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“Trouble,” Linda muttered, squinting into the darkness up the street. Yellow streetlights winked out one by one as something heavy moved toward the loft. Kat felt the approach in her bones, a low pressure like the air before a hurricane. “I don’t like them at our backs,” she said under her breath.

She glanced over her shoulder. Lily and her six battered survivors had formed a second ragged crescent behind Kat’s group, filling the gaps. Their familiars—whatever was left of them—huddled farther back. Not that they’d be much help right now. If Harold had been watching their six, Kat would have felt a lot steadier. The saber-tooth had already proven he could remove heads and spines with one casual swipe.

Instead, the big tiger stood shoulder-to-shoulder with her in the pentagram formation, a low rumble vibrating in his chest like distant thunder. Colonel Jackson perched in the open doorway, tail lashing, luminous eyes fixed on the street. Sheba, Pam’s massive dog, sat sideways behind him, ears swiveling between the darkness outside and the uneasy witches inside.

“If the magic dragon kitty is worried,” Pam gulped, “shouldn’t we be too?”

Kat didn’t answer. She reached through the fresh Coven bond instead, feeling the pulse of fear and raw power from Tiffany and Pam on her left. She pushed calm toward them—and felt Harold’s ancient strength flood back in return, steadying the whole circle.

She locked eyes with the tiger. Dragon, she corrected herself again. Her grandmother’s book had spilled that particular secret: cats were dragons once, bound into smaller forms by old magic. And Harold was something even older.

“Can you stop them?” she asked him quietly.

Harold dropped his massive head, took a slow breath that made the air around him shimmer, then launched. Colonel Jackson meowed once, sharp and formal.

Linda dropped to one knee. “Shoot now,” she snapped, and winged a firebolt down the street. Pam and Tiffany unleashed right behind her—pink and purple lances of lightning. Kat slammed her fists together, shaped a crackling blue sphere the size of a basketball, and hurled it like a cannonball.

Harold used the blast as cover, charging through the magic haze. Screams ripped out of the darkness—two short, one long—then cut off with wet finality. Streetlights flickered back on in a stuttering cascade. The remaining shadows boiled away.

A dark shape padded up the road into the light.

“That is a Harold,” Kat said, voice flat. She stepped through the doorway with a force shield ready anyway. Old habits.

Harold stalked forward, two grisly trophies dangling from his jaws—white bone gleaming through crimson meat, leaving a dark trail behind him. A third figure dragged limply from one massive paw: a bleeding man with blond hair and a shredded leg, still attached, whimpering with every bump.

“We have a prisoner,” Tiffany said, voice tight.

Linda stepped up beside Kat. “If you’re gonna have a signature move, big guy, that’s a hell of a one.”

Harold dragged the man the rest of the way inside like a housecat delivering a half-dead mouse. He dropped him in the center of the open floor with surprising gentleness, then sat back on his haunches, tongue loose in that lazy grin that somehow made the blood on his muzzle worse.

Kat stared at the wall of darkness still hovering a block and a half away. “It’s still out there.”

“We’ll guard the door,” Lily offered, voice shaky but trying for command.

“No thanks,” Linda scoffed. “Not that we don’t trust you or anything. It’s just—we don’t trust you.”

Colonel Jackson meowed from the doorway and planted himself squarely in the opening. Sheba moved to back him up.

“I think we’ll be okay,” Pam said.

Kat turned her attention to the whimpering man in the middle of her living room. Linda was already dragging a metal folding chair from storage.

“What?” Linda smirked at Kat’s look. “I don’t want blood on the good furniture.”

They hauled the man into the chair. He cradled his mangled leg and moaned.

“Stop your whining,” Linda said cheerfully. “It’s not shooting blood everywhere, so Harold didn’t hit anything important.” She winked at the tiger. “Good kitty.”

Kat kept one eye on the street while she studied her aunt and the six survivors. Grief, exhaustion, and something sharper—calculation—rolled off Lily in waves. The blood oath kept her from attacking outright, but Kat wasn’t naïve enough to think that made them allies.

She crouched in front of the prisoner. “Who sent you?”

“I need a hospital,” he rasped.

“You’ll need an undertaker when I’m done with you,” Linda hissed.

Kat held up a hand. “Back off fifty percent, Linda.”

“I’m doing good cop, bad cop. Guess which one I am?”

Colonel Jackson meowed from the door.

“Exactly,” Linda said.

Kat tried again, softer. “What’s out there?”

Before the man could answer, one of Lily’s witches—Claire—let out a high-pitched whimper. Kat felt the woman’s panic spike through the loose bonds of the larger group.

“Claire,” Kat said calmly, “go sit on the couch. It’s going to be okay.”

She wasn’t sure she believed it herself. Something strong enough to wipe out her grandmother’s house and kill Esmay was still hunting them. But the young witch obeyed, folding herself onto the sofa. Fluffy immediately jumped up and curled against her side.

Kat turned back to the prisoner. “Talk.”

A low rumble rolled down the street. Colonel Jackson stood, hackles rising.

“It’s moving,” Linda translated. “Toward us.”

“Do it,” Kat told Lily’s mind-reader, Dana.

The small witch stepped forward hesitantly. Before she could touch the man’s temple, Lily’s hand flicked. A bolt of lightning slammed into the prisoner’s chest. He flipped backward in the chair with a metallic clatter and lay still, eyes glazed.

Kat spun, blue energy already crackling between her palms. “What the hell was that?”

“He was about to attack you,” Lily said smoothly, hands open and innocent. “You were distracted. I saved your life.”

“That’s convenient,” Pam growled, yellow magic glowing at her fingertips.

Kat felt the life-debt click into place like an iron collar. Saving her life under guest right and blood oath flipped the power dynamic, at least for now. She hated it.

She forced the words out. “I am… grateful.”

Lily allowed herself the smallest Mona Lisa smile.

Colonel Jackson meowed again from the door—sharp, urgent.

Linda’s eyes widened. “It’s coming fast.”

A boiling black cloud thundered up the street like an out-of-control freight train, swallowing lights as it came. The air turned thick, electric.

“Look out!” Dana screamed.

Kat hurled her lightning ball through the open doorway. It struck the cloud and spider-webbed across its surface in brilliant blue veins. She poured more will into it, shrinking the spell, crushing the darkness inward until the cloud screamed—a sound like tearing metal—and exploded with a thunderclap that rattled every window.

Silence fell.

A pale man now stood where the cloud had been. At his feet lay another inert body.

“Vampire,” Kat muttered, glaring at her aunt.

Dion smiled through the doorway, plaster-pale and movie-star handsome. “I come bearing gifts.”

Kat’s hands stayed up, magic ready. “How did you know we were here?”

“Your grandmother entrusted me with a few delicate secrets,” he said mildly. “When I saw what remained of her home tonight, I checked her other holdings.”

“She’s dead,” Lily called out, voice cracking for the first time.

“Esmay?” Dion tilted his head. “Impossible.”

He kicked the body at his feet across the threshold. Another average-looking man, very much like the one Harold had delivered.

Kat stared at the two corpses on her floor, then at the vampire, then at her aunt. Two dead men. A whole lot of unanswered questions. And something ancient and hungry still moving in the night.

She stepped closer to the doorway, Harold at her shoulder like a living mountain.

“What do you know?” she asked.

Dion’s smile widened, revealing just the edge of fang. “You could invite me in to discuss it.”

“No way,” Linda said instantly. “No bloodsuckers in this house.”

“We find that term offensive,” Dion winced.

“Like I give a damn,” Linda shot back.

Kat felt the night pressing in. Grief for Esmay clawed at her throat. Her mother. Now her grandmother. And whatever this was—cloud, criminals, or something worse—wasn’t finished.

She looked at Harold, then Colonel Jackson, then the uneasy mix of witches behind her.

“Start talking,” she told the vampire. “From out there.”

Dion sighed theatrically. “As you wish. But some secrets are better shared inside four walls…”
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Dion stood just beyond the threshold, moonlight carving sharp shadows across his alabaster face. “As you wish. But some secrets are better shared inside four walls.”

Kat didn’t lower her hands. Blue sparks still danced along her fingertips. “Then talk fast. We’ve had a long night.”

The vampire’s gaze flicked to Harold, who had planted himself like a furry tank beside her. “Your grandmother was wise to keep certain alliances quiet. When her house went up, I felt the ripple. Old magic dying is loud, if you know how to listen.”

“Get to the part where you tell us who killed her,” Kat said.

Dion smiled, small and sharp. “I can share this much without breaking my own oaths: the ones who destroyed Esmay’s home serve a faction that has hunted dragon lines for centuries. They sensed the awakening when your Coven bonded. They want Harold. Badly.”

Linda snorted. “Yeah, well, they can get in line behind the bounty hunters, the aunt, and whatever the hell that cloud was.”

Kat shot her a look but didn’t disagree. She felt the pull of the blood oath like a chain around her ribs—Lily had saved her life tonight, whether she trusted the act or not. That debt sat heavy.

She turned to her aunt. “Your turn, Lily. You said your alliance saved us. Explain. And make it good, because right now it looks like you brought a vampire to my doorstep the same night someone tried to finish what they started at Grandmother’s.”

Lily’s face tightened, the perpetual almost-smirk faltering under exhaustion and soot. “After the house… after Mother…” She swallowed hard. “I needed muscle that wasn’t tied to the old Coven. Dion and I had an understanding from years ago—your mother’s doing, actually. Mutual interests against certain criminal elements moving into the city.”

“Criminal elements,” Kat repeated flatly.

“Humans with money and no scruples,” Lily said. “They call themselves the Crescent Syndicate—old Dixie Mafia blood mixed with new money out of Texas and Miami. They’ve been scooping up rogue witches, forcing them to work as enforcers. Wards, curses, memory wipes on witnesses. The kind of dirty magic most Covens won’t touch. When they heard rumors of something older waking up…” She nodded toward Harold. “They came hunting.”

Kat felt the dragon-tiger shift beside her, a low rumble vibrating through the floorboards. Colonel Jackson meowed once from the doorway.

Linda translated without missing a beat. “Colonel says the cloud was a construct. Somebody stitched shadow and stolen willpower together. Amateur work, but strong enough to hide the real players.”

Dana, the mind-reader, finally spoke up from the corner, voice shaky. “The prisoner… before Lily… I caught fragments. He was hired muscle. Not Syndicate inner circle, but paid by them. They wanted the big cat alive if possible. Dead if not.”

Kat’s stomach twisted. Alive. They wanted to weaponize Harold. The thought made her want to burn the entire city down.

She looked at the two bodies on her floor—average men, forgettable, exactly the kind of disposable talent the Syndicate would use. “So my mother was meddling with these people before she died. Grandmother tried to make peace and got blown up for it. And now they’re coming for us because we woke up something they’d rather stayed buried.”

Lily nodded once. “That’s the shape of it.”

The life-debt burned hotter in Kat’s chest. She hated owing her aunt anything, especially when every instinct screamed that Lily was still playing angles. But the blood oath held—for now.

Linda clapped her hands once, sharp. “Great. Family reunion and crime lesson all in one. Now what? We can’t stay here if they know the address.”

“We fortify tonight,” Kat decided. She pointed at Pam and Tiffany. “Start layering the pentagram wards. Use the dragon-scale focus—Harold, give them a claw or some shed fur if they need it.”

Harold blinked his dinner-plate eyes, then obligingly shook one massive paw. A single ivory claw the length of a hunting knife clattered to the floor. Pam picked it up with careful reverence.

Kat turned to Lily’s group. “You six help them. No funny business. The blood oath goes both ways—if you sabotage us, it snaps on you too.”

One of the survivors—a tall woman with a fresh burn on her cheek—muttered, “We’re not idiots.”

“Could’ve fooled me earlier,” Linda shot back.

Kat ignored the jab and crouched beside Harold, resting a hand on his broad shoulder. The tiger leaned into the touch, purring like a broken engine. Through the bond she felt his ancient amusement mixed with something sharper—readiness for war.

“We’re not running,” she told him quietly. “Not this time.”

Colonel Jackson meowed again, longer this time. Linda listened, then grinned despite the tension.

“He says if we’re releasing the cats of war, we’re going to need more than five witches and a handful of beat-up survivors. He suggests we finish the Pentagram properly.”

Kat straightened. “Phyllis.”

Linda raised an eyebrow. “The voodoo swamp witch from the familiar ritual? The one who handed us the map and the cats like she’d been waiting her whole life for us to show up?”

“Exactly,” Kat said. “She knew this was coming. Grandmother probably tipped her off. If anyone can help us understand what the Syndicate really wants with dragon magic, it’s her.”

Lily crossed her arms, the small smile returning. “You’re gathering an army, niece.”

“I’m gathering what I need to keep us alive,” Kat corrected. “And right now that includes people who aren’t afraid of old magic or criminals who think they can own this city.”

She felt the Coven bond hum stronger as Pam and Tiffany began tracing new lines on the floor with salt and Harold’s claw. The air thickened with layered power—her willpower, Linda’s fire, Tiffany’s precision, Pam’s raw strength, and the deep, rumbling bass note that was Harold.

For the first time since Lily had banged on the door, Kat felt something close to control.

It wouldn’t last. She knew that.

The Syndicate was still out there, hunting. The vampire was playing his own game. Lily was Lily. And somewhere in the swamps, Phyllis was waiting with answers that would probably come wrapped in riddles and gator teeth.

Kat looked at the bodies on her floor, then at the darkness beyond the doorway where Colonel Jackson and Sheba still stood guard.

“Get some rest if you can,” she told the room. “Tomorrow we go find our fifth witch. And then we start reminding New Orleans why the Davenport name used to mean something.”

Harold’s tongue lolled in that grin again, but his golden eyes glowed with something far older and far hungrier.

The cats of war were waking up.

And they were done hiding.
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Dawn in New Orleans smelled like river mud and last night’s bad decisions.

Kat stood on the levee behind the loft while the sky went from black to the color of a bruise, her boots already damp from the grass. Harold sat beside her, close enough that his shoulder came level with her collarbone. He smelled like blood and something older — woodsmoke and ozone, like a lightning strike on dry timber.

She didn’t mind it.

“You ready?” she asked him.

He licked the back of one paw in answer.

“Right.”

Linda appeared at the base of the levee with two travel mugs and a scowl. She picked her way up the slope, handed one mug to Kat, and squinted at the pre-dawn river traffic blinking on the far bank.

“I want to be clear,” Linda said, “that going back into that swamp was never on my wish list.”

“Noted.”

“I still have algae in places I haven’t named yet.”

“Also noted.”

“Just making sure you’re tracking my objections.” She took a long sip. “Let’s go.”

Colonel Jackson was already at the bottom of the levee, sitting in the precise center of the cracked sidewalk like he’d been there for hours. He probably had. He glanced up at them with the particular expression of a senior officer waiting on troops who were running behind schedule.

“Sorry,” Kat told him.

He turned and walked south.

They took Linda’s 4Runner, which still had dried swamp mud in the wheel wells from the last trip. Harold rode in the back with the rear seats folded flat. He took up the entire cargo space and draped his chin over the center console between them, which meant Linda had to navigate with a two-hundred-pound saber-tooth breathing on her gear shift.

“He does know that’s a cup holder, right?” Linda said. “Not a chin rest?”

Harold’s tail thumped once against the rear door.

Colonel Jackson rode in the passenger seat like he’d earned it.

They made the interstate before the city fully woke up. Kat watched the skyline shrink in the side mirror and tried not to think about the bodies they’d left for Lily’s survivors to deal with, or the grief that kept cycling back every time she stopped moving. Her mother. Now Esmay.

She thought about that instead of feeling it. Easier that way.

For now.

The swamp came up fast once they cleared the last suburb. The cypress trees closed in on either side of the two-lane road, Spanish moss hanging in gray curtains. Linda slowed without being asked. The last time they’d come this way, there’d been a dead twelve-foot gator on the shoulder.

The gator was gone.

Something had eaten it.

“New fun fact about Louisiana,” Linda murmured.

Kat checked the map Phyllis had drawn on the back of a paper bag the first time they’d met. It looked like it had been drawn by someone who found compasses mildly offensive. She’d gotten them there once. She’d get them there again.

“Turn here.”

“That’s not a road.”

“Turn here.”

Linda turned. The 4Runner lurched down a pair of tire ruts that cut through the grass toward a line of trees. The headlights caught the glitter of standing water on both sides, and something in the dark slid off a log and disappeared below the surface without a sound.

Kat didn’t mention it.

Harold lifted his head and his nostrils flared wide, reading the air. A low sound started in his chest — not quite a growl, not quite a purr. Something in between.

“He smells her?” Linda asked.

Colonel Jackson meowed once.

“Already here,” Linda translated, and glanced sideways at the cat. “How long?”

Another meow.

“He says she’s been here since yesterday.”

Kat wasn’t surprised. Esmay had told Phyllis this was coming. Probably told her more than she’d told Kat, which was aggravating in the specific way that grandmothers always managed to be aggravating — giving you just enough rope and trusting you not to hang yourself with it.

The 4Runner rolled to a stop in a small clearing. The firelight was already going, a tin drum with wood in it sitting thirty feet from the tree line. Phyllis stood beside it with a tin cup in one hand and the look of a woman who’d been waiting long enough to get comfortable about it.

She was shorter than Kat remembered, or maybe it was the light. Broad across the shoulders, hair wrapped in a blue cloth, wearing what appeared to be the same canvas work shirt from the last time. She had deep lines around her eyes and the kind of stillness that wasn’t peace — it was patience, which was different. Peace was an absence of trouble. Patience was trouble you’d already accounted for.

“Thought you’d take longer,” Phyllis said.

“We had a busy night,” said Kat.

“I know it.” She looked at Harold as he stepped out of the hatch, and something crossed her face — recognition, maybe. Something with weight. “Come here, then.”

Harold walked to her without hesitation, which Kat had not been expecting. The giant cat lowered his head until his nose was level with Phyllis’s sternum. She pressed both palms flat against his forehead and closed her eyes.

The air thickened.

Kat felt it like a change in barometric pressure, the way the swamp went dead quiet in the half second before something big decided to move.

Then Phyllis opened her eyes, stepped back, and took a long drink from her cup.

“He says your grandmother sent her regards,” Phyllis told Kat.

Kat’s throat did something complicated. “She spoke to you through him?”

“Not words. More like—” Phyllis made a gesture with the cup that meant you know how it is, which Kat did not, but understood anyway. “She knew you’d come here. Knew what’s chasing you.” She looked at Kat directly for the first time. “You need a fifth.”

“I need a lot of things,” Kat said. “A fifth would be a start.”

Phyllis studied her. The firelight made it hard to read her expression, but Kat held the look. She was too tired to be diplomatic and too scared to be proud.

“Esmay trusted you,” she said. “That’s worth more than anything I can offer you.”

“Hmm.” Phyllis set her cup on a nearby stump. “What do you know about what’s hunting you?”

“Crescent Syndicate. They want Harold. They’ve been using forced witches as muscle.” Kat paused. “And they had something to do with my mother.”

“More than something.” Phyllis’s voice went careful. “Your mama tried to draw them away from this city by offering them something they wanted more. A bargain.”

“What bargain?”

“That’s not my story to finish telling.” She picked the cup back up. “But I’ll say this: whatever she offered them, they took it and came for the main course anyway. That’s the kind of people they are.”

Silence, except for the fire and the swamp ticking around them.

“Will you help us?” Kat asked.

Phyllis looked at Harold again, then at Colonel Jackson, who had stationed himself between the 4Runner and the fire with the formal bearing of a soldier at post.

“The Pentagram needs closing,” she said. “You all already know that, or you wouldn’t be here.” She drained her cup and
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