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  One


For the first time ever, I wished I were sitting through one of Dr. Campbell’s lectures. Boring was good. Boring was safe. Boring meant I wouldn’t say the wrong thing and start an interspecies war. 
Nora Lehr, the only daughter of Octavian Lehr, who was the alpha of the Appalachian pack and quite possibly the strongest werewolf on the continent, turned away from the arched window. I met her gaze from behind my parents’ scuffed-up desk.
“Could you say that again, please?” I asked, polite as a neighbor asking for a cup of sugar.
Nora’s amber eyes narrowed. When I didn’t look away, she clenched her teeth in that oh-so-familiar way that took me straight back to high school. Spiders crawled up my spine, not because I was intimidated—her dominant-gene juju didn’t work on hotel property—but because I could practically hear the warning my mom had given me over and over again: Don’t antagonize the paranorms, Kennedy. They’ll eat you on the way to school.
They could eat me, but they wouldn’t. I’d learned that in sixth grade PE.
Nora slipped into her signature alpha stance, chin lifted, shoulders straightened. Her posturing had always annoyed the hell out of me. Five years away from home hadn’t changed that.
“On May sixteenth,” Nora said, leaving a deliberate gap between each word. “The Rain will host my wedding in the hillside gardens. The reception will immediately follow in the Silver Ballroom. You will reserve half the rooms and five suites. I’m prepared to pay all costs now. In cash.”
I held her gaze for another three seconds, then set my pen on the desk, taking the time to make sure the Hotel Rain logo was faceup. In other words, stalling, because that wasn’t what I needed Nora to repeat. It was the earlier part, the part where she mentioned the name of the groom, that had almost made me snort coffee out my nose.
I couldn’t let her see I was rattled though. Don’t show weakness in front of the paranorms, Kennedy. They’re always ready for an easy snack.
I took a few extra seconds to make sure the pen lined up precisely parallel to the edge of the desk.
I adjusted it half a millimeter.
Then half a millimeter more.
“You will do this, Kennedy Rain.”
If I’d been a wolf, my hackles would have risen. Nora expected obedience. The aggravating thing was, she usually got it. People—or rather, paranorms and the very tiny group of humans who were aware of their existence—knew her father was in charge of the strongest pack in the US. But even men and women who had no clue about the paranormal world went out of their way to follow her orders. Not only had she been born with the alpha gene, she’d been born beautiful too.
“My parents—”
“Would sign the contract.” Nora cut me off. “It doesn’t violate the treaty.”
Technically no, but good God. Her father would flip. Jared’s master would flip. The hotel, its workers, and my family would be caught in the middle, treaty or no treaty. This was not something I could authorize.
And it wasn’t something I should be discussing. I should be across town in Campbell’s class while my parents handled this lunacy.
My parents excelled at handling lunacy.
I tilted my head, studying Nora’s too-perfect posture. Was that why she was here? She thought I’d be easier to convince? That I was the weakest link in the family? She should know better.
I glanced at my cell phone. Mom still hadn’t answered my last text. I didn’t know where she and Dad had run off to, just that they were on a much-needed vacation somewhere with very poor cell service. The only communications I’d received from them since they left were a handful of texts saying they were having a good time and staying busy.
The last time I’d received a handful of messages saying they were busy, they’d been on a second honeymoon.
Or a third or fourth one. I didn’t ask for details. I didn’t want the details I already had. The only reason they were permanently etched into my brain was due to a tragically timed pocket dial—one of them had apparently rolled over in bed.
My roommate, laughing, had told me I should be grateful they still loved each other. I’d thrown my phone at her head.
I wanted to throw it at Nora’s head now. She didn’t have her supernatural reflexes here. I bet I could hit her.
“Put the date on the schedule, Kennedy,” she said.
I rolled my eyes toward the computer screen. May 16 was, unfortunately, wide open.
“Can’t you just marry somebody else?”
Nora’s smooth expression finally cracked, making her look more human than stepping into the hotel’s Null-zone had. “You are not serious.”
She couldn’t be serious. This had to be one of her stunts, a way to piss off Lehr and test just exactly how much he’d let his daughter get away with.
I stood. “Have you thought this through? Jared’s what? Three centuries old? You can’t have anything in common, and if you—”
“He’s two centuries old,” Nora snapped. “And we have everything in common. You don’t know him.”
“I know he’s a vampire.”
“He’s a person.”
“He’s Arcuro’s scion. His second-in-command. His freaking henchman. Your dad will kill both of you.”
“I’ll handle my father.”
“Really?” I crossed my arms. “I doubt that. I’ve met your dad. He’s kind of a hard-ass, Nora.”
“My father—”
“You can’t have a wedding here.” I rolled the chair under the desk, intending to walk around it and show Nora the door. Before I took a step in that direction, she grabbed the briefcase she’d brought with her and slammed it on the desk.
“Just put us on the damn schedule.” Her eyes punched the air with so much fury it felt like the Null had shattered. If I hadn’t been used to her flare-ups, I might have been intimidated.
She opened the briefcase, took something out, then dropped it on the desk. “Contract. Guest list. Payment.”
Against my better judgment, I glanced down. My gaze went straight to the money.
“Um.” I cleared my throat. “I don’t think we accept cash deposits.”
I met her gaze. She met mine. The German clock on the wall—a gift from one of our overseas guests—ticked in the silence. If my parents had chosen that moment to come home, my mom would have ordered me out of the room. She would have told me I was provoking a paranorm and that my job as a Rain was to keep the wolves, the vampires, and the other supernatural beings who might walk through our doors calm and happy.
That wasn’t because the family business was supposedly in hospitality; it was because we weren’t supposed to rock the boat. Stability in the paranormal world was paramount, and this hotel—our hotel—would become a battleground if war broke out between the species.
The briefcase of money lay open between Nora and me. My credit cards were almost maxed out—I wanted to look at it again—but I’d stopped deferring to paranorms years ago. I might not live in The Rain anymore or be immersed in the world of vamps and wolves and all things other, but I wasn’t about to back down. Besides, The Rain wasn’t the place Nora thought it was. It wasn’t an oasis. It was just another tool Arcuro and Lehr used to increase their power and influence.
“Please.” It sounded like Nora was pulling out a tooth, but since I was fairly certain she’d never uttered that word before, I took it as a submission.
And as a sign of something else.
“You’re really in love with him, aren’t you?”
Her nostrils flared, and I swear to God her eyes turned glassy.
“I wouldn’t be here if I wasn’t.”
“And your father doesn’t know? Arcuro doesn’t know?”
“Not yet.” Fear flickered in her eyes.
Damn it. Damn it. Damn it. I’ve always been a sucker for tragic love stories. If she and Jared were serious about each other, it could turn out to be Romeo and Juliet to the extreme.
I sighed. “I’ll put you on the schedule, but my parents will take you off.”
“They won’t.” She lifted her chin, sounding one thousand percent confident. Welcome back, spoiled little rich were.
I countered her chin lift with a raise of an eyebrow. “Don’t tell me you printed up save-the-date cards already.”
She gave me a smug smile. “You should check the hotel’s financial records.”

      [image: ]Check the financial records? What did she mean by that?
I didn’t get a chance to ask. Nora left as quickly as if she had her supernatural speed back, leaving me with my eyebrow still raised. It didn’t lower until I frowned at the computer. I wasn’t there to dig around in The Rain’s business operations. I wasn’t there to get involved at all. I’d made that mistake before, and it had more than bitten me in the ass.
A tap came from the door.
“Ms. Rain?” Wheelan, the hotel inspector, peeked inside the cracked-open door. “I was told to find you here.”
I hid a scowl behind a plastered-on smile. He shouldn’t have been sent up here to our private study. Neither should have Nora. We should be meeting downstairs in the main office where my parents conducted most of the hotel’s business. Sullens, the front-desk supervisor I’d met that morning, was being a jerk.
“All done with the—” My question became trapped in my throat when his gaze dropped to the still-open briefcase. Covering my mouth to cough, I ever so subtly tossed Nora’s papers inside, then slammed it shut. I didn’t think he saw the money.
“You need a signature?” I asked.
“Well.” Wheelan lowered himself into the chair, then placed a folder on the desk. When I’d spoken to him earlier, he’d been cordial. There weren’t any remnants of a smile on his face anymore. He looked closed off, like a man who was bearing bad news and bracing for someone to go apeshit on him.
“Is there a problem?”
He opened the folder. “A few problems, actually.”
Great.
“Your hotel has been around a long time. My records don’t show the date of the first build, but it appears the north and west wings, the restaurant, and the ballroom were all added later than the lobby. The north wing, in particular, is a problem. Do you know when it was built?”
Way before I was born. The Rain was one of the oldest hotels in North America, if not the oldest. It started as a tavern sometime in the eighteenth century, and its early history was… hazy. At some point, paranorms discovered the tavern and much of the land around it nullified all magic and supernatural abilities. That made The Rain the only place on Earth where vampires could see the sun rise and where werewolves could escape the influence of the full moon. It reminded them of what it was like to be human, and for wolves who had turned violent, it was their best chance at resetting their minds, their best chance at survival. But, of course, the vampires and werewolves fought over the right to stay here, so my ancestors expanded, building by building, to accommodate more of them.
“I’m not sure,” I said. “Forty or fifty years ago?”
“That would make sense. Asbestos wasn’t banned until later.”
“Asbestos?”
“It causes cancer.”
“Oh,” I said. Then, after a short hesitation, I added, “Crap.”
“That’s not the only violation.” He turned the folder around, then slid it toward me. I flipped through the paperwork, glancing at the highlighted infractions: aluminum wiring in the older wings, blocked and locked emergency exits, a lack of a fire-suppression system.
I looked up. “We have a sprinkler system.”
He pulled the folder back. “Yes, but not the right kind. You don’t have enough water pressure for it to function effectively during an emergency.”
“We’ll just avoid emergencies then.”
Wheelan looked at me from under his bushy eyebrows. “These aren’t minor violations, Ms. Rain.”
Note to self: he had no sense of humor. ”I understand.”
“If somebody gets sick and they trace it back to the asbestos, the lawsuit would bankrupt you.”
No one was going to get sick. None of the guests, at least. If a vampire or werewolf was exposed, the second they stepped out of the Null, their bodies would heal any damage that had been done.
“These issues should have been found and resolved years ago,” Wheelan said. “I can’t find a record of a previous inspection. Do you happen to have a copy in your files?”
As far as I knew, we’d never had someone inspect the place. A human snooping around our business wasn’t a great idea, but Wheelan had already started his work when I’d arrived, and I hadn’t been able to think of an excuse to get him to leave.
“I’ll look for the report,” I said. “Can you tell me why you came for an inspection now?”
“A concerned guest submitted a complaint.”
It had to be Nora, damn it. I was going to kill her. As long as she was on Rain property, I had a chance to do it.
“I’ll email you and your parents a copy of the report.” He closed the file and tapped it on the desk to straighten the papers. “Do you know when they’ll return?”
“The sooner the better,” I muttered.
“Excuse me?”
“A few more days,” I said. “I’ll let them know your concerns.”
“They’re more than just concerns. If you can’t show that you’re making significant progress on rectifying each item, you won’t be able to keep your insurance. A grievance will be filed with the county. You’ll be shut down.”
That wouldn’t happen. The paranorms′ I’m-superior-to-you bullshit got on my nerves, but they had resources and power, and they would provide a buffer between us and any legal problems that might arise.
If, of course, they weren’t the ones creating the problems.
“We’ll make sure it’s taken care of,” I said.
“I hope so. I’ll be back next week.”
I stood when he did. “Next week?”
“You have to show significant progress. Contact your parents. Fix what you can. If you’re denied coverage, you can protest. That will buy you more time for repairs. Some of them won’t cost much. Start with those.”
I nodded. He was trying to be helpful, and this wasn’t his fault. It wasn’t mine or my parents’. We’d kept The Rain quiet and off the radar of human authorities. Nora had decided to take this action. But it was a blatant bluff. She would have to back off, or she would risk us losing The Rain.
After walking him to the elevator at the end of the hall, I said goodbye, then I returned to the study to call my parents. It wasn’t until I picked up my phone that I noticed the time.
I choked off a curse. My shift at Parlay started in just over an hour. The restaurant was a forty-five-minute drive. Totally doable if traffic didn’t suck, but traffic always sucked.
I shoved my phone into my pocket, the inspector’s report into my purse, then after the briefest hesitation, grabbed the suitcase. This was the study in our should-have-been-private residence on the top floor of the original inn, but I wasn’t going to leave someteen thousand dollars sitting in the open. We had a safe in the main office. I could shove it in there.
I fished my keys out of my purse to lock up. A literal key. Most hotels had cards today. They had flat-screen TVs in every room. They had Wi-Fi. I’d had to beg my parents to get wired internet when I was in junior high. They’d only agreed because I needed it for school. It wasn’t that they didn’t care about The Rain—Mom had lived here all her life, and Dad loved it and her enough to marry into this madness—but modernizing cost money.
Nora’s advice to check the financial records echoed in my mind. Running a hotel of this size and age was expensive. Money had always been tight. We had a steady income from the vampires and werewolves who stayed here, but we didn’t charge an exorbitant amount for a room and hadn’t raised prices in decades. Convincing the paranorms to accept any change at The Rain was all kinds of tricky.
I reached the elevator at the end of the hall. It opened before I pushed the call button, revealing a man inside.
Whoa.
Some men were attractive. This guy was stop-what-you’re-doing-and-stare gorgeous. He wore jeans that hugged muscular thighs and a brown jacket that did nothing to diminish the size of his chest and shoulders. He would have chiseled abs under that white shirt and biceps too big to wrap my hands around.
A slow, knowing smile spread across his face.
“Kennedy Rain.”
The mini-me doing flips in my stomach stopped midair. The arrogance in the way he said my name, like he knew exactly how he affected women, slammed a door on my libido.
“Can I help you?” My voice went flat.
The elevator door started to close. He stopped it with a hand, and his eyes roamed down to my feet, then back to my face.
“You’ve grown up,” he said.
“I assume you haven’t.” I was pretty sure he was a werewolf. They aged slowly, and I’d recognize him if we’d met before. He had the kind of presence a girl would remember.
His overconfident smile remained in place. “We need to talk, Ms. Rain. Your office?”
The door tried to shut again. He kept it open.
“The office is downstairs,” I said.
“This one’s closer.”
“This one’s private.”
“It wasn’t too private for the inspector,” he said smoothly. “And it wasn’t too private for Nora.”
No doubt his presence was about Nora, the longtime bane of my existence. Add that interest to his arrogance and the fact that he was allowed in the doors during the vampires’ occupancy, and he had to be a werewolf with a ton of power.
“You’re Lehr’s new second,” I said.
His smile was all charm. “My reputation precedes me.”
“Not really,” I said. “I just heard some asshole took out Wallace a year ago. You fit the description.”
The door attempted to slide shut again. This time, it beeped a warning it was obstructed. I was pretty sure it was supposed to beep the first time it failed to close.
“We can make this meeting brief, Ms. Rain, or we can make it as long as you want.”
Powerful paranorms were such a pain in the ass. Like Nora, this guy was way too used to getting his way.
“I’m running late.”
“Then by all means”—he waved a hand to the interior of the elevator—“enter.”
There was plenty of space to step inside, but all of it belonged to him. I’d be a sheep in his territory.
“I forgot something,” I said.
“You have your purse and a briefcase full of money. What else could you possibly need?”
A separate elevator would be nice.
After a quick calculation, I decided our conversation would be shorter if I stepped inside. Squaring my shoulders, I entered the elevator as if his presence had no effect on me. It helped that I had a lifetime of experience dealing with paranorms. They might lose their supernatural abilities when they entered the Null, but their personalities remained the same: superior and smug.
Lehr’s second let the door groan shut. The elevator gave a shimmy before it started down.
This was the only elevator on the property, and it was ancient. That fact had never bothered me before, but the wolf seemed to suck in all the air. He was watching me, measuring me, stalking me without moving even one of those very nice muscles.
“I’m Blake,” he said. “You should visit your parents more often. Things have changed in the years you’ve been gone.”
I ignored the pressure in my chest, the little ball of guilt I couldn’t quite shake.
“I do visit.” At least, I had a few times. Every time I did, I regretted it, so I made sure I was too busy to come home. It helped that my architectural degree was time-consuming and college was expensive. I had to work to pay for my books, my apartment, and the minimum balances on my credit cards. When my student loans came due, it was going to hurt.
Blake gave one of those easy, nonchalant shrugs that somehow made a guy ten times more attractive, and awareness prickled across my skin. I swear the elevator descended even more slowly than usual.
“Let me help you out, Ms. Rain,” he said. “You hand me the briefcase. I’ll return it to Lehr, and you won’t have to worry about repercussions from this little incident.”
“I’m pretty sure this is Nora’s money.”
“It’s pack money.” He held out his hand. Did he know what it was for? Nora had said her father didn’t know about Jared, and this was his second. He reported directly to Lehr.
When I didn’t respond, he lowered his outstretched hand. It didn’t feel like a capitulation though. It was more like he was scouting the territory to determine a new line of attack.
“You don’t want to be involved in this.”
“Involved in what?” I asked, extra innocent. That didn’t go over well. His eyes narrowed, and he faced me fully.
“Nora is making a mistake,” he said. “I know you agree with me.”
“Last I checked, wolves didn’t have mind-reading abilities.”
“We have body-reading talents.”
So much innuendo there. I didn’t let it affect me.
“Not on Rain property,” I said.
He snorted. “Some things aren’t smothered by the Null, and I don’t think you’re an idiot. You can’t give Nora what she wants.”
“You should take up this issue with her.” Speaking in ambiguities was fun.
He moved closer, apparently not entertained with the conversation, and damn, he smelled good, like a forbidden romp in the woods.
“Don’t make a mistake as well, Ms. Rain.”
My thumb slid over the briefcase’s smooth handle. If I handed over the briefcase, Nora would be his problem, not mine. Not my parents’. We didn’t owe Nora anything, and I’d told her the wedding wouldn’t happen. Five years ago, I’d vowed never again to get involved in paranormal politics. I could keep that promise right now.
I was oh so close to handing it to him, but a smile slid into his eyes. It was like he could read my thoughts, see that he’d won. To him, it was inevitable the little human would give him what he wanted.
If you give a wolf a cookie, he’ll walk all over your ass.
My quote. Not my parents’.
“No.” I stared straight ahead and tried to ignore the way he studied me. This wasn’t me getting involved; it was me not caving in to wolf arrogance.
We were still descending.
The sign to the right of the door caught my attention. Last inspection: 1995. It figured.
I made a mental note to add elevator upgrades to the inspector’s long, long list of required repairs.
We finally reached the ground floor, and the doors screeched open. I would have immediately exited, but I didn’t want Blake at my back, so I looked at him and waited.
He looked at me and waited.
If we were outside the Null, the stare down might have been impossible. Alpha werewolves made it feel as if the world’s gravity doubled. You wanted to look down. You wanted to drop to your knees. You wanted to do whatever it took to please them. Only strong paranorms could resist submitting.
Or humans who’d learned not to take crap from any wolf.
“Do you need an escort to the door?” I asked.
“Give me the briefcase.”
“I thought wolves had good hearing. I told you no.”
He closed the distance between us. I had to tilt my head back to maintain eye contact, but there was no way in hell I’d lower my gaze. No trampling me like a carpet. He could wipe his paws off on somebody else.
The elevator chimed and started to close. Blake reached past me to stop it with a hand; then he remained there, his arm blocking the exit.
God, he was huge. Even though he didn’t have his supernatural strength or speed, he could still snap me in two with his pinkies. His scent washed over me again, and the already small elevator compartment seemed to shrink.
“Get out, Blake, or I’ll have you removed.”
I swear yellow flashed in his irises. He didn’t like being defied. How far would he push this though? He could yank the briefcase from my hand—no problem—but I was a Rain. I had the protection of the treaty my ancestors had signed with the paranorms two centuries ago. Blake could intimidate and threaten and manipulate as much as he wanted, but if he went too far, he would violate the agreement.
Blake took another small step forward. He lifted his hand…
…and tweaked my nose.
“You’re cute,” he said. “See you again soon.”






  
  Two


The bastard tweaked my nose! 
He’d tweaked it like I was a two-year-old!
I wanted to storm after him, tell him I wasn’t a child. I wasn’t cute. I didn’t have to put up with his crap. He’d left the door wide open, practically daring me to follow.
But I wasn’t an idiot. The Rain was built on the northern edge of our property. Ten feet away from the front porch, he’d have his abilities back. His pheromones would make him even more attractive, and meeting his gaze—i.e. not submitting—would be harder. Not impossible, but I wasn’t there to get tangled up with a paranorm. The smart thing was to let it go.
“Handled brilliantly,” someone commented.
I looked to my left, and my mood soured further.
Sullens stood near the lobby’s fireplace, which rose to the ceiling in the center of the room like a stone tower. British accents were supposed to make men sound sexy. Sullens’s made him sound pretentious. The extra millimeter he raised his nose didn’t help either.
“You should have warned me he was coming,” I said. “You should have warned me about Nora too.”
“You don’t operate The Rain.”
I had no idea why he hated me. I’d met him a few hours ago, and as far as I knew, the only thing I could have possibly done to offend him was to walk in the door.
Maybe that was it. With my parents gone, Sullens acted as if he were in charge of The Rain. He wasn’t. He couldn’t be. He was a paranorm, and not only was the stability of The Rain important, but so was its neutrality. It was a precarious balance, running The Rain. That’s why I had been called in to deal with the inspector. My parents couldn’t give control to any paranorm. Even when I was a kid, they put me in charge on the few occasions they went out of town. I thought it had been fun, like playing pretend, and the staff went along with it, humoring me and asking my opinions on silly, inconsequential things. They’d been like family. They’d watched me grow up.
And then, when I’d needed their support, not one of them had stood up for me. They’d treated me like I’d broken a sacred tradition.
“The inspector?” Sullens asked.
The report was in my purse. I wanted to hand it to Sullens and forget about it. He could cross most of the items off the list. Some of the others, though, would need my parents’ approval and a significant amount of money. If Sullens read the report and mentioned the cost of repairs or the threat to The Rain to anyone else, the news could spread to the vampires and wolves.
Never threaten the paranorms′ safe haven, Kennedy. That was another one of my parents’ sayings, and they never had to qualify it. Anxious vampires and werewolves were dangerous. The other species wouldn’t be overjoyed about it either.
“He gave me his report,” I said. “It’s fine.”
“The briefcase?” His gaze dropped to my hand.
“It’s not a problem either.”
“You’re sure?”
“I’m taking care of it.” I headed to my parents’ office to stash the briefcase. My gaze drifted up to the stacked clocks on the wall. I ignored the lower one, which showed the rise and fall of the sun, and stared at the one above it. Intricately carved fey created the frame. They appeared to pass the clock’s hands between them, hands that pointed to 4:02 p.m.
Damn it, I couldn’t be late to work again.
Cursing under my breath, I shouldered open the office door. I intended to shove the cash into our safe, but I kept screwing up the combination.
I tried it one more time, making sure I was careful to stop exactly at the right numbers. When it didn’t work yet again, I gave up. I didn’t have time to mess with it, but I couldn’t just leave a briefcase full of money sitting in the office. I’d have to drop it off at the bank.
That meant I had exactly fifty-two minutes to make the forty-minute drive to work. The bank was on the way. As long as it didn’t take more than twelve minutes to drop off the cash, I’d be fine.
I could do it. I’d just have to drive fast.

      [image: ]The bank took too long. My boss cut my hours because I was late, and now it was almost midnight and what was I doing? Driving the dark foothills of the Appalachians on my way back to The Rain because the second I got off work, Sullens had called. There was an emergency at the hotel. My presence was required.
I glanced at my phone as I turned in to The Rain’s parking lot. I’d had a voice mail from my mom that hadn’t pinged until after I’d hung up with Sullens. She’d said their cell service was spotty, and if I needed something, I should text. But my problems—the inspector and Nora and the new trouble I was about to walk into—were too complicated to send in a message, so when I pulled into a parking spot and turned off my car, I tried calling again.
It went straight to voice mail.
Annoyed, I shortened what could have been a chapter in a novel to one line of text that said Nora had paid us a shit ton of money to marry Jared at the hotel. It was an easy way of saying the paranormal world was poised to implode. That should get her to call.
Locking my car, I made my way to The Rain’s front porch. Something crunched under my shoes when I reached for the door handle.
I looked down. Small shards of a dark brown glass glittered under the porch light. It looked like someone had done a piss-poor job of cleaning up a broken beer bottle. Add that to my list of things to upgrade—a better trained staff.
I made a note to myself to find a broom later, then I pushed open The Rain’s front doors. They were tall and wooden and carved with trees and a large chalice, which split down the middle when they opened. I stepped inside and let the feel of my home wrap around me.
I’d always thought The Rain smelled like a promise. Its light, almost citrusy scent reminded me of my childhood. I’d curl up in one of the big chairs clustered in the lobby and watch the vampires and the werewolves arrive. They’d intrigued me. I’d watched their faces when the Null extinguished their magic. Relief and joy and hope humanized their expressions. I’d loved being a part of that, part of the place that renewed their spirits, but time scraped away at that fairy tale layer by layer until my senior year, when I’d come to terms with the fact that The Rain wasn’t a refuge; it was just another way for powerful paranorms to increase their control over the weaker ones.
Tonight, The Rain felt stifling. A few guests sat on the stone bench that circled the central fireplace. Others lounged on the two clusters of chairs and couches near the front windows, and a few others hovered closer to the entrance to the attached restaurant. Vampires, all of them. More than I expected. Their sleep schedules always became erratic when they entered the Null. They didn’t want to miss a dawn, but it was hard to change their internal clocks. The fact that so many were gathered in the lobby now meant they were there for the show.
There wouldn’t be a damn show. I’d handle this problem in a quiet and civil manner.
Sullens separated from a small group standing near the reception desk. I could feel his distaste grow with every step he took toward me.
“Where?” I asked before he could talk down to me.
He pointed to the restaurant.
Ignoring the stares of the staff and guests, I strode across the worn carpet.
My great-great ancestors had knocked out the eastern wall of The Rain over a hundred years ago to add on a restaurant. It seated close to eighty people and had a bar along the back wall that curved out into the lobby. Even at this hour, a good number of paranorms usually sat at the tables, but now only three people were there: a woman with a bloody towel pressed against her neck, a staff member who stood glowering with hands stuffed in his pockets, and the broad-shouldered bartender who loomed between them like an impenetrable brick wall.
A grin leaped to my face. ”Garion!”
The bartender didn’t smile outright, but his expression softened and a familiar, affectionate light flickered in his eyes.
I gave the immovable man a hug. I thought he’d be gone like most of the others who’d worked here before I left. He couldn’t have much time left in his contract. Every paranorm hired stayed for five years. Then they left so that others had the opportunity to fill their positions. They weren’t allowed back without the approval of Lehr or Arcuro, who controlled and patrolled the territory around our property.
“It’s good to see you,” I said. Garion was the only paranorm I’d grown close to the year I’d moved away. I’d had more than enough of the paranormal world. Nora and I had been at each other’s throats at school, and after the staff turned their backs on me when I’d needed their support, I hadn’t made any effort to get to know the new hires.
Garion’s mouth finally tilted into a smile. “If you visited more often, you wouldn’t miss me.”
“I’ve been—”
“Busy,” he said. “Busy and avoiding us. I understand.”
Maybe he did. He’d seen the way I withdrew from everything paranormal before I left home, and while the other employees started to leave me alone, he hadn’t. He’d tried to keep my spirits up. I’d tried—and failed—to resent him for it.
“Who are you?” the woman to Garion’s left demanded.
Right. The reason I was there. I was representing The Rain, and greeting an old friend with a smile and a hug wasn’t exactly the right way to react when a woman had her neck chewed on.
“I’m sorry it took me so long to arrive,” I said. “Are you okay?”
“No, I’m not okay. He bit me.” She jabbed her finger at the man standing to Garion’s right. “And he won’t give me my phone.” She jabbed her finger at Garion.
Garion handed me the phone. “She wants to call the police.”
“And an ambulance. I’m bleeding.”
My stomach dropped. My eyes widened. I blinked and tried to control my expression, but this was worse than I thought. When Sullens had called, he’d said that an employee had bitten someone. I’d assumed that someone was another paranormal, but I was wrong. A paranorm wouldn’t call the police or an ambulance.
“I didn’t know,” the staff member—the vampire—said.
Maybe he hadn’t. Humans rarely came to The Rain. Sure, it happened every now and then, but nothing about this girl said Hey, I’m not a paranorm, and there weren’t any rules about the staff fraternizing with the guests. She couldn’t be much older than me—late twenties, maybe—and she was pretty. Her brown hair was ridiculously shiny, beautiful and with waves that looked natural but couldn’t possibly be. She had a creamy complexion that was so flawless it could have belonged to a vampire, and her bright blue eyes were wide and… surprisingly steady.
It was that steadiness that made me pause, that made a spark of suspicion ping-pong in my chest. She was hurt and bleeding and angry, but she hadn’t lost one ounce of self-confidence.
“What’s your name?” I asked.
“What’s yours?” she countered.
“I’m Kennedy Rain.”
Her gaze seemed to zero in on me. “You own this place.”
“My parents do. Let me see your neck,” I said.
“Let me see my phone.”
I chewed the inside of my cheek. My gut said something was off. Had she deliberately provoked the vampire? Had someone put her up to this?
If I accused her and was wrong, I’d come off as an insensitive bitch, so I took the safe route and said, “I just want to check your injury. Make sure you don’t still need an ambulance.”
“I want him fired.”
“Let me see it,” I said again, keeping my voice calm.
She huffed out a breath and removed the towel.
Holy crap, it was bad. I didn’t know what I’d expected. Vampires didn’t grow fangs in The Rain, so of course there wouldn’t be two neat puncture wounds. But I hadn’t expected to see the circle of teeth marks. He’d more than broken her skin; he’d almost ripped out a chunk of flesh.
“Melissa,” she said.
I met her gaze, hoping my face didn’t show my shock at the wound.
“My name is Melissa, and I’m going to sue the shit out of this hotel.” No outrage, no lingering pain in her voice. Just a steady statement of fact.
I put another mark under the Deliberately Provoked column.
“What do you think you would get from a lawsuit?” I asked.
“I’m injured and emotionally distraught. I’d get a fortune.” She said that with a perfectly straight face.
“Of course, we’d have to fight the charges. The legal fees would cut into your payout.” I said that with a perfectly reasonable tone.
She sat on the barstool and crossed her long legs, which were barely covered by her short black skirt. “If I had money now, I could pay for stitches. Cosmetic surgery. Probably a rabies shot, too.” She glared at the vampire behind me.
“I understand,” I said. “Can I ask what brought you to The Rain? Have you booked a room?”
I knew the answer to the last question would be no. We rarely booked rooms to anyone who wasn’t a vampire or wolf. Occasionally, we had a witch, an elemental, a fey, or one of the other rarer paranormal species stay for a meeting with someone they were in conflict with. Sometimes, they stopped by just because they could. The Rain might not be important to the sanity and mental health of the other paranorms, but if someone was in a power struggle with a wolf or vampire, they would talk to my parents. They’d try to get my parents to offer a night’s stay, or they’d try to get the wolf or vampire banned. Sometimes, they offered astronomical sums to buy The Rain. If they controlled the only Null-zone on the planet, they’d have serious clout in the paranormal world.
Unfortunately, my parents always refused those offers.
“No room,” Melissa answered. “You don’t have an online booking tool, and no one answered the phone when I called.”
“So you’re here for…?”
“The atmosphere.” She looked up at the heavy wooden beams supporting the roof, then down to the stained cement floor. “The reviews say this place is haunted. They didn’t mention anything about being infested with vampires though.”
I snapped my mouth shut, cutting off my planned response. Was she admitting she provoked the vampire? Or was that just an offhand remark? I glanced at Garion, then at the vampire who’d bitten her. Both men stood still, their expressions completely deadpan.
I wet my lips, then addressed the other issue she’d mentioned.
“Reviews?”
“Yeah. Reviews.” She dabbed at her neck with the bloody towel, looked at it with disgust, then tossed it onto the counter. “You really should pay attention to your online reputation. Only ghost hunters and people interested in paranormal shit would drive all the way out here for this. Honestly, I don’t know how you stay in business.”
“We’re not haunted,” I said. I didn’t even know if it was possible. If ghosts existed, would they return to human form when they stepped onto our property? Or would they go poof like a vampire in the sun and disappear into heaven or hell?
“You’re interested in paranormal stuff?” I asked.
“It’s a hobby,” she said.
Garion’s mouth tightened before he walked around to the other side of the bar.
I really didn’t know what to do about that. I hadn’t checked The Rain’s reviews since I was a kid, and at that time, we hadn’t had any. We hadn’t even had an online presence. But at some point in the past few years, The Rain started showing up on the internet. We couldn’t get the maps and search services to erase us, so we just let it be. No one wanted to book a room at an obscure hotel with no website.
Except ghost hunters and hobbyists apparently. This was exactly the type of attention my parents had wanted to avoid.
Melissa put her arms on the bar and leaned toward Garion, accentuating the cleavage peeking out of her low-cut, white silk blouse. “Pour me a whiskey sour, sweetie.”
Garion looked at me. I made a “go ahead” motion, and he turned to the back wall to grab a bottle. He poured the drink, then slid the glass toward her.
She smiled. “Ten thousand will do.”
It took a second for her words to click.
“You want ten thousand dollars?” I couldn’t quite keep the derision from my voice.
The vampire beside me laughed.
Melissa met his gaze, took a sip of her drink, then said, “Fifteen.”
“You’re dead—”
I cut off the vampire’s lunge. He nearly knocked me down, but I grabbed the counter, and the second he realized he’d almost trampled me, he caught my elbow, made sure I’d found my balance, then took two steps backward. That retreat was the closest thing I’d get to an apology.
“Give us a second,” I said to Melissa. Then I motioned for the vampire to follow me.
“What’s your name?” I asked when we were a safe distance away.
The skin around his eyes tightened. He’d backed off when he’d nearly plowed me over, but that didn’t mean he liked me. It didn’t mean he would recognize my authority. It didn’t mean anything more than the fact that I was a Rain and protected by the treaty. Plus, aside from Garion, I couldn’t shake the feeling that Sullens wasn’t the only employee who didn’t want anything to do with me.
That was fine. I didn’t really want anything to do with them either.
“Isaiah,” he said. “I thought she was a vampire. She told me to bite her. I barely scraped my teeth across her throat, but she wanted more, and I just… bit.”
“She’ll create trouble.”
“I will not pay her a cent.”
“I’m not asking you to.”
Some of the vehemence left his eyes. “What are you asking then?”
I looked away, my conscience scratching at my spine. If Melissa knew about vampires and had deliberately provoked him, would she be satisfied with money? Would she try to extort more? And that’s assuming we could even come up with that amount.
“I can have someone take care of her,” he said when I didn’t respond soon enough. It took too long to realize what he meant.
“No!” My voice carried. Melissa looked my direction, her head tilted.
“No,” I said again, quieter this time. “She will not be hurt any more than she already is. Can you make her forget this happened?”
I hated myself for asking. I hated that I’d been put into this position where I was forced to ask. Often, I hated that I’d been born into this life and would, one day in the far, far future, have to run The Rain.
“If I leave the Null, my contract will be void,” Isaiah said.
“It’s either that or you find fifteen grand.”
“Or I make a phone call. It will be fine. People go missing all—”
“Finish that sentence and you’re fired.”
His mouth snapped shut. His gaze traveled down to my feet, then back up as if he were seeing me for the first time. Finally, he said, “You don’t have the authority to—”
“Can you do it?” I demanded.
He took a step toward me. The tendons in his neck stood out. “I won’t.”
“I’ll call Arcuro then,” I said. “He can send someone to heal her neck and wipe her memories.”
Isaiah went absolutely still. Arcuro terrified him, and rightly so. He was one of the Aged, not as old as the vampires’ reclusive king but more powerful than ninety-nine percent of the other vampires on the planet. He was strong. He was deadly. And if he had to take care of this matter, he’d have someone waiting to murder Isaiah the second he stepped out of the Null.
“You would not,” Isaiah said.
“Try me.” My voice was low and steady.
Never play poker with a paranorm, Kennedy. They’ll taste the truth on their tongues.
I gritted my teeth hard. The last thing I wanted to do was contact Arcuro. Okay, the second to the last thing. It was a better option than having Melissa killed.
Isaiah’s face twitched. “I have three years left in my contract. If I step off the property, I might never be allowed back.”
I had no idea how old he was, no idea how much he’d needed the Null when my parents hired him. He might have been days away from greeting the sun, a common way older vampires chose to die when they became bored or disenchanted with their existences. If he left The Rain, he might never see another dawn.
I didn’t care. I couldn’t care. I wouldn’t make the mistake of sympathizing with paranorms again.
“Her memories can’t be erased,” Isaiah finally said, his shoulders slumping. “Not by me or anyone I know. It’s been too long, and she’s too cognizant. Only one of the Aged can do it.”
Damn it. That wasn’t what I wanted to hear. I’d wanted—
“God, you guys are killing me.” Melissa strode confidently toward us. “It’s late. I’m tired. I’m going home. Here.” She shoved a napkin into my hand. “Send the money to that account in three days or I’m contacting my lawyer.”
The napkin had her first and last name—Melissa Geary—written above a Venmo username. I slipped it into my pocket, waited until she exited The Rain, then said to Isaiah, “Go take a break.”
He looked like he wanted to bury my remains under The Rain’s floorboards. I felt the same way about him.
He muttered something about me having no business being there. I wished that were true.
After Isaiah left, I slid onto a barstool.
“You okay?” Garion asked.
“Fine,” I snapped.
He scowled as he made the bloody rag disappear into a trash can, and I mentally winced. He didn’t





OEBPS/cover.jpeg





OEBPS/images/0a11959d-5330-4699-9242-cbf4b4beff48.png








