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        Lights, Music…Trouble.

      

      

      

      When Cary Redmond, Portland’s resident magical Protector, agrees to help one of her best friends spy on a rival nightclub, they find a lot more than overpriced drinks and swirling lights. Hidden in the heat and flash and pounding music lurks a deadly threat driven by dangerous magic.

      Just the kind of disaster Cary is uniquely qualified to handle. So long as she can find the source of the trouble before it’s too late.

      Because if she can’t solve the mystery in the music fast, people will die.

      

      Don’t miss this exciting urban fantasy novella from bestselling author Kat Simons, now available as a standalone eBook.

      

      Cary at the Haunt and Howl was originally published in HAUNTS AND HOWLS AND GUARDIAN SPELLS.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For the friends I’ll walk into a nightclub with,

        No matter what’s waiting there for us…

      

      

      

      
        
        And for my family as always.
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      Cary Redmond walked into the heat and swirling lights of the Haunt and Howl nightclub in downtown Portland with a mission. To help her best friend Marianne Johnson spy.

      Marianne’s girlfriend Gina had opened a new nightclub of her own a little over a year and a half ago. That nightclub had been Gina’s dream for years and was the entire reason she and Marianne moved to Portland from New York City. So far, the club was doing pretty well. The Eighties Night Gina had started on Sundays to please Marianne—who, like Cary, was crazy about all things Eighties—had been a particular hit, drawing older and younger crowds a like. The older in particular proved profitable since they were the ones with money and they liked the more expensive alcohols.

      And then the Haunt and Howl opened.

      To be fair, there were a lot of nightclubs in Portland. Cary didn’t know that much about the business, but she wouldn’t have thought yet another opening wouldn’t make all that much different. Gina’s club was well established enough, with a pretty regular clientele. The new place shouldn’t have impacted her.

      Except Gina had seen a sharp drop in income and customers since the Haunt and Howl opened a few blocks from her club.

      Again, that wouldn’t necessarily have been nefarious. New attracted a lot of attention. Gina’s own club had benefited from the “new” phenomena. It was sticking past the first few months that was important. Getting through the “new” period and becoming a regular for enough people. At least, that’s what Marianne had told Cary.

      But something about this particular club…

      Marianne hadn’t been able to explain it very well. She just said she thought something about the new place was…off. Off in a way that was more a part of Cary and Marianne’s worlds than Gina’s.

      Gina was mundane and had no idea that things like werewolves and vampires and Fae and the occasional demon walked the earth. She had no idea her girlfriend was a magical weaver—Marianne could so some truly amazing things with needle and thread—or that one of her girlfriend’s best friends was a magical Protector. But Marianne knew exactly what kinds of strange things lurked in the world. So when she called asking Cary for help, help that required Cary’s particular set of skills, Cary couldn’t refuse.

      It had taken her and Marianne a good hour of waiting in a line to get inside the nightclub. Cary wasn’t a waiting-in-line kind of person. She was not that patient. But she’d waited. For Marianne. Tapping her foot the entire time. Her only consolation was Marianne had let her get away with her normal clothes—jeans, a t-shirt, hiking boots, and her leather jacket. If she’d had to stand that long in heels, she’d have been significantly more grumpy about the wait.

      Her leather jacket was actually a Marianne creation with actual magic pockets that kept Cary’s keys and wallet and phone from falling out when she had to dive around protecting good guys from bad guys. So even if she’d dressed up, she’d have worn that to the club. The jacket, and its magic pockets, was her favorite piece of clothing and she rarely went out without it.

      Finally, finally after too long a wait, they were let through the ropes and into the light swirling heat of the interior club.

      And boy was it hot. Sweltering. Surprisingly hot, giving it was early November and getting pretty chilly outside. Not cold enough yet to warrant heaters inside, though. Especially not with all the bodies packed so tightly into the club. In fact, what the place needed was a little air conditioning.

      Cary adjusted her jacket, sweat dripping down her back, and blew out a breath that moved the hairs on her already sweaty forehead. Her ponytail felt sticky against the back of her neck, which didn’t bode well for spending more time in the club.

      Music pulsed so loudly she couldn’t hear her own voice—techno music she vaguely associated with Europe even though she’d never been to Europe. The wooden floor vibrated beneath her. Bodies bounced and moved to the rhythm in a tight clench, making it difficult to navigate the space or even see very much of what was happening.

      From her vantage in the middle of all those bodies, Cary got the impression of the club being a single large space. There didn’t seem to be any other levels, just this single massive dance floor, no circling gallery overhead like in Gina’s club. There weren’t any visible stairs. But the ceiling with its exposed industrial beams and swirling, multi-colored lights was easily fifteen to twenty feet high. Lots of open space that still left her feeling a little claustrophobic because of all the people.

      Marianne motioned her toward one side of the room and they pushed through the crowds, Cary in the lead because that’s what Protectors did. Not that she actually knew what she might be protecting Marianne from. So far, the place seemed like an ordinary, if overly hot, nightclub in the midst of a very busy Friday night.

      The music’s deep base vibrated up from the floor and through her body, so Cary wasn’t even sure she’d feel the tell-tale tingling along her spine that signaled her brand of help was needed. The one good thing about her magic, though, was that it just worked. She didn’t have to know what danger was there. If there was danger, and she was standing between that danger and a good guy, her magic kept the good guy safe. No matter what the danger actually was—magic or mundane, shifter or mugger. Whatever might be a threat, Cary could keep people safe from it.

      It wasn’t actually, technically, her magic. She hadn’t been born with it the way Marianne had been born a weaver. Cary had been “hired” to be a Protector. She even got paid, which was nice compensation considering she’d been tricked into the job. The magic that made up her Protector shield came from her Fae bosses, whom she’d nicknamed the Nags because they were. Cary just channeled their magic. But she channeled it well. Because, outside of the occasional bump or bruise when she had to dive between innocent people and bad guys at the last minute, the magic always worked and the good guys—if they let her protect them—didn’t die.

      Since Marianne knew how Cary’s magic worked, she stayed behind Cary, gripping her leather jacket so they didn’t get separated, letting Cary protect her from…

      Well, whatever might turn up.

      The too-loud music beat in Cary’s pulse and left her edgy and uncomfortable. She wasn’t opposed to loud music and nights at a club dancing until the sweat dripped. She liked those nights occasionally. She’d spent several nights doing exactly that with Marianne and her other friends at Gina’s club. Just recently.

      But something about this place was grating against Cary’s nerves. She couldn’t explain it any better than Marianne had been able to. Just that the music, the bodies, the musky smell of sweat and too many different kinds of perfumes, the heat set her teeth on edge.

      After some maneuvering, pushing and shoving, they reached the bar. It was a long curved wooden counter backed by shelves of alcohol in sparkling glass bottles staged in front of a mirrored wall that made the alcohol look like it stretched back for a mile. The illusion was a little disorienting, so Cary ignored the wall as she pushed up to the counter. All the people around her were bouncing to the beat, even though they weren’t on the dance floor, and the constant jostling did nothing to sooth her nerves.

      Wow was this place irritating her. She had no idea why. It was just…crawling over her skin. Something about it really got her hackles up.

      “What do you want?” she shouted over the noise to Marianne.

      “Coke,” Marianne shouted back. “No alcohol.”

      Since they were here to spy and not party, that sounded like a good plan. When her gaze skimmed over the wall of alcohol, and that disorienting feeling swept through her again, she decided a plain Coke would be best for her, too.

      She pressed against the counter, going up on her toes to catch the bartender’s attention. Two of them worked the crowd. An extremely tall, full-bodied woman, her thickly coiled braids twinned into a bun on top of her head, worked the far end of the long bar. And wow was that far. It must have been nearly the length of the entire place. Cary couldn’t even
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