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      Grandma Iris was a lot more annoying now that she was dead.

      Rain remembered a sweet old toothless lady who made out-of-this-world gumbo and beignets so good she licked her lips just thinking about them. Last year, Iris had died in her sleep at the ripe old age of ninety-seven—a first in their family. It had been a long time since a White had seen past the forty-year-old mark. One of the many reasons why Rain now went by her father’s name and avoided Nola like her life depended on it.

      It did.

      She'd shown her face at the funeral. Iris deserved it. Rain had even stayed for the ceremony that had followed, but when her name had been called, and she'd been asked to step forward to drop a little blood at the altar, she'd shaken her head. No one had been surprised. Disappointed? Certainly. Not surprised. They knew she wasn't part of their coven anymore.

      The funeral was supposed to mark the end of an era. Now, she truly had no reason to step foot in Louisiana again. She wasn’t close to her older sister, and her little sister was more than happy to hop on a plane and spend some time with her somewhere else—anywhere else.

      Rain was supposed to be free.

      Iris had other ideas.

      “Your mama would be ashamed to see you wasting your skills like this, young lady,” said her dead grandma.

      Rain couldn't see her, but she could feel her energy behind her. Iris was probably holding a hand on her hip and glaring at the back of her head while Rain mixed a batch of fresh hangover cure in her kitchen.

      It was Sunday morning. She’d sell a dozen of those within an hour tops as soon as she opened her shop, the Practical Witch.

      “My mama took part in ceremonial orgies and thought that the full moon was a reason to get high. I don’t exactly aspire to emulate her, you know,” she replied, rolling her eyes and moving to the stove to check on her custom order.

      She grimaced, watching the thick green potion bubble happily. By all the gods, it stunk.

      Surprisingly, or not, most of her clients came to her about STD issues. Her cures were efficient, if not pleasant.

      “You should be at home, helping your sister manage the seventy-three clans, not here serving regular mortals. Let them go to the doctor for their warts.”

      “And you should be in the outerworld, with the rest of the spirits, yet here we are.”

      A very faint knock came from the closest window and Rain stiffened as her head snapped left. Behind the glass, there was a very beautiful raven, batting its elegant wings to stay level.

      She glared.

      “Do you have anything to do with this?” she asked out loud.

      There was no response. Iris had a knack for butting in when her opinion wasn’t wanted and disappearing when Rain had something to say to her. Damn ghost. In her long life, surely the old woman had met witches who were worthier of being hunted down than her boring, STD-potion-making ass.

      Rain washed her hands and dried them, slowly and meticulously, delaying the inevitable.

      She knew who this message had come from. And she knew that if she ignored it, next time, it would come in a less pleasant fashion.

      Finally, she walked around her small breakfast bar and opened the window. The bird remained in front of it, confirming Rain’s suspicions.

      “Come on in, then.”

      It flew in, soaring to the floor. A dark, misty smoke suddenly clogged the air, and a noise like no other came from the poor animal: half cry, half growl, as its bones cracked and changed.

      Within a minute, there was an annoyingly gorgeous, very naked, extremely unwelcome man in front of her.

      "What on Earth are you doing in my place, and in daylight, you idiot?" she yelled, throwing a kitchen towel at him in the hope that he'd use it to cover his damn dick.

      She knew better. Charles wasn’t one to hide his dick if he could help it. He ignored the towel.

      “Is that how you greet an old friend, Rain darling?”

      “Friend?” she repeated, dumbfounded.

      They tolerated each other, at best.

      Nola was a strange city. It had believed in the monsters under the bed well before they’d come out of the darkness and announced their existence. They’d celebrated them.

      In the old days, there had been an understanding between all paranormals; they might have their differences, but when it came down to hiding from mortals, they had each other's backs. Vampires had helped witches, witches had returned the favor.

      After the age of blood, they’d ceased to need each other. Vampires had declared their presence loud and clear to the entire world. And they’d taken power, just like that. Humans had freaked at the time, but not nearly as much as the witches had.

      In the past, the witches had believed that they knew vampires. Their strengths, their limitations, their powers. But when it had come down to it, the vampires had revealed that all they'd believed about them was wrong.

      They were stronger than they’d previously let on, and harder to kill.

      The witches had taken the side of the innocents, of the regular mortals, as was their way, and across the world, the vampires had defeated them.

      In Nola, they overthrew the seventy-three clans with barely any effort. Rain hadn’t seen the age of blood, but she’d been told that her uncle, head of the clans at the time, had been killed by Charles. He’d snapped his neck like a twig for opposing him. Charles had been given Nola by the king of vampires. He’d ruled it with an iron fist.

      By the time Rain was born, the vampires had grown bored of having so much admin or something, because they’d given the reins of the world back to regular humans, after making it clear that any open war against supernatural creatures would result in reprisals. The vampires said they’d return and wipe regulars out this time. After all, they could survive on any mortal blood, shifters and witches included. They didn’t need regulars.

      The warning had been efficient; decades passed without conflicts. Charles, like other vampire lords, had said that all was back to normal. He’d shaken hands with the new head of the clan, Rain’s mother.

      Most young witches never saw him, only heard of him in whispered tales of untold horrors. Rain had been the exception, because she’d had a tendency to skip past witch territory and hang out in the wrong places from the moment she’d found someone to make her a decent fake ID.

      She remembered the first time she’d met Charles at one of his clubs. Probably during her third or fourth night out. She’d tried not to appear nervous as she passed her ID to the security guy, but her eyes had darted left and right. And there he had been, coming out of the loud, crowded club, a beautiful, model-worthy woman under each arm. She remembered his eyes, which shone a little too much in the darkness. His slow movements. The way he strode, like a predator.

      He'd freaked her out; she'd known right away that he was someone, something else. Another woman might have developed a crush. Instead, Rain saw a rival. An enemy.

      He’d looked at her for a moment that had seemed to stretch indefinitely, and then he’d smiled.

      “Let her pass,” he’d told his bouncer. “This little lady is welcome at any of my clubs.”

      She’d been, what, seventeen? And he must have known it. Why he’d extended his welcome that way, she couldn’t say. He probably just helped out sups to collect favors. They’d seen each other in passing every other week, but that was the extent of their relationship. She wouldn’t call it friendship.

      There was no reason why he should have been in her kitchen, naked.

      “Acquaintance,” he amended with a shrug, like the words were interchangeable in his opinion.

      “You haven’t answered my question. Why are you here? How did you even find me?”

      She was cloaked and shielded. Not very well: she had no enemy to worry about, and she wanted to remain findable by some of her actual friends, but still, someone with no belongings from her, and no conception of the nature of her magic, shouldn't have been able to locate her.

      “Easy, little witch. I come in peace. I bear a message that could not have been sent by any other means.”

      One hand on her hip, and glaring, Rain wondered if Iris was rubbing off on her.

      “Sara needed me to talk to you.”

      Oh. Her demeanor immediately changed. “Is she okay? Has anything happened to her?”

      Sara had her phone number, but when she called, there was always someone within earshot, so she stayed on safe topics. Messaging her wasn’t safe: the clan was paying for her phone and monitored what she did. Rain knew the drill. If she wanted a real chat with her little sister, they had to meet in person.

      “Not yet.” Charles tilted his head. “I’m glad to see you care.”

      She was back to glaring now. “Of course I fucking care. She’s my sister.”

      He had a point, though. If he’d talked about Michelle, her other sister, she would have been far less concerned.

      “What do you mean, not yet?”

      “I mean,” Charles said slowly, “it’s not solstice yet.”

      His words might have been confusing to anyone else. Not her. She knew exactly what he was talking about.

      “Are you telling me that they plan to use Sara, a fucking twenty-year-old, in the biggest summoning ritual of the year?”

      He was joking. He must be.

      Charles shrugged. "The last few years, it's my understanding that your grandma used to head the ceremony and your sister, Michelle, channeled your ancestors' power as the anchor to the spell. Now, Michelle is head of the clan, and the only White witch they have on hand is Sara, so yes. That's  what I'm telling you."

      Rain felt stupid for not thinking about that eventuality before, but mostly, she was pissed. Incredibly pissed.

      She'd been twenty-three the first and only time she'd let her family use her that way. It had been five years prior, and she still had nightmares about it.

      Rain was a lot more resilient than Sara. Her powers had started at nine years old, and by twelve, she could control some of it. Sara hadn't possessed any magic until she'd been seventeen; she was still trying to understand it.

      Anchoring might kill the kid, or drive her insane.

      “No,” she said, practically growling. “You’re not here for Sara. You haven’t been sent by her. You’re delivering Michelle’s threat. I come home, or she uses our sister, is that it?”

      Charles didn’t display one iota of remorse. “That’s about the gist of it, yep. Do you mind if I take a nap before heading back? I had a long night.”
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      Today was going to be weird, Luke knew that for a fact. Weirder than the average day for a Scottish cheetah shifter living with a bunch of American psychos.

      Actual psychos. Nothing pleased his alpha female more than the prospect of a good hunt when she was allowed to kill something at the end of it. If bloodshed wasn't on the menu, Aisling Wayland-Cross—Ace, for short—pouted something fierce. As for his alpha male? He was a sabertooth tiger. Seriously, a sabertooth. It was as terrifying as it sounded.

      Luke often wondered how that was even possible. The animal had been extinct for like, what, ten thousand years? Most shifters he knew transformed into a version of wild animals that could be found in nature.

      Although, if one was to believe the rumors, there were a few dragon shifters around.

      Luke always believed the rumors. It was dangerous not to.

      Then, there was a seer kid who delighted in looking at him with horror-filled eyes, like she'd foreseen his death by disembowelment, until he yelled, “What? What! I’m going to die today, is that it?” Hsu inexorably started to giggle and ran away.

      The little devil.

      There also was a witchy teenager, a toddler who could already shift, and did so every other minute, plus a whole bunch of fated mate pairings who proudly displayed ethereal marks on their skins; tattoos that were slowly expanding, starting at their mating marks and slithering along their limbs.

      The average day in Lakesides wasn't exactly what one would call ordinary, but in the year he'd spent as part of the Wyvern Pride, he'd gotten used to everyone and their quirks. 

      His definition of weird had changed considerably.

      Still, Luke knew that today would qualify, because she was coming.

      Rain Phillips. 

      The most delicious five-foot-six woman, with curves for days and dark smoldering eyes with a thousand secrets. She was trouble. The very definition of it.

      All right, that wasn't exactly fair. Generally, she arrived right after trouble and played a significant part in making it go away.  And it wasn't like there was chaos on her tail every time she showed her face or anything; she'd visited them quite a few times without causing, or having to clear up, any messes. But for all that, Luke always tensed whenever he was told that she was on her way.

      The woman was one of the most powerful human witches he'd ever encountered. He'd met scions. He'd met vampires. The occasional demon fiend. They were something else, alright. But Rain was a hundred percent human, and yet, her magic felt like theirs.

      A typical witch, who used ancestral or elemental magic, could only do so much before they passed out. He'd seen Rain complete boundaries around the entire town without breaking a sweat. That wasn't normal. She wasn't normal.

      “What the bloody hell are you?” he'd asked a few months back, eyes narrowed.

      Her eyes had snapped to him, and she'd shot him that smile. The one that made his dick push against his zipper, demanding attention.

      "That was a little insulting, but I'll let it slide because your voice makes my lady bits tingle. Say something."

      “Seriously, my old home territory was smaller than Lakesides and the witch who protected it was strong. Yet she had to nap each time she renewed her spells. You don't. Why is that?”

      “Go on, keep talking,” she'd replied, batting her eyelashes.

      Infuriating lass. She was hiding something. Something he had no business asking, so he tried not to mind.

      And failed.

      The first time he'd met Rain, she'd come to help the Wyvern pride fight against a whole bunch of shifters who wanted to kill little Zack, their alphas' son. The boy was a turner, a shifter able to change a regular human into one of them. Back then, his kind had been killed on sight to protect shifters. Right after, she'd been there to help against the Vergas pack, the most powerful werewolf pack. She was Ace's friend, but still, no one would have judged her for backing down against such enemies. But she hadn't. Nor had Vivicia, a loner werewolf. Luke guessed that was why no one protested at clearing them a cabin; they could visit whenever they wanted, without announcing themselves. The Wyvern's animals knew their scents and welcomed them home.

      Even Luke's grouchy, mistrusting cat had no problem with the female. In fact, if anything, the dumb beast was annoyed at her for leaving. 

      Rain had stayed for three months the previous summer, until each of the cabins had been cleared out and decorated. She and Vivicia had then both popped back every now and then. Once, Rain had come to renew their wards, and a bunch of times she'd turned up to help out Niamh, who had trouble controlling her magic.

      Every six or seven weeks, Rain came bearing gifts from every corner of the world. Food, typically.

      Why Luke was so confident that something would be unusual about her visit today, he couldn't tell, but the moment he caught her scent, he knew he'd been right.

      Luke had been chopping logs with Ian when his head snapped east.

      “She's here,” he stated.

      Ian frowned. “Who?”

      Feline shifters' senses were a great deal more sensitive than a regular human's, but they weren't exactly wolves' either; from the woods, it was hard to distinguish scents all the way back at the house. Yet he smelled her clearly. Maybe because her fragrance was so different from anyone else's, dipped in essential oils, incense, and spices because of the concoctions she made on a regular basis.

      He'd never seen her brew a potion, but Luke understood that she made a living out of selling her skills, as so many loners did. For shifters, it often meant that they were hired guns or trackers. Rain made spells.

      “Rain,” he replied, nose wrinkled in displeasure. “She smells wrong.”

      Shifters could distinguish subtle changes in people's scent depending on their state of mind. She wasn't quite anxious, Luke smelled no fear, but there was an edge he didn't like. He needed her to get better.

      “Shall we head back? We have enough wood for the day,” he said, although they'd only gotten about half of what they'd planned on chopping.

      The previous winter, they'd run out of wood and had to buy some, which was ridiculous, given the fact that Aisling owned the whole damn forest around the lake. This year, they'd started to schedule work shifts. They'd gotten experts to come have a look at their wood, as none of them knew much about forestry. Apparently, a good bunch of their trees could be cut on the southeast side. They were supposed to clear the entire area, then plant new trees and attack another side the following year.

      It looked like they'd have enough wood for a few years just out of that parcel of land, so they were going to sell the rest. The alphas had liked the news: prides had a tendency to diversify their income stream.

      Luke didn't mind the work. It was considerably less boring than patrolling in a territory as peaceful as theirs had been recently, for one.

      But today, he wanted—needed—to head back early. See why Rain's scent was all wrong. Not that he could do much about it, frustratingly. If she'd been pack, he would have given her a little well-meaning hug and patted her head, demanding to know who he was supposed to punch. 

      But she wasn't.

      He still needed to be at the house, though.

      Ian laughed. “You head back. I'm staying. Tell everyone I sent you early to check the fridge and go shopping for me. I'm cooking tonight.”

      Luke perked up. Ian was a legend behind a stove.

      Then he frowned. “Why would I lie?”

      The enforcer shrugged. “Fine. Tell them you needed to see Rain and couldn't possibly wait four hours. See how that goes.”

      Ah. That made sense. “Forward me the shopping list, would you?”
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      "Hey guys, I'm home!" Rain announced jokingly as she entered the main living room of their main pride house.

      And yet it didn’t feel like much of a joke.

      For the last five years, Rain had traveled the globe, rarely staying put for more than a month.

      In the old days, "home" had been the LA apartment she'd shared with Ace, Faith, and Vivicia, but three years ago, Ace had moved to Lakesides.

      Rain used to visit sporadically, but since the Wyverns had busted into Ace's life, they'd truly made the place a home. Something in Rain was at peace around their little group, although she was but an outsider.

      “Auntie Rain!” Victoria squealed, rushing to tell her all about the hair product that had changed her life.

      Victoria was of African descent, like Rain, so along with pouty lips, mahogany skin, and big eyes, they'd inherited impossible hair. Rain's wasn't much of a problem; what was the point of being a witch if one couldn't tame a few curls? But when Victoria was left to her own devices, she was prone to hiding in the bathroom with a pair of scissors and chopping off her curls, rather than brushing them.

      Now, the girl had an inch of neat curls. Rain had bottled up some of her own product for her during her last visit.

      “Thank you so much for that. I've been begging her to leave her hair alone for years,” said Christine, the only submissive in the pride.

      It had been a long time since Rain had seen her. Christine spent some weekends in Texas, in the territory of the Vergas Pack of werewolves. Her mate was helping out his brother during his transition as alpha there, holding the position of beta without really having the title.

      Rain and Christine had managed to miss each other the last few visits. Rain hugged her warmly, glad to reconnect. Christine was good people, like everyone in the pride.

      “Anytime. Make her tell me when she runs out, I'll ship some over!”

      The entire pride used to live in the house Rain had just walked in; it hadn't been a problem, it was certainly large enough, but shifters liked their privacy.

      Over the last few months, they'd revamped some cabins around the lake, and most of the pride members had moved there. Now, only the children, the Alphas, and one or two of the guys lived in the pride house.

      They still used the living room as their common space. Ariadna, Ian, Jas, Daunte, Clari, and Luke weren't present, probably patrolling the territory, but everyone else greeted her from the sofas, chairs, and windowsills.

      Rain immediately noted that Ace was watching her closely, eyes narrowed.

      She’d exchanged pleasantries such as “how have you all been doing,” and “did you finish decorating your cabin, Clari?” with the other members of the pack for all of six minutes, when the alpha female snapped.

      “Alright, enough of that. Tell me what's wrong.”

      Rain might have smiled in other circumstances. She was not surprised, and certainly not offended. Ace knew her too well, and she wasn't one to beat around the bush when she could feel that someone she cared for was troubled. It wasn't in her nature as a born alpha.

      “Oh, you know,” she replied vaguely, scratching her arm nervously.

      “I don't,” Ace stated plainly, before tilting her head. “Do we need to speak privately?”

      Rain sighed. She wasn’t used to this. Asking for help. She knew she could, but it was physically painful to make herself do it. 

      To make things worse, she heard the main door open behind her, and she knew who had walked in.

      People had an aura, a distinctive presence as identifiable as their eye color or the shape of their chin. Rain could recognize most witches before she saw them, but shifters generally felt a little nondescript to her. The exception was Ace, who emanated a different aura, wilder and more intense. She could also identify Rye, Ace's mate, because his presence was immense, potent, overwhelming.

      And she also could recognize him. Luke. 

      She didn't know why he stood out that way. He wasn't a super-alpha like the Wayland-Crosses. He certainly wasn't a witch. Maybe it was because he was European? Who knew.

      She knew very little about Luke. Unlike the other Wyvern, who had always merrily chatted around her, he'd barely said a word to her in their acquaintance. Sometimes, he glared at her. Other times, he stared. She could feel that he was somehow suspicious of her, mistrusting.

      Which meant he was smart.

      Feeling self-conscious with all eyes on her, Rain mumbled, “You know what? It's just something stupid. I can probably work it out myself...”

      “Rain, you've done my walls for years, you put yourself in the line of fire many, many times for me and for this pride. Whatever it is, say it, and it'll be done.”

      She hadn't doubted it.

      Rain bit her lip and Ace tilted her head.

      “Do I need to kill someone?” she asked without much intonation to her voice. She might as well have been talking about picking up dry cleaning.

      “No, nothing like that. It's just...” Damn, spell it out, Phillips. “A family issue,” she finally voiced.

      That got Ace's attention. Her eyes widened a little. Come to think of it, it was probably the very first time that she'd mentioned family to her over the course of their acquaintance. No wondered she was surprised.

      Ace hadn't asked. She respected her privacy; plus, she certainly had her own share of family drama, so she could understand why some people preferred to keep their history under wraps.

      "Alright," said the alpha female, still frowning. "Coffee or tequila?"

      Rain finally let a breath out. "Tequila. Make it a double."

      "I got it, lass," said a low, delightfully suave voice from behind her. 

      Luke walked around her and headed to the open-plan kitchen on the other side of the room. She watched him walk away because what his beige pants did to his thick thighs and his ass was downright sinful.

      Realizing that everyone's attention was on her, she regretfully redirected her gaze towards Ace and explained. "My family is based in Nola. There are quite a few witches in the city--hell, most towns in Louisiana have their dedicated witches, really--and once a year, at the summer solstice, they all get together for one huge event. The head of all the clans in the state presides over a ceremony meant to replenish the power of all witches present. My grandma used to cast the spell, and my older sister, Michelle, was the anchor who took in all the energy and then released it. Now that my grandmother is dead, Michelle has to cast it. If I don't go and let her use me as the anchor, she'll use my little sister. That's not an option. Anchoring the energy of thousands of dead witches is dangerous for anyone. Me? It might knock me out for a few days. But it could kill Sara. She's just twenty, and she only started to display some aptitude for magic three years ago."

      “Would your sister truly use her if it’s that dangerous?" Rye asked, frowning.

      "Yes," she replied without any hesitation. “Witches from my family make the best anchors because we have enough power to hold in all the energy that's passed down."

      "Why just your family?" asked Luke.

      She might have glared, if he hadn't also been walking, handing tequila to the adults and juice to the kids, like a fucking drink fairy. He was good enough to give her two glasses.

      "We were the first witches of Nola. Our family traces back to Salem; during the hunt in the middle ages, there were two sisters of equal power. When their mother died, they decided that one of them should flee the city in order to preserve their line. The witches of Salem are elemental users. One stayed in Salem and built the largest coven in the world. The other one went to Nola. As a token, she took her mother's casket. When she settled in Nola, she found that her elemental magic wasn't what it used to be, but when she invoked the earth over her mother's grave, her mother's power flew through her instead. She was the first ancestral witch, Schuyler White. We're her direct descendants. Over the years, for one reason or another, other witches have been used as anchors; they even tried to have three, or seven anchors. It doesn't work nearly as well as using a White witch. I know Michelle. She won't care about the risk. This is her first ritual. She wants it to be a success."

      There was a slim chance that she was wrong, that Michelle's threat had been a bluff, but she wasn't taking the risk.

      “So, you're going,” Ace summarize. “How can I help?”

      Her mate shook his head and corrected, “How can we help?” 

      Ace smiled at him in approval. 

      "I can handle the ritual itself. The problem..." This was embarrassing, but she forced herself to spell it out. "I will have a lot of power in my grasp, guys. Like, a lot of it. And there's something in me that may not want to let it go. Performing magic as part of the Nola covens, manipulating the power I was born with, is addictive. I got out when I could before it changed me, turning me into something I'm not. I just want to make sure someone can drag me the hell out of there if I feel tempted to stay. Nola is my past. I don't want it to be my future.”
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      Pain was obvious in Rain’s every word. Luke wondered what had happened in her life to make her sound so damn sad when she talked about her home. He wasn't that melancholic when he was remembering his and how everyone he knew had been butchered by a megalomaniacal madman.

      Luke also wondered why he couldn't seem to loosen his fists or why he felt like punching something. And yet all of a sudden, one of his hands uncurled and reached out to her. Before he knew it, he was threading his fingers through her thick, luscious dark hair and pulling her close, giving her a half-hug.

      He let her go just as quickly. What the hell? They were not on hugging terms. They said hi and exchanged a grand maximum of seven sentences per day, for heaven's sake!

      Insanity.

      She looked up, her big, dark, mesmerizing eyes full of surprise.

      “Alright. We can do that. When's the ceremony? If you haven't reported back saying you're out a few days later, we come to drag you out,” Ace proposed.

      Luke found himself frowning, not quite satisfied with that solution. He would have preferred if his alpha female had just told her not to go, that her sister was probably bluffing, or that they'd get the kid, Sara, out of Nola if necessary.

      He opened his mouth to suggest just that when Clari intervened. “Or we could send someone with her?” she asked the alphas. “Sounds like that Michelle is a piece of work. It would be nice if someone had her back down there, especially if Rain needs to pass out after the ceremony.”

      “Good point,” Ace agreed, smiling at the beta female. “Thank you.” 

      She glanced toward her mate, and Rye looked around the room. 

      Luke fixed his stare on his alpha, as meaningful as he could be without saying a word. Inside him, his cheetah was practically clawing to the surface. It should be him. It had to be him.

      The corner of Rye's lip lifted when he watched Luke.

      “Maybe we should ask Ian?” he mused out loud. “He's scheduled to work as a lumberjack for the next two weeks or so. We can spare him if we call in for a temp worker.” He let a second pass, before saying, “Unless you don't mind delaying your vacation next week, Luke? You could go.”

      He could feel those damn enticing eyes turn to him, although he didn't glance toward Rain before nodding. “Sure thing. No problem. Always wanted to visit Louisiana, anyway.”

      If he was perfectly honest, he had, in fact, never thought about Louisiana in his entire life, but thankfully, no one thought to question it.

      Rain's scent was alright now. No, more than alright. Delicious. Tantalizing. Tempting. He wanted to sniff her hair and then maybe bite her earlobe...

      Luke managed to restrain himself with some effort. He knew most women of the non-shifting variety didn't appreciate getting sniffed. Or bitten. Not by guys they weren't into, anyway. Luke wasn't blind, he knew he looked good, and most girls thought so. They liked his body, his accent, his eyes, or some shit. Rain had never expressed any real interest, though.

      He was going to have to try to avoid making her uncomfortable the next few days. Stay cool and professional. Besides, he was rather wary of her. Her mysterious power, her vague answers. She'd said a lot more about herself today than she ever had,  but he doubted that it was the end of the story. The last thing he needed was to get involved with another greater being. He'd learned his lesson. Mortals weren't meant to play with ultra-powerful beings like scions and shit. If Rain was anything like that, he should stay clear.

      Should.

      “When do we leave?”

      She sighed. "Soon. I want to stay here as long as we can," the longing was clear in her voice. "But the solstice is in five days, and I want to check out what's happening while I'm there."

      That didn't give him a lot of time to gauge the area and get a feel of who he was working against, but he acquiesced without voicing his concern, all the while wondering if he'd ever manage to say "no" to the lass.

      What was it with Rain Phillips?

      “Alright. We go in two days.
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      Rain was insane. Two days later, he had proof of it.

      He’d started to suspect it when they’d arrived in town. Everything appealed to him, the jazz, the thick smell of spice, the scents from the river, the fancy balconies overflowing with plants and the colorful houses.

      “Why the fuck did you leave this place? It’s paradise.”

      It was perhaps a little too hot for his taste, but there was AC just about everywhere, so he could deal with it.

      The witch rolled her eyes. “Let’s reassess that statement in a week, shall we?”

      They headed to a small hotel run by one of Rain’s acquaintances. Why didn’t she just stay with her family? Back when he had a family, he'd stayed at his cousins', siblings', uncles', and distant, twice-removed, relatives' at the first occasion, even if he had to share a sofa with a cat.

      Luke was curious as fuck, but he kept his mouth closed. He was pretty sure that the problem wasn't a lack of room at her sister's place.

      "Michelle ain't gonna like you staying here, you know," the owner told Rain, confirming Luke's suspicion. "She'd want you under her thumb, especially now."

      "Which is exactly why I'm staying with you, Ma Curtis. I know you can take her on," Rain said with a wink.

      The cranky old owner tsked, but checked them in nonetheless, before calling out, "Sophie! Amelia!"

      Two teenagers came out of the back, wearing aprons.

      "One of you, take Rain and her beau up, would you? Separate rooms, they say. They don't fool no one, but if they wanna play coy, I ain't gonna cry about it. It's their money to waste."

      So, the old lady was mistaking them for a couple? Interesting. Luke wondered why. Their mannerisms certainly didn't suggest it.

      "Rain? Rain White? Here!" one of the kids asked, while the other one gawked. "Fuck me sideways!"

      "It's Phillips, now," she said. "And watch your tongue in front of your grandma, Sophie."

      "Ma Curtis says fuck every hour," Sophie replied, rolling her eyes. "She doesn't mind, do you, Ma?"

      "I ain't got no business watching what comes out of your mouth, girlies. What with you being eighteen and all."

      The kids played a quick rock, paper, scissors, to decide who was leading them up. Amelia won.

      The rooms upstairs were clean and personable; the warm wood, bright walls, and fresh flowers on the windowsill made it all feel like someone's spare bedroom rather than a hotel.

      Amelia took them to Rain's first. Luke had a peek of beige linens and blue walls. His, situated right opposite Rain's, was painted red, with purple bedding. Somehow, it didn't clash.

      He dropped his luggage and headed to his en suite to wash away a few hours of travel. Coming out refreshed and in clean clothes, he found Rain talking to Amelia in the corridor.

      "Eighteen," Rain mused. "You guys have grown like weeds. I remember babysitting you."

      "And so do I! You were the best. Let us eat all the candy and stay up late."

      Luke could imagine that. She did spoil the Wyvern kids rotten, too.

      "Is it true that you'll be the anchor for the ritual?" Amelia asked in a hushed tone.

      So, the kid was also a witch. Luke wasn't surprised. He'd felt wards around the building; strong ones. 

      It certainly made his bodyguard job a little easier.

      "Maybe," Rain replied vaguely. "Depends on a few things. Tell me, how are things with Michelle in charge?"

      The kid was fucking uncomfortable all of a sudden. Not good, then.

      "I...I—" she didn't finish the sentence, her eyes darting to Luke.

      "Don't mind him. He couldn't care less about witches’ affairs. Anyway, you don't need to answer that. Forget I asked."

      The kid nodded gratefully and made her way downstairs.

      Rain watched her leave, frowning.

      "Well, that's not exactly reassuring," Luke said, just so the silence didn't stretch.

      Rain shrugged. "It's about what I expected. Come, let's go. I'm sure your cat is dying to explore the territory."

      Luke didn't ask how she knew; she was friends with Ace, one of the most dominant shifters he knew. No doubt, the alpha female also needed to check her surroundings when she arrived somewhere new.

      When they got downstairs, the cranky old lady who'd checked them in asked them if they wanted to sit and wait for gumbo.

      "Who is Gumbo?" Luke asked, justifiably one might think.

      No one had mentioned any gumbo before.

      The cranky owner of the place looked at him with horror, open-mouthed. Rain winced and grimaced.

      "Who is Gumbo, he says," Ma Curtis whispered to herself. "Who is Gumbo...my ancestors are rolling in their graves. They call to me, I can feel it. I must show him the way..."

      The octogenarian proved to be surprisingly strong. She gripped him by the ear and dragged him to a bright sitting room behind her counter.

      "You will stay until gumbo."

      Luke was half convinced he was about to get roped into a sect, but there had been something dark in her tone, and he dared not disobey.

      Sophie and Amelia carried in bowls filled with a thick, reddish-brown sauce over rice. One whiff and both Luke and his animal stilled, entirely captivated. When they ate a bite of shrimp and chicken, rice, and spices, they could hear angels sing. If Ma Curtis had come in with a contract and a pen, he would have signed away his soul without hesitation in that moment.

      They had gumbo, and then Rain took him outside so that he might survey the grounds around them. He and his cheetah were focused on noticing the ways to get into their hotel—through the roof, the balconies, the pub next door—but he had to admit that the lively, vibrant city distracted him. Something demanded his attention every other minute. 

      Luke halted in front of a cafe, and although he'd just eaten, his stomach growled, demanding that they stop there. 

      "What is that smell?" he asked, sniffing the air.

      "Beignets," Rain replied with a shrug. "We can order coffee and get some if you'd like. "

      He liked that very much.

      It was when he ate his first beignet that he came to the conclusion that Rain was insane.

      "In a week," he told her, "I'll be ready to sign a lease for an apartment in  this town."

      Rain snorted.

      "I'd demand a wager, but that would be unfair. I just know better. You've seen the Nola of daylight. You have no idea what it's like in our world."

      She was right, he didn't, but he soon found out.
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      “What is this?” the shifter almost growled, suspiciously sniffing his coffee.

      “Coffee.” Then she lifted a brow, catching on. “Probably chicory coffee.”

      Luke huffed and muttered about people messing with coffee, while tentatively sipping the beverage. He must have deemed it acceptable, because his frown disappeared and he kept on drinking contentedly.

      Rain didn't pay him much attention, her mind otherwise engaged.

      Iris hadn’t ever shown her face in the presence of another person before. What the fuck was she doing here now?

      She'd disappeared when they were walking the crowded streets filled with tourists, guides, and musicians, but when Rain and Luke were alone, she came back. Just a few minutes ago, she had been walking right behind the shifter and staring at his round ass with a satisfied grin.

      Not that Rain could blame her: it was a nice ass.

      Rain wondered if Iris was more powerful here because they were on her turf, so to speak. In her city, close to the cemetery where her remains were buried. That might explain how she could hang out with them. It didn't explain why she would want to; ghosts generally didn't bother people they didn't know.

      But still, the explanation seemed insufficient. Things were changing around here. It wasn't just that what she knew of the laws of the outerworld didn't seem to apply. It wasn't even the fear she'd seen in Amelia's eyes when she'd asked about the covens.

      It was power. She felt power under the surface, simmering slowly, growing stronger every instant.

      There was only one good news: it wasn't her problem.

      “We’ve gone around the block now, bodyguard. Happy, or do you need to survey more?”

      She half hoped he’d say yes, give her a reason to delay the unavoidable.

      She was going to have to go see Michelle, and soon. Now was already too late. Protocol dictated that foreign witches present themselves to the head of the coven right away.

      Not that she was exactly foreign, but she’d left them; the same rules applied.

      “I’m all good,” Luke said. “Honestly, my cheetah will be a little on edge regardless of how thoroughly we scan the area. Too many people. Not enough space.”

      “And nowhere to run,” she guessed.

      Luke nodded.

      “We can go to the bayou later. First, I need to greet sister dearest.”

      It was going to be a nightmare. Rain threw him a lifeline: "You don't need to come if you want to avoid the catfight."

      Luke broke into one of his irresistible smiles. "Now, why would I want out? You should know, no straight guy doesn't enjoy a female power play. Besides, I wouldn't be much of a bodyguard if I let you walk in the viper's nest by yourself."

      Bodyguard.

      She scoffed. Like she needed one of those.

      "Your job is to bring me back home. At best, you're a chauffeur. Who doesn't drive on our side of the road. And who basically just accompanies me to the airport."

      Luke point blank refused to get behind the wheel on the left, like a normal person.

      “An accompanieur,” she improvised.

      "Wholly underrated profession. But as such, it is my duty to accompany you, lassy. Don't worry. I've met a bitch or two in my time. I can deal with your sister."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      He couldn’t deal with her sister. Not without strangling her. Someone ought to handcuff him just to make sure his hands didn’t act of their own volition.

      The head of the Louisiana covens wore white from head to toes and sat elegantly next to a small round side table, sipping tea. She did somewhat resemble Rain, although her skin was lighter and her eyes were green, not brown. They might be half-sisters.

      Her thick hair was plaited down her head in one thick tress, and she wore a white headband over it. Horns might have been a more suitable ornament.

      The woman’s gaze started at the tip of her sister’s toes and slowly took in every part of her, before she stated, “I see you’re still fond of pastries.”

      What the hell?

      “And I see you still haven’t cut off your own tongue, regretfully.”

      At least Rain didn’t let it get to her.

      “Hm. You’ll recall that grandmother Iris was quite fond of sweets, too. At our age, it was all well and good, but in her thirties…”

      “Your mouth is still moving. Words are coming out of it. That can’t be good.”

      Luke snorted, calling the b…witch's attention to him. Her eyes scrutinized him just as intensely as she'd watched her sister. Then one of her brows hiked up an inch.

      “Delightful. How much are you paying him?”

      He wished he’d taken Rain’s offer and stayed out of the mess. Now, he was more than likely going to end up murdering a woman. His cheetah was that close to jumping out of his skin and leaping at Michelle’s throat.

      As if she'd guessed he needed it, Rain stepped closer to him and took his hand.

      "Hey, not all of us are hoarding our family's fortune. I'm dirt poor. Thankfully, he only wants pussy."

      Luke choked on his saliva and chuckled.

      "Anyway, I received your threat. I'll be here for the ceremony. Next year, Sara turns twenty-one and will be done with college here. Do this again, and I'll drag her out of this state. Understood?"

      Michelle’s eyes flashed with something dangerous.

      “It’s not like I actually have a choice, you know. You left. You abandoned us, and Sara is the only one who can—”

      “Bullshit. You can use anyone. You just want as much power as you can get your hands on. But this is the last time it’s gonna work. If you want to use a White, you’ll have to pop out your own spawn and suck on it.”

      The sisters glared at each other, but at length, Michelle shrugged and broke the stare-off.

      “Well, you’re here, that’s what matters. I’ll have Bruno take your belongings up—”

      “Thanks, but I’d rather eat my own arm than stay under your roof.”

      Luke expected Michelle to be offended, or surprised, but she sipped her tea quite calmly.

      “Oh, good. I would have had to get all your bedding burned after you left. I'll see you at the ceremony, traitor.” There was fire in her eyes and her words.

      Rain shrugged it off, but something in her eye made it obvious that she hadn't been indifferent to the insult.

      “Where’s Sara?” she asked.

      “Out with her friends. She would have been here to greet you, if you’d bothered to warn us of your arrival, of course.”

      “Good. Wouldn’t want to have to wait for her here.”

      On that note, she turned on her heels, heading out.

      Luke breathed a little easier when they were out of Michelle’s place. They had somehow managed to get in and out of the large, airy villa in less than ten minutes.

      “What did she mean?” Luke asked, picking one of the many questions that had crossed his mind while he’d listened to their tete-a-tete. “When she called you a traitor? It seemed to be very personal. Was it because you left Nola?”

      Rain sighed. “No, not just that. Michelle has a long list of grievances against me. And at least half of them aren’t exactly undeserved. We’ll never get along, so I don’t even try, but take my word for it: Michelle isn’t the only bad guy here.”

      That certainly did get his attention.

      “Oh?”

      Rain sighed. “If you’re gonna hang out here, I guess you’ll hear about it anyway, so better it comes from me. Just promise me none of this gets back to the pride?”

      Luke signed a cross on his shoulders and heart. “What happens in Nola stays in Nola.”

      She nodded. "Right. Let's go get a drink, then. I'm not sharing my deepest, darkest secrets while sober. Let me text Sara, so she meets us at the bar."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            City of Magic

          

        

      

    

    
      The sun was setting down on the horizon, and as day turned to night, Nola seemed to change, shifting from a vibrant, cheerful city to something else. It was as if a shadow had engulfed them, changing the atmosphere and making everything darker. Luke's cheetah was on high alert.

      For two generations now, everyone, regulars included, had known of the paranormal world, but sups still stayed on their own turf, from what Luke had seen in his travels. The Wyvern got along with the regulars of Lakesides, but that was the exception, not the rule.

      Nola was very different in that regard. Vampires, wolves, witches. They didn’t even try to blend in, flaunting their nature to the tourists, who loved it.

      "Are all those witchcraft stores real?" he asked Rain, his personal guard, who shook her head.

      "Not all of them, but a bunch. Here," she said, pointing to an alley, "there's Amanda's place. She makes twenty-four-hour love spells. They work, too, although I'd call it lust spells, really."

      "Is that even legal?" Luke asked, eyes wide.

      Shifters didn't need to obey to normal human laws; they had a treaty with the governments--as long as the local prides and the overarching shifter authorities kept the peace, regulars were happy to stay out of their ways. It wouldn't do to try to imprison someone who could turn into a feral beast and deck any policeman for something like drunk driving. Murders of regulars were the only thing they investigated.

      To Luke's knowledge, though, witches still fell under regular laws. Love/lust potions sounded a little too much like a rape drug.

      "It's not directly covered by any law, and no one has ever complained," Rain said carefully.

      In other words, no, it wasn't legal, but Amanda got away with it, somehow.

      “All the magic...the tourists eat it up. They always did, even back in the day when only a select few knew it was real, but now? They love it." She paused. "And fear it.”

      “They certainly don't fear it enough,” Luke grumbled, seeing a couple of scantily dressed cheerleader-type girls ask a vampire couple if they could take a selfie with them in the street.

      The bloodsuckers were good sports, posing for them, but Luke watched them with a frown, wondering when it would go sour. Because it would eventually; maybe not for those girls, but somewhere in a city so filled with their kind, someone would mess up, and soon. Bloodsuckers did have to eat, and it was well known that they disliked the synthetic replacement to the real stuff.

      "Chill. There's a truce here. And besides, even if there weren't, vampires aren't stupid, they wouldn't do anything untoward in public."

      Luke wrinkled his nose. He’d never liked vampires.

      To his great dissatisfaction, Rain led him to a bar that smelled of them everywhere.

      He swept the room and found only one vampire, but still, the stench lingered, assaulting his nostrils.

      Following the direction of his stare, Rain’s attention went to the guy skulking close to the bar.

      Vamps had a thing for skulking. Or brooding.

      “Charles,” she said with a sigh.

      The vamp had been pretty far, and the chatter, as well as the music, should have been loud enough to cover her voice, but he lifted his head like someone had shouted his name. He lit up and winked toward Rain, mouthing, "drinks on me".

      "No thanks, I like my vodka without poison," she replied without raising her voice.

      Charles' smile bared his canines openly. Luke didn't like that one bit; they might be playing, but no one should even pretend to threaten Rain Phillips. Not while he was near her.

      The possessiveness had always been there, but somehow it had gotten worse over the last few hours. He couldn't tell if it was because they were together without the others for the first time, because he'd never really spoken to her before, or because they were standing much closer than they usually were, but she felt like she was his responsibility, his to protect as part of his pride. Just, his.

      His grumpy cheetah concurred.

      Rain's phone vibrated, and she checked its screen. Her face lit up when she told him that Sara was on her way.

      "What is she like?" Luke asked as they made their way to the bar.

      Just to hear her speak, or mainly to distract himself from the vamp who was still watching them with interest. Luke could feel his gaze.

      Rain lit up when she spoke about her little sister. "Ditzy, adorable, artistic, clumsy--take your pick. Michelle has always been the serious one, and I was the wild one. By the time Sara came along, our mother had given up attempting to tame her kids. She just dotted on Sara, without expecting too much from her, so she's very carefree."

      It was obvious that she loved the girl. Rain surprising him by returning the question. "And you? I know you lost your direct family, but do you have anyone left?"

      Luke closed off. He could practically feel his face becoming harder, darker.

      "No." His tone had changed too. "Ajax is nothing if not thorough. He promised that all Halls would die for what my brother did, and he delivered."

      Rain shook her head in disbelief. "And your brother just stole his girlfriend, right?"

      Luke hesitated. He hadn't gotten into any detail with the pride; no one had asked, and he certainly hadn't wanted to volunteer that sort of information.

      "It's a lot more complicated than that," he started, feeling a little awkward.

      But Rain had offered to tell him more about her, and he wanted her to loosen her tongue.

      "You're supposed to share your deepest, darkest secrets, remember? How about, you tell me yours, then I'll tell you mine."
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      Rain sighed. "Okay, that's fair. So, here's the deal: I was a huge brat. The worst. Michelle can't stand me, and she has every right to feel that way. And I can't stand being with her because it reminds me of who I was."

      Luke couldn't imagine Rain doing anything that warranted her sister's animosity.

      "Like what, what did you do, steal her pocket money and tell tales on her?" he shrugged. "That's pretty normal, you know."

      "Stole her boyfriend, her fiancé, her father's attention, and aimed to take her rightful place at the head of the coven. I also cursed her the day of her exams, once; made her skin blue. She had a choice between going to high school like that, trying to find a counter-curse in under an hour, or not passing her final tests. She ended up going, but the world is still making fun of her over that one."

      Oh.

      Luke shut it. That wasn't a list of cute, fun things kids did. It seemed mean-spirited.

      "I can see you judging me, Hall."

      "Well, some things deserve to be judged," he replied with a shrug. "But that's not you anymore. Sounds like a cry for attention to me. Why did you do it?"

      "Because Michelle," Rain said slowly, "was too nice."

      He had most definitely not expected that one. She hadn't been kidding; she wasn't the good guy here.

      "Our mother raised us to be in competition with each other. Not in a healthy way. She'd always tell me, "look at what your sister did, it's perfect, you suck." And when I tried to do better, Michelle would help me. She'd sneak into my room and teach me the spells I couldn't get right. Mom's meddling never worked on her. When she said, "Rain's going to catch up, you know," Michelle just smiled and said she wanted me to."

      Luke tried to picture the queen bitch as the woman Rain described and failed.

      "When I was about sixteen, I’d had enough. We're only one year apart, so she didn't have much of a head start. I was at her level by then, and still, she just wouldn't be my competition. I felt like I wasn't taken seriously. So, I started to bug her in a personal way. If I pranked her around her friends, she’d get pissed enough to actually fight me seriously for a little while. But that passed, too. After a day or two, she'd call me a brat and go back to being Saint Michelle. When I did worse stuff, like making eyes at her boyfriend, or ask her father if he could show me how to drive, and shit, it lasted longer. She fought harder against me. Somewhere along the line, she started to hate my guts. And I deserved it."

      Honestly? She really did. Luke kept his mouth shut because telling her that wasn't going to help.

      "It took me a while to realize why I'd been that way. Michelle and I have the same amount of power; no one else in the seventy-three clans could have aspired to rule the Nola witch society someday. Only one of us could be head of the coven, and I wanted it to be me. For the first time, I spent a bit of time outside of Nola right after high school, and my thirst for power disappeared the moment I passed the borders of the city. There's something here, something that calls to the darker part of me."

      "So, you left."

      "So, I left," Rain echoed. "As soon as I could.

      And that was why he liked her.

      Maybe he should cut Michelle some slack, though.

      Luke was glad he'd asked her to go first, because, after all that crap, his story didn't feel like it was that bad. At least, he hadn't been the bad guy in the scenario.

      "My brother was a dick. A womanizer who didn't like to be told no. He was a born alpha, and he ticked all the boxes for the bad characteristics you can imagine for dominant shifters. We lived in Scotland, in a wild, open land our pride had owned for centuries, and we were relatively happy, although no one was looking forward to the day when Craig would take over from our uncle. One day, a small group of strangers came. They offered money and asked if they could rent part of our land for a little while. Shifters don't like sharing their territory, but we had plenty of space. There was the ruin of a castle south, near the coast. That's where they wanted to stay. Craig convinced our uncle to say yes. We should have wondered why."

      He marked a pause as the memory came back to him.

      "Among the strangers, there was a woman, a lass who was maybe twenty, and so fucking beautiful. Different to the girls you get up in Scotland, that's for sure. She had big eyes, and dark skin a bit like your sister's and Niamh's, you know? I think she said her family came from India, I don't remember. Anyway, my brother was sniffing around her. Of course he was. Thing is, she really wasn't interested at all. He didna' like that, my brother. So, one night, when she was a little tipsy, he just took her, and then got his fucking cat to mark her, too."

      Rain was hanging on to his every word.

      "We knew by then that most of the strangers were scions. We knew. We'd chatted together, drank, and ate at each other's places often enough. They were good company, really. All of them, even Ajax." To be fair and truthful, Luke amended, "Especially Ajax. He had funny ideas, not quite right. Like, he said regular humans were beneath them and what-not. He didn't mind shifters at the time, though."

      He must have stopped for longer than he thought, because Rain prompted, "What happened?"

      Luke didn't want to say it, but he had to. "The woman killed herself. Actually killed herself. And there was my family, knowing Craig had hurt her, discussing how it was cowardly to just exit life like that without fighting. I was saying that they were a bunch of cunts and that Craig should be fucking locked up. Ajax walked in on us that night. He killed them all. He said I was only alive because I was the only one of our disgusting breed worthy of breathing. He told me I should tell others what happens to those who go against his kind so that when the time came, we knew what side we should be on. And then, he left."

      A heavy silence stretched between them. Maybe his story had been worse than hers, after all. 

      He was about to say something, anything, just to fill the silence, but before he added another word, Rain's attention snapped left, and her eyes brightened as she called out her little sister's name.

      Luke turned to the club entrance and frowned.

      The girl walking toward them in a red dress was, indubitably, Rain's sister. Unlike Michelle, she truly resembled her. But she didn't, by any stretch of imagination, resemble the description Rain had given him.

      Ditzy, adorable, artistic, clumsy, carefree. None of those terms fitted the graceful young woman making her way to them through the crowd.

      Luke's cheetah watched her closely, like it watched all threats.

      Something was very wrong with Sara White.
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      The girl kissed her sister's cheeks and said all the right greetings, claiming that she was glad to see her, although her eyes betrayed her. She wasn't.

      "Sara, meet Luke, my very own shifter bodyguard. Luke, here's Sara White."

      He shook her extended hand and felt colder when his skin touched hers. His animal growled. Luke had to ask him to calm down, tell him that here and now wasn't the time for shifting.

      The beast obeyed reluctantly but watched Sara with all his attention. Something told him to take Rain and run out of the bar, out of the city, out of the damn state, returning to Lakesides. He really couldn't tell how a small twenty-year-old girl made him that fucking wary, but he knew better than to question his instincts.

      "I would never have guessed that you'd come here during the solstice. Has Michelle called you?" she asked, her eyes narrowing a little.

      Luke thought about kicking Rain under the table, telling her to stay quiet, but he didn't need to.

      "Nope. Long story, I'll tell you when we get out of here. Never mind me, though. You're the one living in the viper's nest, tell me how it's going." 

      Sara smiled pleasantly. "Well. The vipers have their uses. Erin and Francesca have been helping me with my spells. You'll find that I've improved a lot."

      Rain's brows hiked up on her forehead.

      "Oh?"

      "Why so surprised? I'm also a White, after all."

      Rain was now cautious and watching her sister with as much attention as Luke. Good.

      "Of course. What do you want to drink, wine? I'll order for you."

      "No, thanks. I can't drink before the solstice, you know."

      "Why, because you're preparing to channel the ancestors?" Rain chuckled. "Why do you think I'm here? I'll do it. You can knock yourself out."

      Sara blanched, all color leaving her. Luke noted that her hands started shaking, and her eyes lost their presence for an instant. It didn't last longer than a fraction of a second, but he caught in nonetheless.

      Shit. He knew what was wrong with her. He had never seen it with his own eyes, but he'd heard of it.

      He glanced toward Rain, frustrated that they couldn't directly communicate mentally.

      "Oh. I...I expected..." Sara caught herself. "Sorry, I need some air."

      She turned in the direction of the smoking area. Rain followed her, and Luke reluctantly let them go.

      Time to find out what the hell was happening around here.
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      “Okay, fess up, what’s wrong?”

      Sara hadn’t been this closed off, this hesitant the last time she’d seen her. Something was up. Rain understood why she wouldn’t have spoken about it in front of Luke, in a bar, but now she should have unloaded.

      She didn’t.

      “Nothing. I’m fine, really. And thanks for coming, Rain. I would have managed anchoring, you know—you protect me way too much. But with you, it’s going to be spectacular.”

      Everything in her lit up, but even then, it didn’t quite feel like Sara, the Sara Rain knew.

      Sara lit up when she spoke of shoes and boys, not rituals, dammit.

      "Of course," she said automatically.

      "But you're not going to come back every year, are you? I have an idea. We could both anchor the spell. That should take less of a toll on you and that way, I can learn from the best for the future."

      Rain didn't ask Sara what had happened to her plan to apply to NYU and leave the clan. She didn't demand to know what had changed and since when.

      Because this wasn't Sara at all.

      She'd felt Luke tense the moment she'd entered the club, and now she knew why. Something, something very powerful, that they should be wary of, had taken her little sister's mind and body. That thing was talking to her now. Now Rain was aware of the issue, she could almost feel, see, the presence of the nefarious force.

      So, she forced a smile, and said, "What a marvelous idea!"

      They soon returned to the bar. Keeping the conversation centered on trivial things, she somehow managed to last a good hour without punching Pseudo-Sara in the teeth.

      Luke and Rain watched her retreat and the moment she'd left the club, both of them sighed in relief.

      Rain held his gaze for a long time, without saying anything. There were too many eyes, too many ears around them, and they didn't know what they'd walked into. The presence Rain had identified around Sara hadn't entirely disappeared. It could still be paying attention to them, using the eyes of someone else in the club.

      It could be anyone or everyone.

      Rain paused. The moment she'd said, that a little voice corrected, no. There was one person too stubborn to get possessed here.

      “There’s something wrong. I can feel it, almost taste it. And it’s time to ask someone who will give me answers. Wait for me a minute," Rain said, before striding resolutely toward the owner of the club. 

      She planted herself in front of Charles, who wasn't surprised at all. If anything, he seemed to have been waiting for her.

      "What do you think about the DJ, Rain White?"

      "It's Phillips, and you should fire him. Potentially shoot him, too."

      Charles' smile showed his fangs again. "Funny, isn't it? How there are about three hundred young people in here, and yet no one is complaining about the seventies disco tunes."

      It was. They acted casual, normal, but something was missing.

      Soul.

      "Tomorrow. Meet me in front of the cemetery on foot around midday. I'll take you and your man on a little walk," the vampire told her, before turning, getting up from the stool where he'd sat since she'd arrived, and heading to the back of the club, disappearing behind a door with a red "private" sign.

      So, he had really been waiting for her.

      Rain couldn't help but ask herself if it was a trap, but one fact remained: she didn't have a choice if she wanted to know what the fuck was going on. She was going to have to play the vampire's game.

      She returned to Luke and downed her beer in one go.

      "Shall we get back to the hotel? I'm getting a little tired," she lied.

      She just wanted out of this place. Luke jumped on the suggestion.

      "Hell, yes."

      They walked slowly, taking in the heavy city air. In many ways, it hadn't changed. There was still jazz and food, colors and magic.

      But there was no doubt in her mind that this wasn't the New Orleans she'd left.
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      The cemetery where Rain had agreed to meet the bloodsucker felt a little too alive for a place where the dead were supposed to be at rest. Although it was empty, Luke would have sworn that he heard whispers.

      "How long is the sucker gonna make us wait?" he asked, somewhat nervously.

      "Are you afraid of ghosts?" Rain asked, smirking.

      He shrugged. "Not afraid, no. Understandably concerned, though. This is a witch burial ground, isn't it?" he guessed. "You guys take powers from those dead folks underground. To me, that seems to suggest they're pretty damn strong."

      "You aren't wrong," said Rain. "But they need a living thing linked to them to be able to do anything. Linked by blood, most of the time, although a fatedmate bond does the trick too."

      "That's what your little ritual is about, right?"

      She scoffed. "There's nothing little about that damn ritual, trust me. And yes. All year round, the witches of Nola use ancestral magic, and by summer, it's somewhat depleted. The entire clan basically seals the area, to make sure that their power is contained, and summons the ancestors. The anchor takes in the powers, and the person who cast the spell redistributes it to all the clans."

      Luke could imagine just about a billion ways this plan could go wrong. What if the shields around the area failed? What if the anchor wanted to keep the powers? What if the caster didn't distribute it? Michelle could just absorb them if she wanted to.

      "So, you'll be the anchor. You do your thing, and then we get you out of there, yeah?"

      Rain hesitated. Shit. He should have counted on that.

      "You're not leaving until you know what's up with your little sister," he guessed.

      She nodded. "It's not what you signed up for. I'd understand if you—"

      He didn't let her finish. "Oh, come off it. I ain't leaving you in this mess alone. Now if only that poser would show up..."

      "Speak of the devil, and he shall appear," said Charles, appearing behind them.

      Shit. Luke and his animal never even smelled, heard, or felt him. One of the reasons he disliked vampires was because they were so fucking sneaky.

      Charles wore a long leather jacket, jeans, boots, and no top. He had a top hat on his head and sunglasses on.

      Luke looked him over from head to toes.

      "Seriously? Leather, in this heat?"

      The vampire was unapologetic. "Beats sunburn."

      "If you're so concerned about sunburn, why aren't you wearing a damn t-shirt?"

      Charles shrugged. "It's hot." 

      That made zero sense. Zero.

      Luke didn’t like anything about Charles. 

      Not his look, not the familiar way he spoke to Rain and touched her casually. And certainly not the fact that he was a goddamned bloodsucker. His animal bared his teeth, observing Charles cautiously. One wrong move and he’d be ready to pounce on his undead ass.

      He kissed Rain's cheek, before gesturing them to follow him as he walked inside the cemetery.

      "Where are we..."

      Luke let his voice trail off when Charles opened the door of a crypt. The white stone building had an angel sculpted on either side of its metallic door. The name "Blackstone" had been engraved on top of it.

      "Let me guess. Your place?" Rain asked.

      Charles smiled, walking in. They found the crypt to be entirely clean, and empty of anything, except a trap door in the floor.

      "I had this built on top of underground tunnels leading to most relevant places," he told them, holding his hand up to help Rain walk down the set of steep stairs. "I'm afraid the journey won't be pleasant. I don't let anyone else take my passages, and I've never been one to do housekeeping."

      To Luke's surprise, the vampire also held up his hand to him, letting him pass before him.

      Luke narrowed his eyes suspiciously.

      "Chill, kitten, if I'd wanted to, I would have gobbled you up by now."

      Kitten.

      Never, in living memory, had anyone called Luke "kitten."

      It might have happened before he was, like, three, but he wasn't acknowledging that.

      He stared at the vamp in disbelief.

      "I'm six foot three. Over two hundred pounds," he explained, just in case Charles hadn't noted.

      The vampire smiled.

      "You're cute, and you turn into a cat. Therefore, kitten. Move that noteworthy ass. Rain's down there with too many spiders."

      Letting him lead them through dusty passageways in the belly of the city wasn’t his idea of a good time.

      “Is that a skeleton?”

      Luke heaved, but neither Charles nor Rain so much as lifted a brow. It was a fresh, juicy skeleton, and they didn’t mind.

      She had had a point about the paranormal Nola world being a little more hardcore than it was in the rest of the world.

      “Where are we going, if you don’t mind my asking?”

      “Out,” was Charles’ only answer.

      Luke considered pressing, but Rain sent him a glace that, in any language, translated to, “shut your trap”.

      She knew what he was up to, then.

      Finally, after encountering more worms, spiders, snakes, and skeletons than Luke ever wished to face, there was a light at the end of the tunnel. Through a heavy metal door Charles pushed like it was made of paper, they got out of the city.

      The air had changed. A lot. Some of the weight he’d felt since their arrival in town had lifted.

      They walked in silence in a dry woods, and at each step, Luke’s animal felt less on edge, freer. He would have killed for a run right about now.

      Luke didn’t ask where they were headed again. Eventually, they must have arrived there because both Rain and Charles stopped together.

      “Okay, what the fuck is going on?” she finally demanded to know.

      "Nola is under the influence of a greater being. Stronger than me. Definitely stronger than you. I don't know who, I can't tell what its source of power is, but every day it's becoming stronger. Most of the witches have fallen for it. Your sister, Sara? One day, she was wearing a cropped top and downing sangrias with her girlfriends from school; the next day, she was an integral part of the coven, wanting to get involved in all their spells. It's not just her; even some vampires in my den are acting out of sorts."

      Shit. What had they walked into?

      “Is that why we’re meeting here?” he questioned.

      Rain pointed to the ground, to something he couldn’t see. “A long time ago, when the city was being built, the witches shielded it, not only so that nothing bad could come in, but also so that their powers couldn’t just escape its wall. It’s a two-way wall. Whatever is going on inside Nola can’t affect us here in the bayou.”

      “It’s still not exactly safe,” Charles said, his eyes watching the horizon. “This territory has been claimed by shifters. They don’t like my kind, or Rain’s. We don’t have long. Look, this is my home, and I’m not going anywhere, but you,” he said, pointing to Rain’s chest, “should get the fuck out of here.”

      “I’m here because of your warning,” she reminded him.

      Charles sighed. “I owed a favor to Michelle. And…”

      He let his voice trail off.

      “And?” Luke prompted.

      “And, whatever it is, I don’t think Michelle is affected. She’s too strong, or something. I could be wrong, but it’s possible that she might not have forced you to come here for the ritual.”

      Rain seemed downright shocked. “You think she wants my help?”

      The very notion seemed to be ludicrous to her.

      Charles shrugged. "You're family. But it's not exactly like she can ask you, given your relationship. She and I will never be very close, but we have an understanding on this matter. I'm trying to dig up some intel about what's happening on my end, she's doing what she can on hers, and if one of us can protect this city, we will. But so far, we've not found much."

      Fuck.

      "Every day, more sups fall to the influence of that thing, whatever it is. Michelle sent for you as soon as Sara was affected. She might have thought that you'd help, if only for your sister. But in the last two days, things have changed for the worse. Hundreds of vampires lost their damn minds. I don't doubt that more witches fell. So, I'm telling you: leave while you can."

      Luke and Charles both watched Rain for a long time, but no words passed her lips.

      “So, what do we do now?” he finally prompted, tired of waiting.

      And by that he meant, “What time should we fly back home?”

      “We don’t have a choice,” Rain sighed. “We have to invite Sara for dinner.”

      Right. That made sense.

      Or not.

      “Could we, like, not, instead?”

      “We have to act like everything is fine and that means my trying to spend as much time as I can with my little sister. She’ll expect it. And hopefully, she might unintentionally give us a clue as to what’s happening. I'm not leaving while someone is controlling my little sister--both of my sisters,” she amended. "And if that thing is strong enough to take Nola, what's to say it won't come for the rest of us, anyway? We have to do something."

      Luke groaned. “Right. Well, I think I should update Ace and Rye on what’s going on. Just in case.”

      They were his alphas, and it sounded like something he should discuss with them. Mostly so that they would tell Rain to just come home.
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      "Sara? Sara got possessed?" Ace yelled at the other end of the phone.

      The alphas had put him on speaker so that they both could hear his report at the same time.

      Luke heard her walk away, and in the distance, order someone to call Rye's father to ask if they could borrow the private jet.

      Well, that wasn't exactly what he'd planned.

      "Wait," said Rye, "let's not get ahead of ourselves. It's not like any of us can perform magic to a level that would be helpful to Rain. The kids are too young to do anything, and the rest of us can only kick ass. I think we should stay on standby—with the jet ready. Let's go if, or when, Rain says she needs us."

      Ace didn't like that suggestion very much, but Rye did, for once, manage to convince her, appealing to her logic. "Our mental shields aren't as strong as witches'. What if we get controlled and end up fighting Rain?"

      Luke frowned because, as well as making a lot of sense, that prospect was actually pretty worrying for him.

      He finished his discussion with the alphas, who assured him he had their support, and would only be a phone call away. Then, he returned to the spot where he'd left Charles and Rain to find them passionately engaged in a thumb war.

      "Is this really the time for this?"

      "Shush. This is serious. We're determining who's going to get in touch with Michelle."

      Ah, suddenly that made sense.

      It seemed rather foolish of Rain to engage a vampire in a physical game, but as minutes passed, Luke noticed that she was holding her own.

      "Aren't you like a billion times faster?" he asked the vampire.

      Charles growled. "No. Damn witch is suppressing my strength. That was the deal."

      The wrestling lasted a long time, but finally, Rain ended up nailing him down; she smiled victoriously, and just when she thought she'd won, his thumb slid out from under hers and pressed on hers firmly.

      "Dammit!" she yelled. "Rematch."

      "I think not," Charles scoffed, massaging his finger. "I won fair and square. Not my fault you got cocky. You contact your sister. For all we know, it's the four of us against the rest of the city. We need her to be onboard."

      "Talking about that," said Luke. "Rye made a fair point when I talked to him. If paranormals are falling for that crap, it could happen to me. Or, for that matter, to you guys. How can we prevent that?"

      Charles laughed. "I'm a little stronger than I appear to be, kitten. Don't you worry about me."

      Of course, that made Rain laugh out loud for a good three minutes nonstop. "Kitten! That's staying, by the way."

      He couldn't help it, he growled, baring his teeth.

      "Aww. How cute. Kitten’s got teeny tiny little fangs."

      Never mind the evil force, he was going to murder them both if they didn't stop.

      "But kitten has a point, I could get roped into this mess."

      "I don't think so," Charles said carefully. "There seems to be more than mere shields around you. I feel like I couldn't even influence you if I tried."

      Influence. The way vampires could look into a mortal's eyes and make them think or believe whatever they wanted. The main reason why Luke really didn't like his kind.

      Rain frowned.

      "Really?" Carefully, she said, "I think I have an idea of what it is. But first thing first: try it out. We have to know if I'm safe."

      Luke knew she was right, it was the right thing to do, but he fucking hated seeing the vampire approach her slowly, stepping right into her personal space, too close.

      His cheetah wanted to tear the bloodsucker apart piece by piece when he pulled her close and whispered, "Kiss me."

      A second passed.

      Then Rain laughed out loud, holding her sides. "For real? Kiss me, all serious like that? That actually works?"

      Charles gave her the finger. "I'll have you know that I don't typically need to enchant people to see some action, witch."

      She snorted. "Yeah, right. A real lady killer."

      Luke had an inkling that Charles didn't just like ladies, actually, but he didn't see why he should mention it.

      "I'm all good, apparently. As for you, kitten—" 

      "Fuck off," he replied. 

      She didn't pay him any mind, "I can probably shield you, but it won't be pleasant. What we're going up against is strong, so I'll have to stack up as many shields as I'd put around a whole city, onto your mind. You're going to have a hell of a headache if we go that way."

      He shrugged.

      "Have at it."

      She lifted her right hand, stepping back, to enter Nola's territory again.

      "Come on this side," she asked him.

      Then, Rain got to her knees and dug her left hand's fingers as deep as she could into the dry ground.

      He'd known she was powerful. He'd felt it. His every instinct had told him she was. But in his wildest dreams, he'd never suspected that she could have that much strength in her fingertips.

      A dark mist, visible to his naked eye, black as night, flew out of her palm and entered him. Luke was no weakling, but he yelled in pain. It was like bashing his head with a hammer, repetitively, harder and harder. When he thought he couldn't take anymore and fell to his knees, the torture got worse. He felt his body becoming weightless, and, in a dizzy stupor, he wondered if he was dying.

      Realizing he'd closed his eyes, he opened them to find that he was floating three feet up in the air, looking down at the witch and the vampire.

      If he'd been able to talk, he would have begged her to stop.

      But finally, his body was lowered to the ground and the power torturing his mind retreated.

      "All done," Rain chirped.

      Charles was wincing on his behalf.

      "You alright, kitten?"

      He nodded, with some effort. "Bar. Now. And gumbo. Loads of gumbo." Then, he narrowed his eyes threateningly. "Drinks are on you," he growled at Rain.
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      Rain wasn't what one would call a coward, in general, but after much deliberation, she opted to send a text to Michelle, rather than trying to arrange a meeting.

      "Hey!" she wrote. "Are you still into gardening?"

      In the old days, her elder sister had kept a greenhouse where she grew various plants, some for their magical properties, others simply because she liked them. Or so she said. Rain wasn't sure there wasn't some poisonous stuff out there.

      Michelle had shielded the greenhouse so that no one could go in without her authorization. It was magically soundproofed and as private as anything could be inside the city.

      "Yes."

      The one-word answer wasn't inviting, but Rain pushed.

      "Fancy meeting there?"

      "Why?"

      She did entirely deserve it, but still, it sucked.

      "Old time's sake?"

      Her sister took longer to answer now. Eventually, she sent a time, with nothing else. It was perhaps the most unfriendly and curt conversation in the history of texting. 

      Seven in the evening. Rain had five hours to prepare herself for the inevitable.

      She stretched languorously. Another day when she had gumbo for lunch. Damn, she was going to have to actually work out if that continued.

      At the other end of the table, Luke was still stuffing his face. She remembered seeing how much Ace ate and growling at her because she processed it so fast she never needed to google diets in her entire life. A shifter thing. They didn't even need to do any sort of exercise in their human forms. Their animals ran, and somehow, that meant that they stayed in shape.

      Dicks.

      Rain wondered out loud, "Do you need to shift?"

      She knew that Luke had shifted and run out in the Lakesides forest before they left, and shifters didn't need to give in to their animal every single day, but Rain bet that, given that they'd entered a new territory—an enemy new territory, at that—his cat was just dying to sniff and maybe pee on something.

      Hopefully not her shoes. 

      "Soon," Luke admitted. "But it may not be prudent right now. My cheetah doesn't get subtleties. If it sees Sara, it might attack." 

      Well, that certainly wouldn't do. 

      "We can go back to the bayou," she suggested. "Plenty of room and my sister isn't there. I'm meeting Michelle this evening, but we have plenty of time."

      He nodded. "That'd be great. Thanks for thinking of me." 

      Luke smiled but said nothing more about it. She certainly wasn't entitled to all his thoughts, but Rain found herself asking, "What are you thinking about?"

      "You." 

      Never had she been gladder to be a brown lady than she was in that moment. She felt her cheeks burn, and if her complexion had been lighter, her entire face would have been red. Her? Who even said shit like that. 

      "I realized my cat has never met you," he explained. 

      Oh, well. That was considerably less cheesy. 

      Good. 

      It was good, right? 

      "That should be interesting," Rain replied cautiously. 

      Since leaving Louisiana, she'd been around plenty of shifters, Ace, Vivicia, and others. Each animal behaved very differently; some hissed, others came for a sniff, and a rare few tiptoed to her to get a scratch. Then there was Ace's, who'd done all three in the space of a few minutes.

      She wondered about Luke's cat. She couldn't imagine that it would be the goofy, welcoming kind. Luke was quiet and brooding most of the time. There was something mysterious about him, an edge she couldn't quite identify. While his dominance level was nowhere as noticeable as Rye's, Ace's, or even Daunte's, Rain didn't doubt that he could have been alpha in another pack. The Wyverns somehow managed to relatively peacefully include a dozen extremely dominant shifters; Rain suspected that it had to do with Christine's presence. As an omega, she could absorb the excess of stupid animosity dominant shifters were prone to. But typically, in packs and prides, there wasn't more than a handful of extremely strong characters like them.

      And yet, while he could have been alpha, Rain wasn't surprised that he wasn't; he didn't seem to be the type. Luke was all for observing from a distance, laid back, only acting when it was absolutely necessary.

      Which, of course, begged the question: why was he here at all? Volunteering for going away from the pride, into hostile territory, wasn't in his character.

      The cheetah was going to be reserved and hostile, she was practically sure of it. It probably had to do with the fact that it had lost all his family, everyone who had mattered to him.

      "Should I be concerned? Go prepared? I can buy some catnip balls to throw at you."

      Luke narrowed his eyes. "How many times will I have to tell you that I'm no kitten, witch?"

      She shrugged. "Ace loves catnip."

      "Ace is half an actual cat. And she's insane."

      Good point.

      "And I won't attack you. Not now, not ever. Don't you ever worry about that."

      Turned out, he was wrong. She did get attacked, in a manner of speaking.

      Rather than taking dusty tunnels, this time Rain went to get a rental car, and drove to the bayou, remaining out of the local shifters’ way.

      It was still technically their land, but no one headed out to this particular swamp, for fear of some urban legend that felt all too real when you were a paranormal.

      It was said that a jilted bride had killed herself down there and that she still haunted the swamp. Probably poppycock, but no one wanted to test it out.

      Rain used to steer clear, too, but hanging out with a ghost for a year had somewhat changed her perspective.

      Grandma Iris rode with them in the back seat. The moment they left the city, she disappeared; Rain couldn't see her in the rear-view mirror. She still felt her presence, though.

      They got to the swamp and Rain had the pleasure of watching Luke get undressed. He didn't even try to find some privacy, peeling his t-shirt from his torso and then dropping his pants. Rain almost wanted to tell him to slow down and put some music on so she could enjoy the full experience.

      He went commando, of course. His kind often did, because it was fewer clothes to tear apart if they ever needed to shift in a hurry.

      God bless shifters' inherent lack of modesty.

      The man was ripped. And fucking hot. And very, very...big. She wasn't only talking about his hulking six-foot-three Scandinavian frame, here. If memory served, Luke had previously admitted to Viking roots.

      Then her eyes had gone to his crotch, and stayed there.

      "You know, it's rude to stare," he informed her, somewhat indifferently.

      "I can't help it. It's basically in my face."

      Not quite, but come to think of it, she wouldn't mind it in her face. Luke's dick had been limp when she first looked at it but even then, it had reached the middle of his thigh. Holy fuck. As she stared longer, it grew harder. He apparently liked it.

      She bit her lip.

      "Don't look at me like that, Rain Phillips," Luke said, his voice low and almost threatening. "You really aren't prepared for the backlash."

      Was she getting wet? She totally was getting wet.

      Fuck. Now wasn't the time, and definitely not the place, for that kind of stuff.

      She forced her eyes back to his face and found that his nostrils were flaring.

      Oh, fuck. She'd forgotten how sensitive shifters' sense of smell was. It wasn't as strong for felines as it was for wolves, but he most definitely could smell her from their short distance, maybe ten feet apart. 

      Rain cleared her throat. "I'll stay near the car. You have your fun and come back when you're ready, 'kay?"

      Luke nodded, before starting his shift. His eyes were the first things to change, becoming golden, and then his fingers turned to claws. He fell on his knees, landing on all fours, and his back legs made a crunching sound as his bones broke and reformed. Within moments, there was a cheetah in front of her.

      She'd expected it to dash through the bayou happily for a while like Ace's cat did when she went somewhere new, but it stayed still, staring at her.

      Then, the cat dropped low on the ground, preparing to pounce. Rain just had enough time to gasp when she found herself holding a five-foot-long, hundred and sixty-pound cat in her arms.

      Shit, she definitely wasn't strong enough to keep this up. She fell on her ass, and the cat took that as a clue to sit on her, before starting to lick her face and rub himself against her.

      What the hell?

      This was not how the whole thing was supposed to go.
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      Holy shit. Holy shit. Holy shit.

      Luke stared, stunned, half in horror, half in shock, as his cheetah licked and marked his scent on Rain.

      He hadn't seen it at any point. Hadn't expected it at all. But animals were smarter than their human counterparts: the cheetah had known, without the shadow of a doubt, that Rain was it. Her. Their mate.

      He didn't care to explore the bayou, didn't bother to mark the territory, didn't care to check if it was safe. All that mattered to the beast was her. The female fate had designated for them.

      How fucking stupid was he? Dammit. He'd been interested in her at first glance, from the very start, and not simply in a "I'd like to bang her" sort of way. He'd wanted her to be happy, safe, flourishing. Like she was important, like she was part of his pride, his family. He'd hated to see her leave. As much as he liked her, he certainly hadn't felt that way toward Vivicia, or anyone else. Just her. His Rain.

      Why didn't the stupid animal give him a fucking clue? he asked himself. Then he realized, it had. It had been jealous, possessive, worried about her practically constantly, let him know whenever she was anywhere near him, even when her scent shouldn't have been able to reach their presence from a distance.

      The cheetah had done everything it could, but dumb human Luke had remained entirely blind to it. Perhaps because of what had happened to him? He'd lost his family once. The prospect of having someone, anyone, he cared about as much as them again, had been terrifying.

      But now there was no denying it, the animal wouldn't let him remain blind anymore.

      She was theirs.

      Fuck. Like they needed this shit now. What could he do? Everything in him wanted to mark her, take her, and then sweep her out of this damn state, putting her in a glass tower where she'd be safe. The prospect of letting her deal with possession and witchy rituals and evil—or slightly less evil—sisters sent him into a panic.

      He had no choice, though. Rain's well-being was paramount to him; her physical well-being as well as her mental one. She needed to help her family. She needed whoever had possessed her sister to fuck the hell out of Sara's mind. And whether she admitted it or not, she also needed to smooth things out with Michelle, although that was potentially the hardest of the three.

      And therefore, Luke fucking needed those things to happen, too.

      He realized with horror that he couldn't, wouldn't, mark her. If he did that now, he'd want to lick her, pinch at her sensitive flesh, and fuck her for days, solely focusing on affirming their bond. They had shit to do, and they didn't have time to cement a metaphysical bond forged by destiny. Life sucked sometimes.

      The problem was that if he kept on touching her like this, his animal would eventually snap, drunk on her scent.

      "Move. Leave her alone. She needs us to back off, right now."

      To say that the animal wasn't receptive to his compulsion, at first, was an understatement. His mate was scratching his fur, laughing and talking to him in a soft baby-talk voice. The cat did not want to let go. With coaxing, begging, orders, and threats, he finally managed to get the cheetah to retreat, slowly.

      Rain was smiling and waving his way. The cheetah almost pounced on her again, but Luke managed to convince it to go check out the delightful scents around the bayou.

      The animal wasn't exactly enthusiastic, but it gave in, potentially because he realized that they couldn't claim their mate. Shifters' beasts were simple and couldn't catch all the subtleties of a human mind, but they often had one gift: being able to scent, smell, and feel truth. There was a certain taste to manipulation, lies, and deceits.

      Luke had told his cheetah that Rain would be happier if they didn't claim her now and the animal knew it to be true. It didn't have to fucking like it, but it was conscious of it, so it backed away from her.

      What a mind fuck. Luke ran at full speed, only stopping to pee on trees, or to listen to the swamp where they'd left their mate. He used up as much energy as he could so that his beast would be compliant later.

      Forty-eight hours, that was all. They only had to hang on for forty-eight hours. Then, the damn solstice ritual would be out of the way, and they would be on a plane back to Cali. He could tell her then. Or better yet, show her.

      Luke knew Rain was interested now; he hadn’t suspected it before, although even if he had, he certainly wouldn’t have been inclined to do anything about it. Fucking someone close to the pride was always a bad idea, in case a mate was introduced later. Their kind was often extremely possessive and hated to be near anyone their partners had touched. After that eye-fucking back at the car, he'd known she wouldn't have been opposed to a romp in the sack. It had almost killed him, but he would have ignored it, though.

      Turned out, he didn't need to; not forever. Just for a few days. Then, she'd be all his.

      Something hit him. Did witches even have mates? Fuck. Maybe she wouldn't even really know what it meant. Like, she'd certainly heard the terms, and she'd seen the mated couples in the pride, too, but without the mating urges and the natural pull that brought shifters together instinctively, she might not really get it.

      When shifters realized they were each other's soul, that was basically it. They paired up. They fucked, and marked each other, and got to know each other later. But witches were regular humans with magic. She didn't have an animal simplifying the equation for her.

      Shit. He was going to have to date, and seduce, and maybe even buy flowers, wasn't he?

      Luke winced. It wasn't that he was against building a relationship per se, it was just that she was his mate. That was supposed to come after.

      So, he had to wait a couple of days, until they were out of this mess, and then, wait some more, until he'd convinced her of what he knew: they belonged to each other.

      It was going to suck balls.

      When the cat was finally spent, Luke coaxed him into letting him take control of their body and shifted back.

      He returned to their spot near the river and watched his mate with his own eyes for the first time.

      She was fucking beautiful. Fucking perfection. And all his.

      “About time! We need to get going. My appointment with Michelle is in an hour.”
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      Luke had offered to come with her, multiple times, and each time, she'd shot him down. 

      "I need to do this. Michelle and I do a lot of posturing in front of people, I don't think either of us can help it. If you're there, I'm not sure we'll be able to speak as openly."

      "Alright. I'll wait outside and patrol the territory to see if someone's sniffing around you."

      Rain smiled as she watched him retreat. She was a lot more comfortable around him now. In a short time, he'd somehow managed to make it from quasi-stranger to friend.

      A ridiculously hot friend.

      She had to admit that she could also get used to having someone watch her back. The trip would have been a lot more stressful without him.

      She turned on her heels to face the door of the white greenhouse. She found it ajar. Getting to it and pushing it open, Rain scanned the room in one glance. There was only one occupant.

      For all her bravado, Rain wished she'd let Luke accompany her once the door closed behind her of its own accord.

      Her sister's sanctuary had changed since the last time she'd been in there. A lot. It used to be a small, fifty-square-feet cute little haven. While the new building was on the same spot, Michelle had entirely destroyed the old place and turned it into a grand, elegant affair. It had flourished, just like Michelle.

      Rain was at a disadvantage here today. In a way, that might have been one of the reasons why she'd thought of this place, to assure Michelle that she came in peace. Even at seventeen, her sister had been adept at spells; she'd protected it well. Now, Rain felt that the garden was nothing short of a fort.

      She could feel that her powers would be of no use to her. She hadn't been robbed of them, but they were muted. No one outside these doors could have broken in, or listened in, without the authorization of the mistress of the garden.

      Michelle stood, her back to Rain, watering one of her plants. She was wearing a white skirt suit, indubitably power-dressing. 

      Looking down at her denim skirt and black tank, Rain felt awfully underdressed. It was as if their clothing was showing their respective personalities today. 

      "I love what you've done with the place," she said awkwardly, looking around. 

      In one glance, she saw at least three dozen different sorts of poisonous plants, as well as plants used for the most dangerous kinds of spells. 

      Looked like Michelle had stopped playing nice a long time ago. 

      "Do you?" her sister asked indifferently, before stepping away from the plant she'd just taken care of.

      Rain tried not to gasp. One might have mistaken the flower for a dragon lily, but it wasn't dark purple; the petals were black, midnight black, while the leaves were pure white and the pistil, blood red. Pretty damn recognizable.

      Holy shit.

      "Are you making immortality drops?" she gasped.

      It had been almost two decades since Rain had started using magic and she'd always been fascinated with studying spells and potions. None had seemed more complicated than the immortality potion; it wasn't even magic as much as alchemy. The "mortem arum," the plant behind Michelle, didn't even exist in nature. It had to be created from scratch by blending different plants together and mixing the whole lot with seriously strong magic. That was the easy part. One had to carefully nurture the plant into health until it flowered seven times, before crushing its flowers and starting the most complicated potion in the history of potion-making. One look at the twenty-page-long instructions and Rain had shrugged it off. Sure, drinking a few drops of serum and being entirely indestructible for a month did sound pretty damn cool, but was it really worth years of labor? Besides, there had been a warning along the lines of "getting one thing wrong could result in painful death. Good luck, idiot."

      Michelle shrugged. "A girl has to have a hobby."

      She had to chuckle. "I'll stick to knitting."

      "You would," Michelle replied, unsurprisingly.

      She wasn't one to miss an opportunity to belittle her.

      "So," her elder sister prompted, putting down her watering can.

      "So," Rain echoed.

      How did they even start talking after all this time? All they could do was trade insults.

      "You texted."

      "And you called me home."

      Michelle pursed her lips. She didn't like that Rain knew it had come from her; Charles might have been told to keep that to himself.

      "I guess I did." Michelle sighed deep, meaningfully, as though she was carrying the weight of the word on her shoulders.

      Which, admittedly, she kinda was. Twenty-nine, and she was regent of all seventy-three clans in their damn state. Rain wasn't even sure she could keep a damn pet alive.

      "I'm not going to beat around the bush. I called you because you care about Sara, and she's in danger, so I figured you'd help. Someone--something--is controlling the majority, if not the entirety, on the covens. That something has Sara and won't relinquish her. If Sara had anchored the spell, like it wanted her to, it would have won. I want you to anchor it this one time because I think you're too stubborn to let anyone tell you what to do."

      Rain wasn't sure that was supposed to be a compliment.

      She nodded. "Okay, but what do we do about Sara, and everyone else."

      "I am certain that the master puppet is in the outerworld. It wants to pass through when the veil is thinnest, during our ceremony."

      Rain had been thinking something along the same line. Everything did point to the ritual. 

      Michelle still shocked her when she said, "My solution is, we let it pass."

      Right. Okay. So, her sister was insane.

      "What the hell?"

      "We can't do much against a sprit when its essence isn't even in this world. If we let it pass through to our world, we can kick its ass, and properly banish it from Nola."

      That sounded all well and good. Only one problem. "That thing has managed to influence hundreds, if not thousands, of sups, Michelle. Not just witches, but vampires, too. It might be too strong once it's here."

      "Not necessarily. Schuyler designed the spell in a specific way, so the dead don't come back to this world. The moment the sun comes up, the souls who've wandered the earth from the outerworld are sucked back where they came from."

      Rain frowned. "I don't see how that spirit wanted to pass, then."

      "Thanks to Sara. If the anchor stops anchoring the spell before the end of the ritual..."

      "The spirits stay," Rain guessed.

      They remained silent for a while.

      "I won't lie. There's a very strong possibility that all of the possessed witches will try to kill you."

      Michelle expected her to walk out, she could almost read her expression, a mixture of disappointment and resignation.

      Rain nodded. "Right. What's the plan so they don't do that?"

      Her sister lifted a brow. "Simple. During the cleansing, I intend to add a few drops of something quite special I've concocted to the eau de vie. They'll pass out as soon as I order them to. The problem, of course, is that they won't be able to hold the wards that keep the spirits in the cemetery. Honestly, I doubt they intend to, in any case. The shields outside of Nola should keep them stuck in the city, but the regulars and tourists will have a pretty freaky experience."

      Rain just shrugged. "Another Thursday in Nola. I bet the tourism will bloom after that."

      The ghost of a smile did cross Michelle's face. She grew serious. "You're up for it?"

      "Are you up for fighting a crazy-strong, mysterious force with a thousand people under its thumb?"

      Michelle mirrored her shrug. "Another Thursday in Nola."

      There was so much left to say. Stuff such as "I'm sorry," and "I would have made a terrible head of the coven, while you're rocking it," plus "I was a shitty kid, but I'm nice now."

      Instead, Rain remained awkwardly silent, until something essential crossed her mind.

      "I need Luke there. As my bodyguard. If I'm going to do this while unconscious, anchoring a humongous spell, I need to know he's watching me. You'll be busy with the whole banishing and everything."

      Her sister nodded. "Not a problem. We have plenty of shifter bodyguards for that type of event, to ensure no tourists wander in. No one will raise an eyebrow."

      Good.

      "Alright, then. I guess I'll see you at the clearing for the cleansing?"

      "I guess so."

      Michelle turned her back on her, returning to her gardening, and Rain left.

      It was only when she'd made it a few blocks down the road and joined Luke that she turned back to the greenhouse, smiling.

      "What?" Luke asked. "Did it go okay?"

      It really had. "It just hit me. We didn't really insult each other. Not even once."
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      Having gotten her meeting with one of the sisters out of the way, Luke and Rain went home to Ma Curtis to get ready for dinner with the second one.

      Rain was feeling rather positive. Until they got there.

      Sara ate very properly, cutting each piece of her steak first and then slowly eating it, making sure to eat one vegetable in between each mouthful of meat.

      Which would be all well and good if Sara wasn't a vegetarian, as well as a foodie who ate super-fast and talked with her mouth full.

      It was going to drive her mad. Rain didn't know how she didn't just get up and punch her sister until she woke up.

      "So, how are your exams going?" she asked. "Do you still want to transfer to New York for your master's?"

      Sara put her knife and fork down, chewed, and cleaned her mouth with her napkin before replying.

      "I don't think so, no. I like it here. And it wouldn't do to stay away from the coven. I don't know how you can live without the ancestral magic."

      Hiding her frustration and anger was fucking hard. Just when Rain didn't think she could do it, she felt a hand press on her knee. She blushed, her head sharply turning to her left.

      Luke was eating with one hand, keeping the other one on her leg like it was the most natural thing in the world.

      She gaped. It took a moment to realize that most of her anger had run out the door. Which was, no doubt, exactly why he'd done it in the first place.

      Strange. As the evening passed, Pseud- Sara kept on doing and saying things which were so un-Sara-like, that Rain should have wanted to scream by the end of it. But Luke's hand, that he kept on her leg, then placed on her back, or on her shoulder, always supporting her, helped. It was like his calm, laid-back demeanor tempered her fiery nature.

      "So, you said you were hanging out with some of the witches. Who did you get close to?" she asked. "I saw the Curtis sisters. They're about your age, right?"

      Sara tsked, disapprovingly. "Yes. I wish they acted like it. They don't seem to take anything seriously."

      Needless to say, Amelia was studying to become a lawyer, and Sophie got a scholarship to pay for all of her college expenses by running track.

      What the spirit inside her sister meant was that they weren't taking magic seriously and, therefore, they were of little use to her.

      Rain wished she could just get drunk, but she had to stay alert, so she stopped after downing her first glass of Merlot.

      "Have you thought about my suggestion?" Sara asked, leaning in and smiling in a way that would have seemed sweet if it wasn't creepy. "That we should anchor the ritual together."

      Yeah, right. How about not.

      "I brought it up with Michelle," Rain lied, hoping her non-possessed sister would play along if asked. "She thinks it'd be better if I did it by myself, for such a big ceremony; if we mess it up, it'll affect the magic of the clans for the entire year. She said she'd show you how to properly anchor smaller spells, so that you're ready for next year, as you're so..." what was the word? "Enthusiastic about it."

      Sara was pissed, but she let it drop, which meant that there was a backup plan. Probably having Rain killed, as Michelle had guessed. She just hoped they really were on top of the situation, and one step ahead of their enemy.

      She truly had to trust her sister. Trust that she could defeat the enemy, trust that she was really on her side, trust that she wouldn't just stab her while she was unconscious.

      She had Luke in her corner, and it certainly made things a lot less frightening, but Rain wouldn’t have been able to do any of this without believing that Michelle would protect her.

      It was strange. She should have doubted it, but somehow, she didn't. Something told her, at the bottom of her heart, that despite everything she'd done, Michelle was still, deep down, the girl who'd sneak into her bedroom in the middle of the night to tell her how to improve her spells. The girl who would see her succeed, regardless of what it may cost her.

      Finally, the dreadful evening came to an end. Rain didn't have the heart to ask Sara if she wanted to head over to the jazz bar where they used to hang out, and Sara didn't seem to think it strange. They parted ways with an awkward wave, rather than a bear hug.

      When her sister disappeared from view, Rain groaned, letting her face fall.

      By all the gods, keeping that fake smile up all evening had taken a lot of fucking effort.

      "What now?" Luke asked, glancing at his watch. "It's still early."

      "Bed. Maybe a bath, with candlelight and music. I definitely want a book, too. Are you any good at massages?"

      Luke smiled slowly, wickedly. "Aye, lass. I'm very, very good at massages. But are you ready to find out what would happen between you, me, a bottle of massage oil, and a flat surface?" 

      Her clit tingled. Very. She was very, very ready to find out what would happen, especially when he spoke that way, whispering low. 

      She smiled like she'd won the lottery, which she basically had. She knew he wasn't joking, it was an offer, and she wasn't about to pass it up. 

      "Never mind the bath. Let's go straight for the massage oil, shall we?"

      Shifters could be very casual about sex. Rain had seen it firsthand. When Ace wanted sex, back when she'd been single, she'd walk up to a guy she fancied and inform him of everything she'd to do to his dick if he got his cute ass in the passenger seat of her car. Vivicia was a man- and woman-eater. Basically, every shifter she knew treated sex as something natural and simple, unless it was with their life partner, would that be someone they were married to, bonded with, or mated to.

      Rain didn't doubt that Luke wouldn't make this awkward. He'd just fuck her brains out, and they'd go back to being friends right after.

      They walked side by side in a silence full of tension and sensuality. When they got to the closest adequate store, she stared at the aisle, despairing at the amount of choices in front of her, but Luke picked a massage bar, winking. He also picked up a box of condoms. Magnum size. Of course.

      "Do you know how many guys actually need magnum size?" she felt compelled to tell him.

      "Oh, but you know I do. You watched me quite closely this afternoon."

      Shit, the man had a point. And now, she was thinking about his huge, hard dick. She bit her lip and tried not to combust in place.

      Her skin was burning by the time they walked up the stairs of Ma Curtis' place. Her nipples were already hardening in expectation.

      Luke followed her to her room and closed the door behind him. He threw the small shopping bag on her bed and stared down at her, smiling.

      "I'm going to kiss you, Rain White-Phillips."

      Was he? Oh, good.

      She nodded, in case he needed permission, and Luke got to his knees.

      "What are you…?"

      He grabbed one of her thighs and placed it on his broad shoulder before burying his head under her skirt. Oh. He was going to kiss her there.

      Shit. 

      Luke's lips ran from her knee up her sensitive inner thigh, before kissing her hipbone, and then lower, on top of her panties.

      Luke chuckled.

      "Nice lingerie."

      Shit. Of course, she was wearing her ratty weekday panties. And, if memory served, she had Monday on, although it was Wednesday. 

      She was going to say something smart, but then he pushed the fabric of her panties aside and ran his tongue on the lips of her pussy, before sliding one finger inside her soaked heat.

      Luke sucked on her clit, playing her pussy like an instrument with two fingers curled inside her. She moaned in pleasure as her muscles clenched and her insides turned to molten lava.

      Just a few minutes, and she was almost ready to come. Then Luke got to his feet, and walked over to the bed, opening the bag to pull out the massage bar. 

      She watched him, open-mouthed. Seriously? He got her worked up like that, and now he was done?

      As if feeling her indignation, he turned to her, shrugging. "I just wanted to break the ice, lass. Now you won't go all tense when I shove something in your pussy during your massage. And trust me, I will. Come here." 

      Feeling petulant, but not quite willing to tell him to fuck off, she obeyed. He got her close and helped her to remove her top, his hands caressing her torso slowly, taking their time when they got to her breasts. The skirt was next, and then, the bra. Finally, he slid her panties down her legs, while kissing her inner thighs.

      She stood there, entirely naked, and he took his time watching her, his eyes bright and amber like they were when he was about to shift.

      "Now, you do me," he told her, his voice almost harsh.

      She undressed him, taking her time too, so he could feel just how infuriating his slow teasing really was.

      When she pulled his trousers down his thick thighs, his dick jumped out, ending up right in her face, hot and so fucking hard. Rain tilted her head and licked at the top playfully, before concentrating on removing the trousers.

      Given the way he looked at her, she half expected Luke to just throw her on the bed and slam right into her, but he ordered her to lie down on her stomach.

      Fuck, this slow torture was killing her. And whatever it was, it certainly didn't feel like a quick, casual fuck. At all.

      Particularly when Luke straddled her, and, all his weight on one arm, using his sweet and spicy massage bar, he worked all of her tense muscles, massaging her stress away.

      Shit, he was good at that. One moment she moaned and twitched on her bed because he'd gotten to one super-tight knot and pressed down on it, the next, she moaned harder, because his finger was deep inside her. When he got to her shoulders, his dick was aligned with her pussy and slid between her thighs. He made small movements with his hips, pushing the hot length between her wet folds as his hands worked her shoulders, too.

      She didn't think she could take any more, she was about to beg him to either stop or end her torment and fuck her when his dick plunged right into her. It was so big, but wet as she was, she took it all in with a releived sighed, her hips inching up to curve against him.

      Luke never stopped massaging her shoulders as he moved his hips back and thrust in again, and again, and again, slow and deep.

      She was starting to pant and needed him to go harder, faster, but he kept his maddeningly sensual slow rhythm, his hands now caressing, kneading her breasts.

      She tried to move her hips to speed him up, but the asshole just stopped moving. 

      "This isn't how it works, sweetheart." 

      "How does it work?" she yelled almost desperately. 

      "You tell me what you want, and I make all of your desires come true."

      Oh. Well, that was rather simple. And a girl could get used to that. 

      "I want you to fuck me fast. I want you to make me come." 

      "As you wish." 

      The shifter held on to her hips, and madly plundered her, harder, faster, deeper than anyone ever had. It was all too much, she didn't think she could take it, half of her wanted to beg him to stop, but knowing he probably would, she bit down on her tongue to prevent herself from speaking. She would have come by now, she should have. When her body had tensed that much, she'd gone over the edge, but she was still holding on, waiting for something, wincing in frustration.

      Luke groaned behind her with one last, hard thrust that hit just the right spot and made her finally, finally reach heaven.

      Her head on her pillow, breathing hard, unable to move, Rain saw stars. She felt cum drip down her leg.

      That's when it hit her. Not the fact that he'd never used the condom; that was, in fact, normal for a shifter. They didn't get the same diseases as regular humans, and it was impossible for them to get a female pregnant unless they'd formed a bond. Or unless they were fated mates.

      She dismissed her concerns, falling asleep happily. He'd just bought it for her benefit because she wasn't a shifter, and he hadn't known she was aware of their health technicalities. That was all.
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      "You really don't need to be here for this," she repeated nervously, and somewhat shyly.

      Everything about Rain's demeanor since he'd asked what time they should head down to the bayou for the cleansing said that he very much should be there.

      Apparently, all witches who intended to take part in the midnight ritual had to start cleansing themselves four hours earlier.

      "'Fess up. Why are you so twitchy?"

      She groaned. "Okay, so, we literally dance naked in a circle around a campfire, okay? It's embarrassing as it is."

      Okay, so now he really had to attend.

      Luke shrugged. "I've seen you naked, remember." 

      He would have sworn she blushed. She definitely remembered. Good. 

      "It's not like I have anything else to do, and Michelle has cleared me as a bodyguard, anyway. It might be weird if I didn't show."

      She didn't protest, but Luke could see she wasn't happy.

      Shifters were used to nudity and didn't make a big deal out of it. The witches of NOLA didn't really seem to mind either, if Luke was to judge by the eighty-something Ma Curtis chatting with a bunch of guys, entirely naked.

      Rain, however, did mind. Very much so. She was adorably trying her best not to touch anyone, catch anyone's eye, or even speak to anyone.

      Luke wanted to laugh but wouldn't have liked to make her uncomfortable. He also very much wanted to throw her over his shoulder and do things that had nothing to do with cleansing all over again. Fuck, she was perfection from the tip of her toes to her long, thick hair.

      They'd met at a clearing in the bayou, around a campfire. As Michelle had told Rain, there were a dozen shifters present, stationed all around the ceremonial ground.

      Curious, Luke stepped toward the closest one. A wolf, if he wasn't mistaken.

      "Hi, there."

      The male, a tall, bulky submissive who didn't seem like he took any sort of shit from anyone, measured him with his gaze.

      "Hi."

      "So, I hear you guys rent out some of your territory to the witches?"

      The wolf shrugged. "They pay well, and it's only once a month. Besides, they also ward the bayou as part of the deal."

      Luke nodded his understanding. Having a huge clan like that protecting their borders was very valuable. 

      "And you?" the wolf asked him. "You're not from here."

      And needless to say, shifters were wary of foreigners. 

      Luke tilted his head toward Rain. "I'm part of her best friend's pride. I came here to make sure she's safe." Lowering his voice, Luke asked, "Is she?"

      If Rain and Charles had been right, whatever maleficent spirit had taken NOLA, it had no presence in the bayou. Maybe he could trust the wolf.

      The guy stiffened.

      "What makes you think she wouldn't be?"

      "Things. Many things."

      "Maybe you should listen to your instincts and take her out of here while you can."

      The words had almost been whispered.

      "I wish I could. But she would fight me tooth and nail. Her family—"

      "I know who she is. Better than you. I grew up here. I went to school with Rain White."

      Oh, interesting.

      The wolf glanced toward the witches, who'd started humming slowly around the fire. He gestured Luke to follow him and stepped further away.

      "Do you know why Nola has so many witches?"

      Luke nodded. "I heard. Something about one of the original White witch sisters settling here."

      "Yes. And do you know why they settled here?"

      He frowned, pretty sure Rain had mentioned it, but he hadn't paid attention to the details of the story.

      "Because there's a portal and it amplifies the magic around it. Being close to it is a form of power, of sorts."

      Luke frowned. "A portal to where?"

      The wolf shrugged. "Who knows. What we do know is, it is closed, by old magic, older than Schuyler White's, and far, far more powerful. Whatever sealed it wasn't human. And the source of power behind it isn't, either." He paused. "I've only been near it once. Most sups avoid it. But it feels..." The words failed him for a time. "Evil. Evil and seductive. Appealing. Like there's a little voice that tells me to step closer and open it."

      "Jackson?" 

      The wolf stiffened at hearing his name called out by a deep, authoritative voice. He and Luke turned to find a dominant wolf approaching, frowning. He looked like Jackson, although he was slimmer and taller; almost as tall as Luke.

      "My brother," Jackson introduced. "Louis, the alpha of our pack."

      The submissive didn't lower his eyes or cower, although Louis was shoving all of his dominance in their face. Luke didn't react either; he really wasn't all that intimidating. The alpha's dominance level was far lower than his own.

      "Why aren't you at your post?" he barked at Jackson, who shrugged.

      "I am. My post is from this tree," he said, pointing to the closest tree, "to that one." He gestured at the one where he'd stood a few moments ago.

      Displeased that Jackson dared reply, anger flashed in Louis' eyes.

      "And you? What are you doing here?" he demanded to know.

      Luke shrugged. "Chill, man. I'm not pack." In other words, he had no authority whatsoever over him. "I was hired by one of the Whites, just like you."

      The wolf sneered in distaste.

      "Fine. Just don't get distracted from your actual job, Jackson."

      He skulked away, leaving them to it.

      "Don't judge me for being related to him, please. Mama threw him on his head a few times."

      "I can tell." Luke didn't want to waste time talking about Louis, though. "So, you think that whatever's trying to come here is the thing that was sealed."

      That didn't sound good, and unfortunately, it made an awful lot of sense.

      "Do you have any inkling as to what it could be?"

      Luke's gaze shifted.

      "There are rumors, you know. Nothing more. Some say it's an evil voodoo priest, others, that it's an old vampire who drank everyone dry. But my Nona used to say it was something else."

      "What?"

      "A doorway to the land of the gods."

      Shit.

      Could he pick the murderous vampire?
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      When the witches were done with their cleansing, they got dressed in white clothing and headed back to town together by foot. Luke was glad to see that their werewolf friends were in the party, so there was nothing strange in his accompanying them.

      To his surprise, they paraded in the city, chanting low. Some streets had been cleared for them and tourists were watching the whole thing from the sidewalks, taking pictures.

      Once upon a time, the tourists would have believed that it was all for show, now they knew there would be some magic going on wherever they went, but it didn't seem to bother them.

      Luke wished every city was as open as Nola.

      It took a long time to get to the cemetery; by the time they'd made it, it was close to midnight.

      The witches watched an altar at the center of the main crypt. Rain was kneeling in front of it, and Sara stood at her side. Behind the stone table, the doors of the crypt were open, and the inside was lit up.

      "Where is she?" someone whispered.

      "It's not like Michelle to be late, and tonight, of all nights!"

      They waited, waited, and waited some more, for hours on end. Rain got up and stretched a couple of times.

      The crowd was abuzz with restless energy, growing frustrated and angry.

      But no amount of frustration or anger would make Michelle appear.

      "Should we get someone else to perform the ritual."

      "No. It must be a White. It won't be powerful enough if someone else does it."

      The possessed witches plotted and planned; Luke had no problem hearing them with his shifter senses.

      "But Rain could perform it, and Sara could anchor it," someone suggested.

      That idea seemed to be popular.

      Before anyone could voice it out loud for the full crowd, finally, Michelle came out of the crypt in a black robe.

      She smiled, seeming quite satisfied with herself. Somehow, arriving a good three hours late had been part of her plan.

      The question was, what plan was that? Rain wanted to believe her sister was on her side, but from what he'd observed of their relationship, it wouldn't have surprised him if she'd double-crossed them.

      Luke walked a little closer, as close as he could be to Rain with all those witches scattered between tombstones.

      Michelle had a chalice in her hand, and she handed it to Rain, who drank from it, before lying down on the altar.

      Everything in Luke tensed as she drifted out of consciousness.

      Finally, Michelle spoke.

      "Let us begin."

      It was beautiful, in a way. Hundreds of witches, all performing as one, their movements, their scents, their chants one strong voice in the darkness.

      Luke would just have greatly preferred if Rain hadn't been in the middle of it, and out of it, too. He knew she was fine, he felt it, but he still hated seeing her vulnerable like that in front of fanatics.

      Suddenly, something changed in the air. Not being a witch didn't stop him from feeling the power around the cemetery. The previous day at noon, he'd been able to tell that there was something eerie about it, a presence he couldn't deny. 

      This wasn't just a feeling, an impression: he could hear, and see, the ghosts that came from the crypt behind the altar with his own eyes. Shadows dancing in the moonlight, specters rising from the ground. 

      And the witches danced for them, their song appeasing. 

      It wasn't working, not really. These weren't the ghosts of nice people. They were vengeful, resenting the living, wanting to come out and take the world. 

      Mostly. There were a few exceptions. The most notable was the old woman who appeared right in front of him, smiling. She said nothing at first, just watched him closely. Luke might have paid her more attention if he hadn't seen the witches slowly inching toward the altar, approaching Rain.

      He ignored the ghost, focused on his mate until the old woman spoke.

      "So you can see me now. You ain't as blind as I thought you were, young man."

      Luke's mouth gaped open, and he looked behind him to see if the ghost was addressing someone else.

      "Yes, I'm talking to you, Luke Hall. We might not have met in the land of the living, but I have a great interest in you, regardless. You're my granddaughter's mate, after all."

      Oh shit.

      "I won't be able to guide her after tonight. You'll have to take care of her for me, yes?"

      He nodded. "Yes, always."

      "Good boy."

      He had to ask, though, "Why tonight? Because of the ceremony? Won't it be the same next year?"

      The ghost seemed to falter a little. "No one can tell what will happen tomorrow, young man. The veil between the worlds is being shattered as we speak. She's coming through. She'll bring others with her, chaos and vengeance. There's no stopping her. Those who try will join the ancestors sooner than their time. You've promised, Luke Hall. You will take my granddaughter and leave with her. You will protect Rain."

      He froze. "Who's coming?"

      The ghost was angry now. "Say you will take her away."

      "I said I would protect your granddaughter and I meant it. Now, tell me who I'm to protect her from."

      There was silence for a time, and then the grandma's ghost said one word, so quietly Luke wondered if he'd misheard.

      Hoped he'd misheard.

      "Come again?"

      "Artemis!" the ghost repeated. "Diane. Call her as you will. The goddess of the hunt has spent decades whispering in the ears of our covens until almost all came to worship her. There are only two souls who were strong enough to resist her. If Rain had only listened, if she'd come before, we might have had a chance. Now, there's no changing the inevitable. She will come through and open this doorway to their world. The gods will rule Earth again and play with mortals as they wish. Rain, Michelle. They can survive this. They can create safe havens and hide from this. Take her far, far away. Drag whomever you love with you. And live through the darkness."

      Luke remained stunned, shocked and immobile for a time. Then, he did what any sane person would, and started to run toward the horde of crazy-ass witches who wished to bring a super-powerful, extremely deadly goddess to their world.

      Fuck.

      He didn't have time to freak out, though. Sara was almost on Rain now, an evil glint in her eye.

      That was it, he couldn't take it anymore. Luke leapt forward, running to his mate.

      There was no need to panic.

      One word crossed Michelle lips, just a simple, authoritative, "Sleep," and the hundreds of witches before them dropped to the ground as one.

      Shit, the woman was scary.

      She wasn't the only one. The instant the witches stopped their spells, the ghosts were set free; they must have felt it, because they scattered into the wind, leaving the cemetery as fast as they could.

      Michelle didn't seem overly concerned about them. Luke told himself that so far, everything was going according to the plan Rain had shared with him. It was all good, right?

      Frowning, he asked the elder White, "What now? You just have to seal the veil, right?"

      And make sure the freaking goddess didn't cross into their world.

      "I wish I shared your optimism, shifter."

      At least, she didn't call him kitten.

      "But no. If I closed it now, our enemy would just wait until next year. I can't take that chance, this is our best chance to be rid of it. I have Rain with me today; an anchor who won't give in. In a year, I probably won't."

      She might if she asked Rain to come back nicely, without threats or insults. Now wasn't the time to point that out, though.

      "So, I'm going to open the doorway, let our enemy pass through, and properly exorcise it." 

      Shit. Bad idea. Terrible idea.

      "Listen, you might not believe me, but I just saw your grandmother's ghost. She told me this isn't a ghost, or a specter, or a demon we're facing. There's a fucking god on the other side. We can't win this."

      Michelle was unbothered, unsurprised.

      "Which god?" she asked, calmly.

      What the fuck? Was everyone in their family insane?

      "The head of the covens has guarded this portal for generations. I know what lies beyond, Luke. Did my grandmother tell you which god?"

      "Artemis."

      Michelle smirked. Alright, so she was fairly badass.

      "The Huntress. Could be worse. Alright. Bring it on."

      And on that note, she lifted her hand and recited a Latin incantation.

      For a moment, nothing happened, and then, the crypt's doorway became bright, too bright for their eyes, Luke had to look away. When the light dimmed, his gaze went back to the door, to find one small woman standing in front of it.
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      She was beautiful. So beautiful. And cruel.

      Rain had been stuck in a barren white room since she’d passed out in the cemetery. She knew the drill, it wasn’t her first time as an anchor. She was the doorway, and, by her will, the sprits from the outerworld could pass through to Earth.

      The first time she'd done this, it had overwhelmed her, made her feel sick, dizzy, and set her mind on fire. 

      She must have grown in the last six years, because this time, the spirits had little effect on her. They came, waved hello, and passed beyond her without hurting her. 

      What had changed, she wondered. She didn't feel all that different.

      And then, there was this woman.

      No, this... thing.

      It wasn't a woman, not in the human, or even the vampire, sense of the term. Rain would have sworn her DNA had more in common with a white whale than it did with this creature, who was entirely foreign, alien.

      Her eyes were ageless, and her face, so perfect it almost hurt to look at it. She moved deliberately, and so fast her eyes couldn't quite catch up.

      "Hello, Rain,” the thing said. “Long time no see."

      It made little sense because she'd never, ever seen that thing before.

      "No, I guess you haven't," the female told her, plucking her thought right out of her mind. "But I've seen you. I used to whisper in your ear. I'm told I have the sweetest voice, and yet, you shut me out. No one has ever managed to walk away from me, until you, you know."

      "You make no sense, lady."

      The creature smiled. "I was in your head, from the moment you developed magic. When you and your sister came to life, I knew I ought to keep a watchful eye on you. It isn't often that the original witches are reborn in the flesh. And yet, here you are. Eve and Lilith. Schuyler and Christine White. Rain and Michelle."

      Her jaw fell open. She was joking, right?

      "I didn't see it in time with your sister. She was already watched too closely by the angel by the time she came of age, but you? No one protected you. So, you were mine. Mine to play with. Mine to manipulate. Until you left."

      Okay, so, now her head was hurting.

      "You're telling me you used to manipulate me? Make me do things?" Holy fuck. "Did you make me hurt Michelle?"

      "I whispered, and you were always so very quick to follow. Eager to please me. Eager to destroy your own flesh and blood. My good little Rain. Tell me how you managed to shut me out. I'm curious."

      The thing didn't look curious. She looked angry. And insane. There was something dark in her eyes. Dark and dangerous.

      Rain knew better than to say a word.

      "Very well. If you must be difficult, I'll have no choice but to make you suffer the consequences. You mortals never learn without lessons. I will take your mate from you, first. Then, your useless little sister. And then, I'll kill Michelle before your eyes, before making you bleed slowly. Painfully. Won't it just be glorious?"

      Rain paused. Most of that made sense, except...

      "Ah. You haven't realized it yet. You're quite slow, little Rain. You know, when my kind created yours, we were very generous. We have one wondrous thing that makes immortality bearable. A soul made to match ours, created by fate. Although you live but a few decades, we blessed you with the same gift. Every mortal born on Earth has been attributed a fated mate. Humans are generally too wrapped in their own drama to even look for it, but his kind is different. A little more civilized. I've no doubt he already knows you're his."

      "Luke."

      The word was out of her mouth before she knew she was going to say it.

      The creature smiled. "Smart little Rain. You've found him at last. Now you get to watch as I take him from you."

      Rain straightened her spine.

      "I'm not letting you pass."

      The creature's smiled showed all of her white, white teeth.

      "You don't need to, sweetie. Your sister has already opened the doorway. She's under the misconception that she can defeat me. Isn't it quaint?"

      And on that note, the female stepped forward. Her form seemed solid, real, but she walked through Rain as if she was nothing but another specter.

      Coldness spread through her, freezing her insides, hurting so damn much.

      Rain closed her eyes, curling into a ball and rubbing her arms to warm up.

      When she opened her lids again, she was back in Nola, in the cemetery, lying down on the altar. The creature had decided that Rain should watch her fight, and so, she would.

      Rain tried to move as the female stepped closer to Michelle and Luke, her Luke. Only to find that she was trapped in her body, incapable of moving so much as a finger. Hopeless. Useless.

      The creature grabbed Luke by the neck and threw him fifteen feet back, before lifting her hand to Michelle and blasting her with so much magic her sister stepped back, falling on her ass, despite her shields.

      "Have you ever been useless, baby girl?"

      Rain knew that voice. She couldn't see her, but Grandma Iris might as well have been in front of her right then.

      "I can't move, Ma."

      "Who said anything about moving, sweetie?"

      She needed to. The creature was stepping toward Luke again. She knew she'd kill him, as she promised she would. Rain had to do something. She needed to...

      All of a sudden, she knew exactly what she needed to do. Her grandma had a point. Why would she need to move at all? She was a freaking witch.

      Rain concentrated, gathering all of her strength, all of her power, focusing in a way she never had before. She found the amount of energy within her practically endless, so much stronger than it had ever been. Soon, she realized why: she had channeled all of the ancestors who had passed through her as the anchor. She had the strength of all of her ancestors, thousands of witches, at her fingertips. 

      Rain let go, releasing all of it, pouring it into Michelle and Luke.

      If she had been able to move, she would have smirked.
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      He could feel the change in him. Something was unlocked, unchained, clicking into place. He couldn't name or define it, until, all of a sudden, he could.

      Rain. Rain was with him, within him.

      She'd formed their mating bond, without a mark, without even touching him.

      And now, he had magic. He might not be able to make use of it, but the next time the goddess threw her wave of energy around, it bounced off him. The shields Rain had put into place were strengthened to the nth degree.

      That was more like it.

      Ignoring the fact that the goddess was female, Luke shifted, and pounced on the bitch, digging his claws into her, drawing thick blue blood.

      Hell, yeah. She could bleed. That meant she could be killed. Artemis looked stunned, like it was the first time she'd seen her own blood in ages. Michelle took the opportunity to throw some golden magic balls at her.

      The goddess hissed, her eyes going from Michelle to him, assessing the situation, calculating.

      Then she turned away from them, pulling the bow from her back, nocking an arrow, and aiming at the altar.

      Luke wasn't the most worldly shifter, but he'd read enough legends about the goddess to know a few things. Like the fact that her bow always, always hit its target.

      Before he could do anything, she drew it back and shot at Rain.
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      It was the end. If she died, all was lost for him. They might not have bonded, but she was his, his soul. How does one survive without part of his soul? He wasn't Voldemort, dammit!

      Luke watched in horror as his world was about to shatter.

      Until the goddess’ arrow shattered into a billion particles of gold.

      It had hit a very solid form that had placed itself between Rain and death. Luke didn't know who was more shocked; him, Rain, the followers, or Artemis, as they watched Michelle smirk down at the goddess.

      "Sorry, girl. I swear I get it, she definitely makes me want to murder her from time to time. But it still happens to be my sister you're trying to kill. Plus, you're kinda evil, so we don't exactly want you to stick around."

      The goddess watched her with more curiosity than anger. "You're alive. My arrow should have at least hit you."

      Michelle shrugged. "I don't enter fights I can't win. As you have that whole eternal youth thing going for you, I figured I'd make it even."

      The goddess tilted her head. "It has been an age since mortal creatures have managed to make themselves immortal. Since the time of my forefathers. And somehow, you've accomplished it. You will do well to stand aside. Powers like yours are valued among us. If you give up now, you shall live. I give you my word."

      Her voice was so seductive, soft and sweet. Almost anyone would have fallen for it. Almost.

      "Thanks, but no thanks. If you want to destroy the anchor, you'll have to go through me...in the next minute," Michelle smirked, pointing to the sky.

      No wonder that she'd arrived late, delaying the ceremony. The sun was rising on the horizon. Just a few minutes, a few precious instants, and the nightmare would be over. The evil goddess would go back to where she came from.

      Luke had half expected her to shoot another arrow, but she discarded her bow, dropping it on the ground, before pulling a curved cutlass from the side of her leather belt.

      She sneered. "As you wish."

      Th goddess ran toward her at the speed of light. Each of her moves had been calculated, perfectly coordinated. She was a master in the art of violence. One minute? She could kill any mortal in seconds.

      Any mortal.

      Although shifters had keener eyes than most humans, Luke couldn't see the movements clearly at that speed. A few feet away from Michelle, Artemis was stopped on her course, tripped by Charles. 

      Holy fuck, Luke had forgotten all about the vampire. He might not be fond of his kind, but right then, he could seriously have kissed the man, and given him permission to call him kitten until the end of time.

      Artemis gracefully caught her balance and landed in a crouch. She shifted her weight to stand back in the perfect position to pounce, baring her teeth not unlike a cat. Although she could seem so refined when she wanted to, the goddess was brutal, almost animalistic now. 

      She jumped incredibly fast, her knees folded, and landed on Charles' shoulders. Her legs curled around his neck and twisted to snap it. She might have managed if Michelle hadn't seen it coming. A long ivy vine reinforced with magic, wrapped around her feet. It wasn't strong enough to keep her in place for a long time, but she gave Charles the fraction of an instant he needed to disentangle himself from the deadly grip.

      Luke had managed to get to his feet by now. He stood next to Michelle, blocking the path to Rain. She was still kept immobile by the anchoring spell, but he could tell that as the sun rose in the sky, it was waning, giving her strength.

      Luke was in awe. Everything had been calculated down to the second. Michelle had known that they didn’t have a hope in hell to vanquish the goddess, or even to just keep her busy for longer than a few instants, so she’d arrived late, started close to dawn, and got a secret weapon to wait in the sidelines until the right moment.

      They could win this.

      They had to.

      Luke joined the melee, claws and fangs out, clawing at the goddess as Charles punched her, and Michelle used her spells on her.

      Then one word crossed Artemis’ lips. “No!”

      Michelle smiled, tilting her head. “See you in hell, bitch.”

      A ray of sunshine shone through the tombstones, and the goddess faded like she’d been nothing more than a bad dream.

      Charles got to his knees, breathing hard.

      “I’m too old for this.”

      Michelle was too busy dancing in circles and doing fist pumps to reply. As for Luke, he had other concerns. He rushed to the altar, where Rain was sitting up, stretching luxuriously.

      He cupped her head in his hands and dropped a kiss to her forehead.

      Then, he said the words he intended to use every day for the rest of his life.

      “Good morning, mate.”
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      The witches woke up confused and frightened, some entirely unable to remember the last few weeks of their lives, others, wondering what had pushed them to act out of character. They all turned to Michelle, who reassured and helped them. Rain was too busy hugging and comforting Sara to worry about anyone else.

      From the shadows of the Blackstone crypt, Charles observed them, his lips tight. Luke left his mate’s side regretfully, to go speak to the vampire.

      Two days ago, he had had a thing against his kind. It seemed like another time, another life. Now, Luke was pretty happy with just about everyone who happened to not be a divinity.

      “It’s not the end, you know,” the vampire said as a greeting. “Not for us in Nola, not for anyone, mortal or immortal. There was a bigger plan here. Artemis would have had no reason to seek to control the vampires if it had been.”

      “I don’t know,” Luke mused. “I see a reason or two. Might only have been for a little while, but you held your own against her. Michelle had magic, I had fangs, claws, and witchy shields. You? You fought her with just your fists. Maybe your kind can stop the gods.”

      The vampire considered his words.

      “That means we’ll be the first to fall, the next time they try to pass through.”

      Hopefully, that wouldn’t be for a very, very long time.

      “I’m going to have to report to our king, see that he’s aware of the situation. What about you?”

      Luke had no idea. He pointed to Rain. “That would depend on her. If she wants to stay, we’ll stay.”

      He hoped she didn’t. Nola was great, and he wouldn’t mind returning for a vacation, minus the whole ritual, gods, and possession shit. But home was Lakesides to him.

      "I think you shouldn't," said Charles, after thinking things through for a moment. "There's a reason the original White twins parted ways. If Nola and Salem fall, the witches of this continent will need another fort. Someone else to rally behind. That's your girl."

      That she was.

      “Besides, Rain has given Michelle and you all of the ancestors' power. You can’t access it, so it’s all Michelle’s. For a year, she’s going to be extremely dangerous. Nola won’t be quiet.”

      That settled it; he’d ask Rain to go back to the pride, because fuck, they both deserved a little bit of quiet.

      “Also, I’m sorry about the kitten thing. You’re right, it was a poor fit, really.”

      “Thank you!” he shouted happily.

      Apparently, all it took was fighting a goddess side by side to earn the right to be called by a normal name around here.

      “What, with ancestral shields around you, and a witch mate? I’ll just go with Magic Pussy.”

      The vampire winked, before retreating into his crypt, while Luke was too stunned to speak.

      Fucking bloodsucker.
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      This was how she died. She knew it, felt it to her bones. There was no other way, not here. Saving herself would mean condemning every breathing soul in the city of night. As little as she liked most of them, and however much they hated her in return, she couldn’t bring herself to destroy so many just to save herself.

      She should give in now. Drop her bow, accept her fate. Yet she shot one arrow after the next, desperately holding on to life.

      Devi took down enemy after enemy, her mind processing each kill with a cold, analytic indifference. They were relevant because she knew there had been fifty-one arrows in her quiver. Each fae she killed represented one arrow lost. There was every chance she'd run out of weapons before she reached the gates.

      She was at the very center of the city, in the large Square of Dawn, famous for the obelisk erected at the end of the last war. The closest exit was a mile east, and there were three dozen enemies around her right now and more coming at every passing moment. It was a credit to her skill with a bow that none of them had managed to get close to her yet.

      A horse whinnied to her left, and Devi’s head turned sharply. She expected enemy knights. She’d managed until now because she’d only had to deal with foot soldiers; fae knights were another matter altogether.

      When they came into the square from the south avenue, there were only two riders. She stiffened in alarm, until her eyes took in the colors of their habits and then their faces.

      Devi had no issue recognizing the two males, although she’d never seen either dressed in anything other than their fine court attire. Now they wore plain reinforced gear under dark unseelie coats.

      Neither of them looked any less intimidating for it.

      “Vale.”

      The name fell from her lips in a tone she had never used to say it. With relief. Barely conscious of her decision, she adjusted her position to aim at the enemies following Vale and his second, rather than foolishly carrying on attempting to clear a path out of this nightmare. Vale was more important. If he lived through the night, there would be hope for the Isle.

      Her shot hit the mark, killing a fae right behind the prince. As the enemy tumbled, Vale turned to see where the arrow had come from, his eyes landing on her.

      He was on the other side of the square, but her vision could distinguish him quite clearly. For the first time since they’d met, he wasn’t amused. His trademark smirk had disappeared. That shouldn’t have come as a surprise given the circumstances, but his expression wasn’t what Devi might have expected. Vale wasn’t confused, shocked, or scared, unlike her. The dark prince seemed downright pissed right now. His violet eyes, so like his mother’s, watched her with pure fury.

      Devi’s heart hit her stomach. Was this her fault? Had the attacks started because of her? It wasn’t impossible at all, given her history.

      Then, to her astonishment, Valerius Blackthorn, the dark prince, lord of the court of sin, lifted his hands, pulling on the reins to turn his horse away from the road leading to the eastern gate. Away from safety. Instead of heading out, he rode at full speed toward her. Her. The half-breed who was “nothing,” according to him.

      Devi regained her senses just as he reached her, in time to take his hand and hop behind him on his black mount.

      “Fucking idiot!” he yelled before leaning forward and whispering sweet spells at the horse, who obeyed his master’s urging, rushing through the streets of the city of night.
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      Dara was used to that look. It started at the tip of her toes, roamed all the way to her chest, before pausing and making its way to her eyes. Then, there was a sigh.

      “What is this?”

      A few years back, she might have bothered to feel offended. Now she winked playfully.

      “Come on, Cap. I’m sure you’ve seen a girl before.”

      He had, and he’d probably also seen the very occasional, rare female in the royal forces of Zeru, but what he most certainly had never witnessed was a long-haired female wearing gold and red in the army.

      Every commoner was required to shave their head in the summer to avoid getting lice. People didn’t tend to own more than two or three sets of clothing, so with time, the color faded. Dara’s ruby shirt was visibly new. She didn’t actively try to shove her superiority in everyone’s face, but her older clothes disappeared from her extensive wardrobe once they were well worn.

      The last strike was her exosuit. If it wasn’t for the latest tech armor, embedded in her gold band at her wrist, she might have passed for a noble’s daughter. The device said otherwise.

      No one wore gold on Zeru, except for the members of the royal family.

      It might have been wiser to remove the device and wear one of the basic exosuits allocated to soldiers of her rank, but she couldn’t. Or, perhaps, wouldn’t.

      The exosuit was the first bequest of King Kraul Rexis that hadn’t been a pretty dress or a doll. Dara had grown up believing that there wouldn’t ever be a place for her at her father’s court. She was the third daughter, the daughter no one had wanted. King Kraul doted on his radiant firstborn, Feray. He admired his second child, Lany, the smartest female in the realm. By all accounts, his third born should have been a boy, an heir. Instead, he fathered Dara, the petulant, the belligerent, the unruly. Dara, who didn’t distinguish herself by her beauty or her brain, who had no skill to speak of, save for a certain gift for getting up to mischief. She liked climbing the sculpted silver walls of their home, running barefoot, and playing in the mud. In one word, she was unsuitable.

      By the grace of the Goddess Light, Kraul was given a boy eventually. He adored Feray, admired Lany, and needed Kaur to take his place one day. Dara was ignored when he was at leisure to pretend she didn’t exist and frowned upon when he was reminded of her inconvenient presence.

      When she became a woman, she was told that the one way she could make herself useful was to marry relatively well. She was encouraged to attend school in the understanding that she’d spend her time hunting for a suitable prize. And yes, she was given a list of suitable families.

      Dara had been a clueless freshman, desperately seeking a field where she might possibly be average. She never found that. She took a military technical class and astounded everyone—herself included—by excelling at it.

      “Strategy is in your blood, young lady,” a professor had said one day.

      A compliment. Perhaps the first one she’d ever heard.

      Little by little, Dara took courses that suited her natural talents, and before she knew it, she was the first female military analyst to ever graduate from the royal zeruvian academy.

      No one from home had paid attention to what she was doing at the royal university, simply glad to have her out of sight for a few years. Dara had hoped that she might be able to break free from her family, get a job, and lead her own life, but she was recalled to the palace the day after her graduation.

      She’d expected that it would cause an uproar. To be told that she’d yet again ruined their good name and any such nonsense. At age twenty-one, she’d been better equipped to handle it, at least.

      Instead, she’d walked into a party a year ago. A party for her. The entire Rexis family had been in attendance, along with every influential individual usually summoned to such gatherings. At the end, King Kraul waved at a servant who brought her the retractable exosuit she now wore, equipped with the very latest military intelligence and the very best safety features.

      Her father never said a word, but he had acknowledged her. Childish as it was, she wanted to hold on to that moment. The exosuit was staying.

      Part of her fantasy came true: she was allowed to do the job she wanted. The only downside was having to deal with males such as the one in front of her.

      She’d been sent to the Maerdo district because of a hostage situation that had lasted for over twenty-four hours now. The stats indicated that casualties could start at any point. It wouldn’t have been brought to her attention if the incident hadn’t taken place inside a factory that produced highly combustible substances. If things went sour, the entire city might wind up on fire.

      “We asked for backup because of a serious issue and we get a photo op for the crown?”

      She heard a variation of that on a daily basis. It had been a long time since she’d bothered to wince.

      “Look, sweetie, you don’t have to like it, but I’m here because you’re shit at your job. I’d let you wave your dick around if we had time, but we don’t. Move out of the way, or I’ll make you. You wouldn’t want your friends to see you taking a beating from a girl, now, would you?”

      Only two out of the six guards circling the captain of the squad managed to convincingly hide their chuckles.

      The cap was pissed, but he did step aside, probably because when it came down to it, she outranked him.

      Dara headed for the monitors displaying the videos and holograms they had functioning. She entered her codes and logged into the system mainframe.

      “Where have we lost visual?” she asked, all the while checking the production levels underground.

      “On the first floor and the second floor,” one of the soldiers replied; not the captain, of course. Dara had never received any help from his kind. It wasn’t how alpha males worked.

      Good, all cameras were still functioning where it mattered. She took in the scene and stiffened. There was nothing concerning as of yet, but the fusion gases were usually monitored around the clock. As no one had tended to the machines for the last twenty-four hours, the temperature and pressure underground had risen to a level she didn’t like.

      “Raff,” she called, after activating the communicator fitted around her jaw, “can you run some numbers for me?”

      “What, now?” her associate asked, his tone downright outraged.

      It was the middle of the night, close to the morning. But Dara could already hear his fingers tapping on the pads of his portable data processor.

      “Moan later; it’s an emergency. I’m sending you some figures. Run a diagnostic and give me a timeframe for a system failure.”

      Dara dumped the relevant files through their messaging system, before switching her focus and calibrating their functional drones to scan for movement and heat signatures.

      There were less than two dozen hostages; in the grand scheme of things, they weren’t her priority. In fact, they had barely been mentioned in her electronic briefing. Saving the entire city from a toxic outage was a lot more important than worrying about a few low-class night janitors and technicians, as far as her superiors were concerned.

      Still, it would be nice to also save their skins if she could. Dara wasn’t one to settle for good when she could shoot for an excellent outcome.

      The heat signature recorded by her flying drones outside indicated that twenty-two individuals were on the first floor and seven on the second floor.

      She touched the gold exosuit fitted with a processor and asked to be reminded of the exact number of hostages. Twenty. If they were all still alive, it meant that there were nine hostiles.

      “Have they made contact?” she asked.

      “No, ma’am,” a soldier replied. “The building’s remote security system alerted us of the breach. At the owner of Intertech’s demand, we’ve made use of the building’s alert system to offer a deal, but they’ve made no reply.”

      “Which means that whatever they’re after is inside the building. I’m guessing that there are assets, or money, on the second floor.”

      Now, the captain talked. “That’s classified information. Intertech is a private company, and they refused to divulge details of their floor plan, as is their right. They develop cutting edge technology and if a competitor—”

      “Please do shut up, Cap. Silence is a great improvement over your rambling.”

      Sadly, he took it as a suggestion and did not, in fact, shut up. Dara ignored him, as her communicator activated.

      Raff had results and they weren’t good.

      “Alright, so you’re in a bit of a bind.” When Raff said that much, it meant that it was time to stock up for the apocalypse. “Basically, things don’t look that bad right now, and if everything goes well, I don’t predict a complete system failure for three days. But the cooling system, and the pressure regulator are old, and have been known to malfunction. If one gives out, the other will follow; that would change the timeline from three days to something like three minutes.”

      Shit. No wonder they’d called for her.

      Dara knew that she wasn’t the best at what she did on the planet; there were smarter, stronger analysts. Some had a lot more experience than her. She’d distinguished herself in a very short time for one simple reason: she could get things done faster than anyone else. It had very little to do with her actual skills, but where others had to worry about following procedure and reporting to their superiors, Dara was a Rexis. That meant that, at the end of the day, the worst thing that could happen when she messed up, was her getting a slap on the wrist. It annoyed her superiors to no end, but that didn’t stop them from using it when they needed someone to barge through the systems and procedures.

      Which was exactly what she did now. Dara got into the building’s audio-amplifier system.

      “Hey, guys,” she called out cheerfully. “I’m a royal system analyst, level one, rank, commander.” She let it sink in for a few seconds. “Yep, that means you’re in trouble, and likely to either be blown to tiny particles when I launch an attack, or, if you’re lucky, you’ll spend the rest of your miserable days in a black hole.”

      The former outcome was more likely.

      “Guys, you refused to be bribed, you haven’t killed hostages,” that she knew of, “and you’re not in the executive suite, where you could have access to the company’s funds. No, you’re on the development floor. That makes you one of three things: spies after their research, terrorists wanting to use it to blow something up, or idealists against the evil corporation. I’m inclined to believe you’re behind the third curtain. If that’s the case, reply, now. I’ll give you access to a broadcast channel. If you prove Intertech is out to screw people, you get to walk out of there through the front door, free. You have ten seconds. I will not repeat this offer.”

      Half an hour later, Dara drove her hovering speeder through the back gate of the royal tower, yawning. She had tons of paperwork waiting for her because she’d, yet again, ignored every single rule and regulation in the handbook. But Intertech was going down, the liberal fighters were on their way home, the hostages were free, and the techs were fixing the pressure regulator and cooler in the basement. All in all, she took it as a win.

      She would have preferred to head home, to her small downtown apartment, but she knew that she was going to be called by a committee to be yelled at, first thing in the morning. They generally did it here at the royal family’s residence, in her uncle’s office. Lonar Rexis was the general of the army; her direct superiors somehow believed that he had a degree of influence on her. During the meetings, he made sure to look suitably grumpy, frowning and narrowing his eyes. After they left, he ordered tea and pulled out his chessboard. She hadn’t lost to him since she’d been sixteen; he wasn’t yet tired of trying to win.

      Rather than having to wake up early for her summons, she opted to stay in her old rooms.

      Dara knew something was wrong as soon as she got out of her vehicle. She couldn’t tell how. Her skin felt cold, her hair stood up at the back of her neck.

      She walked the familiar sleek corridors, heading to the elevator, as her room was on the fifty-seventh floor, but after a few steps, her feet refused to move.

      The tower was silent. Too silent. Even at this time, she should have come across at least a few robots or a servant. The lights were off on this floor, except for a dim red line on the walls either side of her, to ensure people could find their way. It was normal, and yet, it wasn’t.

      Dara looked at the elevator ahead of her. A little voice at the back of her mind told her to take it. Get to her room, tuck herself in and take some well-deserved, much needed rest.

      After a second, she turned on her heels, heading toward the guard post.

      Dara Rexis was no coward.
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