and tilted my chin up just a fraction so I could meet his narrowed eyes. Then I very clearly stated, “No.”

      His nostrils flared. His right hand balled into a fist. If we’d been outside the Null, his eyes would have been edged in gold.

      I stood my ground. Held his gaze. Even when Blake moved in my peripheral vision, I didn’t look away from Luke.

      Luke broke eye contact first, turning to face Blake straight on. “Do you have something to say?”

      “Do I need to say something?” Blake returned.

      Luke’s face tinted red. So much menace and threat radiated from him, it felt like his werewolf magic roiled around us.

      The only emotion radiating from Blake was calm confidence.

      No matter what Luke might have liked to think, he wasn’t more dominant or capable than Blake. The only reason he was in charge now was because Lehr had ordered it.

      And because Blake had acquiesced to his alpha’s command.

      What would happen if Blake chose not to acquiesce?

      I shoved away that question and focused on the current situation, which I needed to settle before somebody died.

      “Who’s signing?” I turned to the watching werewolves and held up the permanent marker. Blake and Luke were the only people who didn’t look at it. That was a good sign, the sanctioned wolves’ interest.

      The woman who’d spoken up earlier wore a look that said I might possibly be insane, but since she’d already interacted with me, I took a chance that she might be considering my words more than the others were.

      I held out the marker. “I’ll make sure it’s okay with your alpha.”

      She chewed on her lower lip, glanced at the tent, then at Luke and Blake, who were still in their silent standoff. A couple more seconds passed. Her gaze returned to me, and I could feel her scrutiny, her assessment. Would I follow through on this, or would siding with me bite her in the ass in the future?

      “Sign,” I said, funneling all my confidence into the word. I would not let Arcuro and Lehr determine who could and couldn’t visit my hotel.

      She closed her eyes a moment, shook her head as she reopened them, then took the marker from my hand.

      I let out a breath when she walked to the tent, then wrote in pretty looping letters the name Jasmine on its formerly unblemished surface.

      When she finished, she handed the marker back to me, then returned to the group of watching werewolves. Those nearest to her shifted away like they were worried they might end up as collateral damage.

      But not all the others were afraid. A man in jeans and a plaid button-up took the marker next. He wrote his name, then passed it off to another man who signed and passed it off to someone else.

      “The next person who touches that marker dies,” Luke growled. When no one else moved, he gave me a condescending smirk.

      The way my body tensed was familiar. It happened anytime a paranorm tried pushing me around or when they treated me like I was human and insignificant.

      I unlatched my feet from the ground, strode forward, and then with thumb and forefinger, I very deliberately plucked the marker from the last werewolf’s hand. I held it up in Luke’s face with a look that said I’m touching it. What are you going to do about it?

      Luke’s lips twitched into a silent snarl. If I hadn’t been a Rain, he would have killed me. I could see it in his eyes. He wanted to wrap his hands around my throat, strangle the life from my body.

      Luke stepped closer. It took everything in me to stand my ground. If I backed down now, no one else would sign the tent. I’d have to get the staff involved and force the werewolves out of the Null.

      I set my jaw and waited for his move.

      Someone swiped the marker from my hand.

      “No need to start a war,” Blake said. “If they sign, they stay. That’s what Lehr wants.”

      Luke finally broke eye contact. His nostrils flared as he glared at Blake, who looked completely relaxed. He wasn’t going to bloody his knuckles over this.

      Some of the tension seemed to leave the rest of the werewolves. Blake had just recognized my authority without actually recognizing it.

      Luke’s fists clenched at his sides. “Lehr’s list is the only one that matters.”

      “The sanctioned matter.” Blake tossed the marker onto the plastic table. He held Luke’s gaze a moment longer before he turned and walked away.

      Now Luke looked like he wanted to kill Blake. Maybe that was intentional on Blake’s part because I could breathe easier now that I wasn’t squaring off with the asshole wolf.

      “You will regret this,” Luke said, his voice sizzling with fury. “I will destroy you without scratching one millimeter of your precious flesh.”

      My skin went clammy and cold. He’d issued a threat like this before. He’d very temporarily rented an apartment in my former building and befriended my roommate, Carrie, and John and Alex, the guys who lived across the breezeway from us.

      My throat felt tight when I swallowed.

      Luke lingered long enough to make his point clear. Most of the rage filtered from his expression as he swept his gaze over the other werewolves. When he turned his attention back to me, a much calmer, much more competent werewolf stood in his place. It was the lack of fury that made chill bumps skitter down my arms. He looked resolved. He looked dangerous. He looked like he had a plan that would make me wish I’d crumpled at his feet.
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      After Luke was out of sight, I grabbed the marker off the table and shoved it into the hands of the nearest werewolf with a sharp, “Sign it.” Then I turned to make my way back up the hill.

      I didn’t get far—just to the edge of the camp—when a figure rushed me from the left and another from the right.

      I darted forward, knowing my best bet was to get closer to where Jared and Sullens still waited, but after three running strides, I recognized the women cutting off my path. They were Phedre and Thordis, the two Valkyrie my parents had hired last fall. Why? I had no clue. Valkyrie didn’t need the Null, and Phedre and Thordis were slightly… off.

      “You have an irritating habit of sidestepping bloodshed,” Thordis said.

      I gave her an annoyed look. “Jared sent you.”

      “We volunteered,” Phedre said cheerfully.

      Of course they did. “Well, I’m happy I’m establishing a track record for disappointing you.” I started back toward The Rain. Phedre fell into step on my left, Thordis on my right.

      No. Strike that and reverse it. Sometimes I still mixed them up. It wasn’t entirely my fault. They had the same builds and similar personalities. They wore the same clothes, usually brown pants that fit like tights, loose tunics that easily hid weapons, and long, braided hair I’d seen them swing around like whips. Still, I would have learned who was who faster if they hadn’t gotten a kick out of randomly claiming to be the other Valkyrie just to confuse me.

      Silently I accepted their escort. The ground rose sharply for a few yards before it returned to a more gradual slope. I was close enough to see Jared and Sullens’s expressions. The latter let relief flash across his face before he replaced it with a more typical what-have-you-done-now look.

      “Explain,” Jared said.

      “Eli isn’t enough protection for my friends. Find someone to watch them day and night.” Eli was the earth elemental who’d been the security guard at my apartment since before I moved in. He’d saved my life once, but he was just one individual and wouldn’t be able to take on a determined werewolf.

      Jared stared at me. Sullens closed his eyes, then reopened them and said, “What did you do?”

      “I created my own list.”

      I’d never seen Jared look so flabbergasted. It might have been funny if the situation was different.

      “They can stay if they sign it,” I said.

      Sullens looked at my empty hands. “Sign what?”

      Thordis let out a laugh. “She started the list on the side of a tent. I thought the werewolf might try to kill her for that.”

      She sounded a little too disappointed about the latter.

      “Blake.” Jared spat out his name.

      I shook my head. “Luke. That’s why I need my friends protected. Can you arrange it?”

      His expression didn’t change. Nothing unusual there. His face was about as animated as a wall unless Nora was around.

      “Are we to let them into The Rain?” Sullens asked.

      I paused, uncertainty and apprehension twisting through my stomach. I was worried giving the werewolves rooms in the hotel might be seen as me giving in. I wasn’t one hundred percent against compromising, but I didn’t want Lehr to think he could send whoever he wanted, and I’d just add them to a list. I wanted to bypass Lehr.

      I let reason win the war in my head. This was a first step, a signal that I was taking authority over who could and couldn’t step onto my property. I’d take more steps over the next few days.

      “Only those who signed,” I said.

      Sullens’s mouth tightened into a thin line. “I will inform them.”

      “Take Phedre and Thordis with you.” I looked at Phedre because she came off as a tiny bit more sensible than Thordis. “For protection. Not to start shit.”

      “Of course,” Phedre replied with too much enthusiasm. She looked at Sullens. “Ready?”

      Sullens gave me a hostile glower before he started down the hill, Phedre and Thordis happily trailing along on either side of him. The Valkyrie were a lot to take in, but I liked having them there. They didn’t have the overbearing, I’m-superior-to-you attitude that most paranorms did.

      “This is not your worst idea,” Jared said.

      My eyebrows raised. “Was that approval?”

      “What if it does not work?”

      I ignored the anxiety gnawing at my gut and started the walk back to the hotel. “Four wolves already signed. And Blake practically approved it.”

      “Four is not fifty,” he said, which was the number of guests we usually hosted. “What will you do to the ones who do not sign?”

      “I’ll ask them to leave.”

      Jared scowled.

      I sighed. “I don’t know. Maybe Nora can talk to them.”

      “They will not recognize her dominance inside the Null, and Lehr cut her from the pack. She is a stray with no authority.”

      “I’m sure she’d love to hear you talk about her like that.”

      “We are both aware of what she gave up to be with me.”

      An ache squeezed at my chest. It was half sympathy, half envy. Despite how complicated their relationship was, I wanted that. I wanted someone who recognized my sacrifices and supported me in every way. I wanted someone I could turn to when things were hard, someone who made me stronger. Made me better.

      I had no one now, no family, no close friends I could confide in. Garion and Astrid knew me better than anyone else, but Garion kept himself distant from everyone, and Astrid had disappeared for more than ten years. Plus both of them were on the return-to-the-status-quo side of the line. The only paranorm who wasn’t was Deagan, and like all of Jared’s people, he was under orders to lie low until Jared dealt with Arcuro.

      “This will work,” I said, shoving my melancholy thoughts away. I don’t think he believed me—I’m not sure I believed me—but he didn’t question me again. We reached the hillside garden and took one of the crushed stone paths toward The Rain’s terrace and pool. The latter was empty. It wasn’t because nightfall would arrive soon. It had been quiet for months.

      I was almost looking forward to having guests again. The hotel had been created to alleviate some of the worst hardships of becoming a vampire or werewolf. And it protected others from their own magic or from those who would hurt or hunt them. Without its guests, The Rain felt less vibrant. It felt abandoned, like it had lost its purpose and was struggling to exist.

      I pushed open the back door to the lobby. Jared didn’t enter with me. Likely, he was off to find Nora. She’d basically moved in after their wedding. Technically, since she was no longer an ambassador for Lehr, she shouldn’t be allowed to stay for any length of time. But I hadn’t seen that rule written anywhere in the treaty. It was one of those practices we followed because that’s the way it had always been.

      I was done following traditions that didn’t make sense. Nora could stay as long as she liked.

      I headed toward the office. I needed to make sure The Rain’s bills were paid and to reply to emails from debt collectors and loan officers. I’d talked to dozens of people to work out a plan to pay off what my parents’ owed. They’d taken out loans to fund some kind of paranormal rescue operation with the help of Christian, who had a history of interfering in paranormal affairs. He’d rescued vampires from cruel masters and werewolves from abusive alphas, and he’d sucked my parents into his philanthropy.

      My jaw clenched when I walked into my office and stared at the open laptop on the desk. I wasn’t opposed to what Christian and my parents had done, but I was sort of hurt by it. I’d tried helping paranorms when I was younger. When Nora’s dad discovered what I’d been doing, my parents hadn’t backed me up. They’d told me this was the way the paranormal world worked, and it wasn’t my place to change it.

      It wasn’t my place, but it had been theirs?

      I shook my head as I pulled out the desk chair. I didn’t sit. I stared at it. It was old and crisscrossed with pink, black, and white camouflage duct tape and also the more typical hunter’s camo pattern, a private competition between my parents. I hated working here. It felt wrong, like I was out of place, just a kid pretending to be an adult. I was more comfortable sitting in a corner booth in the restaurant than I was here or upstairs in the residence. Both were reminders that my parents were gone. I was alone, the only human among a motley crew of paranorms who might or might not support me when I rearranged their world.

      Pushing away a wave of sadness, I closed and unplugged my laptop, then headed for the restaurant. I had to pass through The Rain’s lobby again. Aside from Isaiah and Thad, who were sitting across from each other on a cluster of couches, the large room was as deserted as the pool and terrace.

      The restaurant wasn’t as empty. Garion sat on a stool behind the bar. His muscled forearms rested on the countertop. He was probably bored out of his mind, but he didn’t show it. He was at his post on time every day despite me telling him he didn’t need to be. The staff could get their own drinks.

      He’d just shrugged and said it was his job.

      I turned my attention toward the person leaving the restaurant. It was Christian, which was a surprise. Like Blake, I hadn’t seen him since Nora’s wedding.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked as he approached.

      He shoved his hands into his pockets. In his typical way, he hesitated just briefly before he said, “Talking to Garion.”

      “About?”

      Another hesitation. This one slightly longer. “The werewolves. Are they staying?”

      I studied him, trying to figure out what he wasn’t saying. Some days I felt stupid I’d assumed he was a paranorm for so long. Other days, his quiet mysteriousness completely justified my presumption.

      “It’s up to them. You just happened to be driving by?” The Rain wasn’t exactly on the way to anywhere, and it was a good half hour from his martial arts gym.

      “I saw Blake and Luke leave.”

      Nice sidestep of my question, but I let it go because it was one of the things that validated my reluctance to trust him. He still had secrets, and as long as that continued, I owed him nothing. “They left together?”

      “No. Separate vehicles.”

      “Did you see anyone else leave?”

      “Should I have?” he asked.

      I shrugged. “I was just curious.”

      He didn’t say anything else. Neither did I, and the silence began to feel awkward.

      “Well.” I held up my laptop in a way that said Lots of work to do, then I moved to the side to walk past him.

      “Wait,” he called when I was a few steps away.

      I turned.

      As soon as my eyes met his, something made his mouth close, his chest deflate. A shadow seemed to dim his usually bright blue eyes. It vanished in an instant, and he gave me a tight smile. “I hope everything works out.”

      Was he talking about the wolf encampment? I would have said “me too” or “I’m trying my best,” but he strode to The Rain’s front door and walked out.

      “Every time you turn your back on him, he looks like he’s in pain.”

      I looked over my shoulder. Astrid took a seat on a barstool and swiveled toward me.

      I gave her a you’re wrong look as I entered the restaurant.

      “Have you thought about forgiving him?” she asked.

      I set my laptop on the bar beside her. “I did forgive him.”

      “You might have said the words, but you’re still blaming him for keeping secrets. He was trying to protect his sister.”

      His sister, Melissa, had pretended to be human, and she’d tried to blackmail me and an employee. Not only that, she’d later caused me to wreck my car. She and Christian claimed she had orders from her vampire master to befriend me, but that seemed way too convenient an explanation.

      “Maybe he’s still keeping secrets,” I said. “Maybe she is.”

      “Everyone has something they want to keep hidden.”

      “Some secrets are more damaging than others.” I eyed her as I slid onto my own stool. “You don’t one hundred percent trust her either.”

      “Maybe not, but I’m not the one ripping Christian’s heart out about it.”

      I snorted. “I’m not ripping his heart out.”

      “Well, you’re ripping up his hope.” She motioned to Garion, but he was already headed our way with two drinks.

      He set them in front of us, then looked at me. “How are you?”

      “Ask again in a few hours,” I said. “What did Christian want to talk to you about?”

      The bartender’s wide shoulders rose in a shrug. “Nothing much.”

      “He drove all the way out here to say ‘nothing much’?”

      “He’s never said a lot.”

      “He was probably checking in on you,” Astrid said, tapping her glass against mine.

      I picked mine up again. Took another sip. “Unless you mean he was checking to see if I’d changed my mind about his sister, then you’re wrong.”

      “You’re really going to deny a paranorm entry into The Rain?” Astrid’s brows bent with curiosity.

      I pressed my lips together. “I get it. It’s a double standard. But…”

      My phone vibrated in my back pocket. I slid it out, glanced at the screen: unknown caller. I declined the call, then set the phone face down on the bar.

      “We’re going to need to make changes to your purchase order,” I said, opening my laptop.

      Garion took a sheet of folded paper out of his pocket. “Already did.”

      I frowned at the numbers. It was the right amount for a full guest list. “How did you know they might be staying? I walked in ten minutes ago.”

      “Just a hunch.”

      My eyes narrowed.

      “Oracle,” I accused.

      He didn’t quite smile, but amusement touched his face. He’d stopped responding to my guesses about his species. My parents had hired him my senior year of high school, but I’d never learned what he was. The last time I’d seriously asked him had been a few days after my parents’ funerals. He’d chosen his words carefully and said that he would tell me if I demanded it, but he asked that I didn’t. I respected Garion, so I didn’t ask. I wouldn’t force him to tell me something he wasn’t ready to.

      But I hadn’t given up my ridiculous guessing game.

      My phone vibrated again. I lifted it to glance at the screen. Again, it was from an unknown caller.

      With a short, uncomfortable hesitation, I declined again and set it back down. It was probably just a persistent telemarketer.

      “Let me know if you need anything else,” Garion said. Then he returned to his stool beside the register.

      Astrid took another sip of her drink. When she set her glass back down, she lowered her voice. “I have another spell I want to try.”

      It felt like the atmosphere squeezed my upper body, making it hard to breathe. The last spell she’d attempted had turned out horribly, but that wasn’t why my anxiety spiked. The reason Astrid was using magic on me in the first place was because of a bargain I’d made with Taenaran Dorthrashi on Beltane. I’d gone to the fey gathering to learn how to open the envelope he’d delivered on behalf of my parents. I hadn’t known who he was at the time—he’d introduced himself as Canyon Firestone—and I certainly hadn’t known he was the king of the Night Court. If I had, maybe I wouldn’t have bargained with him, and I wouldn’t have a big blank in my memories.

      It was those few minutes I couldn’t recall that terrified me. I didn’t know what I promised him. He’d stolen my memory as effectively as a vampire could steal a human’s, and it was exactly as big a violation as I’d always thought. I still hated that I’d allowed Jared to wipe Officer Tanner’s mind, but the alternative would have been worse.

      I ran my fingers through my hair, loosening a few tangles like I wished I could loosen the shadows in my mind. Astrid was trying to reveal what I was missing, but fey magic and witch magic repelled each other, and her attempts to help me hadn’t gone so great. “I think I might be done with spells.”

      Astrid swirled her glass, making the ice clink against its sides. “Even with dampening spells?”

      My eyes darted to hers. “You found a dealer?”

      She nodded, then took a sip of her drink. “Someone on an old listserv. It’s expensive though. Costs $2,500 each, so ten grand.”

      I grimaced. The price tag wasn’t a surprise though. Aura-dampening spells were partially responsible for the debt I’d inherited. My parents had been buying it for Christian and the paranorms they’d helped.

      And for Christian’s sister. That’s how she’d moved to and from The Rain without Arcuro’s vampires detecting her.

      “Does it feel a little too easy?” I asked.

      “Easy? No,” she said. “Much quicker than expected? Definitely yes.”

      It could be a scam. It could be a setup. Shelli was still out there, and there was no way she was going to forget that we’d broken her coven, just like there was no way I’d forget that she’d had my parents killed.

      Still, if the dampening spell was legit, and if Astrid could replicate it, it would be a whole hell of a lot easier to get unsanctioned past Lehr and Arcuro’s patrols.

      “Is there a way we can confirm—?”

      My phone vibrated for the third time.

      “Maybe you should answer that?” Astrid suggested.

      I didn’t like unknown and unexpected calls. They reminded me that I’d exchanged text messages with Shelli, thinking she was my mom.

      But it was stupid to be afraid of a phone, so I answered it.

      “Kennedy Rain.” The female voice had a smooth predatory tone. “Arcuro has sent Malachi to speak with you.”

      My grip on the phone tightened. “No, thanks.”

      “He’s already there.”

      I could just see The Rain’s front doors from my place at the bar. They swung open wide, and a strong mountain wind swept inside, bringing with it the cool night air and Malachi, Arcuro’s new enforcer and the vampire who had almost killed me.
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