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Prologue

 


The tattoo needle hurt Cori a lot. It
probably would have regardless, but given she was only four years
old, it seemed a bit of torture. Cori’s mother held on to her as
tightly as she could. Her undulating wails would have been heard
through the entire building if not for the soundproofing around the
room. And the fact that it was abandoned.

The needle continued its path across the
entire front of her left thigh. Magic kept her from moving. The
tattoo needed to be perfect in order to do its job, so her father
used his skills to keep her immobile. He stood to the side of where
Cori was laying on the table, one hand held out, palm down, several
feet above her prone form. His expression was fierce as he held on
to the magic, but if Cori’s mother, Selma, had been able to look up
at him, she would have seen the anguish clearly across his
face.

She held tight to Cori’s upper body and sang
into her ear softly, trying unsuccessfully to keep Cori calm during
the process. Although her voice was steady, tears streamed down her
cheeks. Selma knew she should keep a gentle expression on her face
to reassure her daughter, but the obvious pain that her child was
suffering was too much. If it hadn’t been utterly necessary, Selma
and Bert would never have considered doing something so painful and
permanent to their own child. 

“There!” the artist said with relief. “It’s
done.” He looked up at Bert. “You can knock her out now. The
infusion process is complete so she can rest and heal. She did
great.” he looked at Cori affectionately.

Bert sighed, “Not a moment too soon.”

He made another movement with his hand as he
muttered something, a sweeping motion, and Cori was immediately
unconscious. The wails mercifully stopped just as abruptly. Bert
made another sharp movement, dropping the soundproofing now that it
was no longer needed.

The artist began cleaning the tattoo he had
just placed on her leg, a beautiful image of Cori’s Caracal cat,
which she had shifted into for the first time the day before. Selma
began casting another spell, one they had worked out beforehand. As
she did so, symbols began appearing in the air above Cori.

Each of the adults froze and stared at the
symbols, glimmering like fire in the air. Bert’s mouth was open
slightly. “Is that…? I … four?” he didn’t finish either sentence.
No actual answer was needed. None of them had ever seen this happen
before.

The symbols swirled above Cori’s leg, around
the outside of the cat’s image. One at a time, each individual
symbol placed itself perfectly into her skin, sinking permanently
into it, like points on a compass. 

Each of them stared at the now-complete
tattoo, a Caracal cat done in white ink, which would be nearly
invisible once it healed. Cori’s skin was so pale it wouldn’t
really be noticeable. The symbols disappeared as well, almost like
they were invisible, too. Magic still pulsed out of them, which was
felt by the adults in the room. At the moment, the tattoo was angry
and red, more noticeable than it would be when it healed. The
artist cleared his throat and shook his head, trying to process
what just happened and placed a glamour over it anyway, so it would
be invisible until it was needed. 

He blinked a few times and said, “I think it
would be a good idea to block any memories she may have of this
experience. Not only to hide what we’ve done from others, but also
for her emotional state. Putting her through that much pain at such
a young age could be damaging to her psyche.” He shook his head,
looking at Cori with worry.

“Yes,” said Selma. She sighed, obviously
wrung out. Her eyes closed, she muttered, “If only someone could
block mine as well.”

Bert stepped closer to her
and pulled her into his embrace. He needed the comfort as much as
Selma did. “We did this to protect Cori. If Tanner finds her, he
won’t care that she’s four. They’ll take her and keep her
imprisoned. She has to grow up and find them so they can protect
her. They’re just kids now, too, um, all four of them apparently, so all of
this…” he trailed off.

“I know, Bert. We’ve been through this
already.” Selma replied. She pulled a hand through her long brown
curls, the exact same curls as Cori had—wild and untamed—around her
head. They looked so much alike already, although Cori had warm
brown eyes like her father, different than her mother’s
green. 

Selma sat heavily and began stroking Cori’s
hair. “Maybe we…”

A soft, scraping sound came from outside the
door. All three whipped their heads around, and for a breathless
moment, no one said a word, straining to hear. They should have
been alone. No one knew where they were or what they were doing. Or
so they thought.

The door exploded inward and a wolf jumped
through it, followed by several others behind him. The tattoo
artist had already pulled Cori into his arms and put a glamour over
both, making them disappear. Selma and Bert looked at each other,
sadness and desperation in their eyes, but were careful not to look
at their daughter or the man who held her in safety, so the
intruders wouldn’t know anyone else was there. 

The wolf in front shifted back to a man,
lifting his head to sniff the air. He smiled at both of the people
in front of him, the look in his eyes one of triumph. “Selma,” he
nodded at her, then turned to Bert and sneered. “You two have been
very, very naughty,” he chuckled, a harsh sound that was echoed by
the shifters around him. 

He tsked at them, eyes burning with a
covetousness and avarice that seemed to be leaking from his gaze
and permeating the room.

“Tanner, we haven’t used any magic,” Bert
started, but Tanner cut him off with a slash of his hand. 

“Don’t deny it, Savage, I can smell it. This
entire room is saturated with ozone,” Tanner replied. It was hard
to deny—the scent was everywhere. Tanner gave a nasty grin and
looked around at his wolf companions. “You know how I feel about
Caracal cats and magic.” He cocked his head, slyly turning back to
his second in command. 

“Philip, what should we do?” Tanner asked
silkily.

The man smiled just as nastily as he looked
Selma in the eyes. “I have a few ideas,” he replied, the same
avariciousness burning through his gaze.

The tattoo artist moved backward during this
exchange, as slowly as possible, holding Cori in his arms. He was
thankful she was already magically passed out so she couldn’t make
any noise. He couldn’t use any magic to help them escape while the
wolves were there, nor could he help Selma and Bert. The ozone
smell that already existed was fading, but if he tried to do
anything else, they would realize the Caracal cat shifters weren’t
alone. All three had known this was a possibility, and he was the
contingency plan for protecting Cori at all costs. He just hoped
the entire plan they had put in place would be enough.


Chapter One

 


Cori

I stood with my hands on my hips, looking at
my best friend, Tempest Maxwell. “Maxie, what the hell?” I said. My
eyes narrowed on her, frustration in every line of my body.

Maxie laughed and continued to fix her hair
in the mirror, unbothered that I had burst into her bedroom at Dome
House without knocking. We had been best friends since I moved
there after being orphaned at age four. Maxie was five at the time,
and an orphan as well, and while there were lots of kids at Dome
House, Maxie was already outgoing and friendly enough to befriend
me almost instantly. We’d been inseparable ever since. She was more
of a bulldozer than anything else—she loved me, but she usually got
what she wanted.

Maxie continued to use magic to put her hair
in various arrangements, trying them out. She turned her face this
way and that in the mirror, looking critically at how each
arrangement set off her brown skin tone. Maxie’s hair was actually
quite a tight mass of curls, even curlier than mine. With magic,
Maxie could do anything she liked to it, including changing the
color, making it longer or straighter. My jealousy at her ability
to change and tame her look—or make it more wild—knew no bounds.
Maxie was only able to change her own appearance, though. Not mine.
And since I had no magic of my own, I was stuck as I was.

Tonight Maxie went with straight and silver
hair, which nicely set off the subtle silver tones of natural magic
suffusing her skin.

“I told you we were going out tonight, Cori.
You don’t look like you’re dressed for a club,” Maxie chided me. My
frown deepened as I stared at her.

“You know I love to dance, but that’s not
even what I’m—” I began, but Maxie interrupted me.

“You need to get out of
Dome House occasionally, Cori, and managing Sabbath doesn’t count.
You can’t stay here day in and day out without some social
interaction. It’s been a whole month. Besides, these guys we’re
meeting are hot!”
Maxie sang as she finished her hair, satisfied with how it turned
out. “At least I think so,” came from behind her as she marched
into her closet to dress.

“Maxie!” I protested, “I’m
not ready to go
out, you know that! And what do you mean, you think they’re hot? Didn’t you see
the guy you’re meeting?” I threw my hands out in front of me,
frustrated. Maxie wasn’t one for listening to alternatives once
she’d made up her mind. It made her an amazing friend, never
wavering in her devotion. And also a frustrating one.

“Auggie tells me to stay home because he
doesn’t want me to expose myself in any way. I’m no longer a child.
If the wolves find out there’s a mature female Caracal cat not
under their control, they’ll take me prisoner.” I sat heavily on
the bed, my chin tipped upwards defiantly. One thing I had learned
being Maxie’s friend was to not let her steamroll me whenever she
wanted. It worked at least fifty percent of the time, anyway.

Not going out socially in order to keep from
exposing myself to harm was an issue for me as well, one I’d had to
deal with my entire life. But it wasn’t the one that made me want
to stay home. Not really. Auggie gave me some leeway when it came
to being social on occasion. 

“It’s hard enough pretending to be a witch
in a house of witches. A non-magical witch, too. Lying all the time
makes me queasy,” I added. Lying to myself, too, apparently.

Maxie squatted down in front of me and
gently pulled my chin up. “Cori. Look at me,” she said. “You will
be with me the entire time. You never lose control of your cat, and
even if you did, we’re going to a magic club. No shifters will be
there. Magic users can’t smell what you are, so they won’t know
what you’re hiding. I promise. Besides, it’s not like you never go
out, it’s just been a while. You have to trust me,” Maxie
sighed. 

She stood up, all 5 feet 1 inch of her, and
looked at me. I marveled at Maxie’s sheer force of personality as I
realized that, yet again, I was being swayed by her convincing
tone. Maxie was a force of nature, I thought to myself. Tempest
wasn’t just her name, it was also a description of my best friend,
the only person besides Auggie who knew exactly what I was and,
unsurprisingly, wasn’t afraid of the potential violence that could
surround me. 

Up until we met, most people called her
Tempest, but I never had. She had been Maxie from the start. It had
probably been easier to say for a four year old, butchering her
last name as kids do. It had caught on, and now almost everyone
called her Maxie.

I chuckled. “You’re not going to let this
go, are you?” I asked. 

Maxie all but whined, “Cori, I need to get
some. It’s been a long time and I am dying from sexual frustration.
You can’t tell me you don’t feel the same. You and Jack broke up,
what? A month ago? You haven’t gotten any since then, have you? No,
I would know if you had,” Maxie laughed and dodged the smack I sent
her way. “And it wasn’t all that great anyway, from what you told
me.”

“So what?” I sputtered, annoyed that she
guessed the real reason I was resisting going out. “Am I not in
control of my hormones? I can wait until the right guy comes
along,” I said.

Maxie stared at me a
moment, disbelief etched into her face. She cocked her head to one
side. “Aren’t you a freaking shifter? The right guy? Shifters want to bone all
day every day, it’s part of your nature.” She shook her head,
laughed, and headed into the closet. Maxie started throwing clothes
out onto the bed, narrowly missing me as she did.

“Pick something to wear and let’s do our
makeup. We’re going out and we’re going to have some fun,” Maxie
said.

I stood up. Like Maxie, I wasn’t very tall,
although at 5 foot 2, I had a bit of height over my friend. Since
she always wore heels when she went out, we were usually about the
same height anyway.

Caracal cats were not very large in nature,
nor in the shifter kingdom. Since there were few Caracal cats left
anyway, after being mostly wiped out by the wolf packs, it didn’t
make much of a difference. Caracal cats had been the only shifters
that harbored magic, although, frustratingly, I didn’t seem to have
any. That was what the wolves coveted, and why they hunted,
imprisoned, and often killed Caracals. Like they had with my
parents. 

The wolves proclaimed that shifters
shouldn’t have magic other than their innate shifter magic allowing
them to change from human bodies to animal bodies. All the shifters
had once lived somewhat harmoniously, but about 30 years ago, the
wolves had begun to take more power, and being that Caracals had
more magic, had systematically decimated the Caracal families. This
was how my parents had died when I was four, so I tried not to
think about it, thankful that Auggie, a friend of my parents, had
taken me in and hidden me from the wolf shifter packs. 

I firmed my voice and ran my hands down my
body and said, “Jack didn’t want this, though. He could tell I was
hiding something from him, that I never really gave him all of me.
But I couldn’t, not unless I wanted to put him in danger,” I
sighed.

Maxie poked her head out of the closet.
“We’re not meeting up with these guys for the conversation, Cori.
In fact, the less talking the better. Believe me, once you see
these guys, you’ll be fine with dancing, groping, and more!” Maxie
laughed.

“How do you know? Didn’t
you say you think they’re hot?” I screwed up my face in disgust. “Maxie, I am
not letting some guy I’ve never met grope me in a club,” I warned.
But I began to undress all the same. 

Maxie came out with a dress in her hand and
thrust it at me. “I’ve met Pyotr, yes. And he is hot. But he’s
bringing a friend, who I haven’t met. I’m sure he’s good looking,
Cori. I told Pyotr you were so he wouldn’t bring a guy who wasn’t
good looking along, I’m sure,” she said.

I rolled my eyes, since
clearly she had no idea. At least I can
work off some of my sexual frustration with dancing and some
cocktails, I thought, as I squeezed into
the tiny blue dress Maxie handed me. 


Chapter Two

 


Nox

Trying to hide my disgust for Tanner Jones,
my current alpha, behind a cool mask of indifference mixed with
submission was a real chore. It was not natural for me to be
submissive so I struggled to maintain my facade both internally and
externally. Tanner had only glanced at me once or twice to see if I
was watching him, as commanded. He knew he had my pack-mates and me
right where he wanted—completely at his mercy. This was generally
how Tanner liked things. Ever since I joined his pack ten years
prior, I had learned the hard way that some wolf packs were
violent, other packs were extremely violent, and Tanner was in a
league of his own.

Ironically, I had left my previous pack, the
one I was born into, trying to avoid the same violence and landed
my young, dumb, hairy ass right back in it. Only in a much, much
worse situation. 

I watched as Tanner and several of his
hierarchy continued to beat the shifter in front of me with heavy
fists. The wolf in question was my best friend, and secret beta to
my alpha, Dawson Marx. Dawson had joined Tanner’s pack right after
I did, just as young and dumb, and for exactly the same reason. We
became friends right away, both understanding that our natural
inclination toward the alpha-beta relationship was what drew us
together, and banding together against Tanner’s particularly nasty
way of keeping his wolf pack in line made us inseparable.

Standing across from me were our other
friends, Isaiah and Memphis Lincoln, who were cousins and had come
from similar situations. We all unhappily waited our turn to be in
Dawson’s place. Tanner continued to rain blows down, or sometimes
let his beta, Philip, have a turn, while he had ordered the rest to
observe as punishment. 

Philip Wilson, Tanner’s beta, barked at us,
“Who is your alpha?” 

I sighed internally. We were all expected to
answer this question the same way, every time, sounding like
robots. It delighted Tanner to have this sort of control, and it
wasn’t illusory, for the most part. Although my alpha status made
it so I wasn’t actually compelled to answer, I did it anyway,
through clenched teeth.

Tanner wasn’t aware of my alpha status. He
couldn’t know, or I would be killed immediately. It was the reason
I had left my previous pack.

“Tanner Jones is my alpha. I follow his
orders at all times. I don’t think for myself,” each of us said in
unison, the others obeying the beta’s command.

I felt each blow upon Daws almost as if it
were hitting my own body. I was responsible for this, and I
wouldn’t look away from any of their pain as it was administered,
as not only was it part of my punishment, but, I felt, also my
due.

Tanner grinned as we repeated this mantra,
one that he enjoyed hearing each and every wolf under his command
repeat, as often as possible. He would continue to work each of the
men over, one by one, saving me for last, as he always
did. 

Tanner was an ugly fucker. He had a face
like a very pissed-off someone took a hatchet to it in a fit of
rage. Tall and bulky, with short brown hair that was turning gray,
and a matching trimmed beard growing down his muscular chest. His
arms were like tree trunks, his blue eyes cold and calculating. He
ruled his pack with iron fists, quite literally, as all were
expected to bleed at his command, at any time. And they often
did.

Philip turned his hard, glacier eyes at me,
the expectant gleam hoping that I would lose my tight composure, so
he could start to rain a beating down on me as well, getting the
fun started a bit sooner. I might not have been welcome in my birth
pack, but I had certainly learned how to hide my true feelings.
That, at least, came in handy being part of the hell I found myself
in now.

Each of us joined Tanner’s pack one by one
in the past ten years, having all been pushed out of our own packs
as young wolves, too dominant or too unwanted for the various
alphas we lived under or hated by our families for statuses that
weren’t under our control. No wolf could control how he or she was
born, yet that didn’t stop a single alpha from brutally ensuring
his own king-of-the-hill status no matter how much blood he needed
to shed to keep his power.

Tanner was the worst of all—not only was he
brutal and violent, like all shifters, but his methods of
subjugation put all other alphas to shame. He enjoyed stoking the
violent natures in his male wolves, forcing them to fight both with
fists and as wolves for his amusement, his hierarchy’s amusement,
and to make money with some good old fashioned gambling. At least
all fights weren’t to the death. If they had been, Tanner would
have lost his cannon fodder for the pack skirmishes he also enjoyed
perpetrating on other unsuspecting packs. 

One of his favorite pastimes was sneaking
into other alpha’s territories, murdering the alphas and their
hierarchies, and absorbing their pack as well as their land. The
female shifters in his pack were primarily there under duress—few
sane female wolf shifters would voluntarily stay in Tanner’s pack.
Those that did were usually the ones who had the same thirst for
blood or enjoyed fighting in the rings. More often, the females
disappeared. I hoped they were escaping, but I suspected many were
not so lucky.

The situation made my position even more
precarious. Born alphas were relatively rare in the shifter world.
If another alpha was born into a pack, the current alpha had the
choice to nurture him to take over, throw him out once he reached
alpha status, which generally happened during puberty, or kill him
outright. 

I had reached full alpha status at fifteen,
and the alpha who led my family’s pack had told the pack beta that
he was planning to kill me rather than throw me out, because it was
clear I would be able to take him on as soon as my majority hit at
eighteen. He hoped to eliminate me while I was still physically
smaller. 

The beta had furtively informed my parents,
who made me leave my pack to find a pack of my own. They might not
have coddled me, but I figured at least they loved me enough to let
me go.

I was coached by them to sublimate my alpha
status as best I could, but it was a continuing challenge for me.
Submission was definitely not my natural behavior. It was
challenging finding a pack that would take you without too many
questions as a fifteen year old unaffiliated wolf, so I didn’t
question it at first when Tanner Jones welcomed me in. It didn’t
take long before I realized my mistake, but by then it was too
late.

After being pushed out of my pack, I had
spent a lot of time bulking up as best I could, hoping to be able
to become an enforcer for another pack, but this only really served
me in the fight rings Tanner forced me to engage in.

I looked on as Tanner continued his assault
on Daws, still struggling to keep my expression blank and my
emotions reined in. Daws had fallen to the floor taking the blows,
but in typical fashion, grinned and winked at me while Tanner
stopped to shake his hands out and murmur something to Philip. One
of Daws’s eyes was swollen shut and he was bleeding from a cut on
both his lip and his forehead. It looked like one of his ears was
partially detached as well. Shifters healed quickly, so it wouldn’t
last long, but it certainly looked painful.

Daws was a natural beta, and had taken this
position informally to me within days of us having met. He was
almost the same height as I was, but with blond hair and expressive
brown eyes, one of which currently twinkled irreverently at me even
as blood gushed down his face and neck and bruises bloomed on his
skin. I shook my head, warning him not to push Tanner—or Philip—too
far. They would joyfully kill any or all of us. I honestly wasn’t
sure why they hadn’t already. The only thing I could think of was
that each of us was a skilled fighter in his fight rings, and we
rarely lost. He probably wanted to protect his investments.

 I was continually surprised at Daws’s
cheerfulness and perpetually happy exterior. He had his dark
moments, but had somehow managed to hang on to his natural
exuberant personality. He was the perfect foil for my seriousness,
the way a beta should be.

This was exactly why we were being punished.
I had had enough of Tanner’s pack and its violent ways. I had
watched as Tanner had spent ten years gaining power, mostly by
decimating the remaining Caracal cat prides and taking over other
wolf packs by force. He ruthlessly sought out all Caracals,
claiming their inherent magic was anathema to what was normal for
shifters.

 I suspected there was more to it, but
I hadn’t figured out what it was yet. There weren’t many Caracals
left, although rumors of a few in hiding made the rounds every now
and then.

Now that I was twenty-five, I was ready to
start my own wolf pack, Tanner be damned, with Daws as my beta and
Isaiah and Memphis as my enforcers. We had to plan and organize in
secret, because I was fairly sure Tanner suspected something was
off. Once I got free of him and built my strength as an alpha,
while building a formidable pack, I planned to take him on.

It was fairly innocent as it went. We had
bought a house, which wasn’t against Tanner’s rules. Tanner had a
pack house, the house we were currently in, but it was reserved for
his hierarchy and housed cells in the basement for prisoners.
However, the house we bought wasn’t actually in Tanner’s territory,
but in one that wasn’t currently home to a pack. That was very much
against Tanner’s rules. Philip had found out, and followed us to
it. 

Beyond the cells—we called it the
dungeon—there was a large, open area where Tanner hosted ring
fights every weekend. He rotated his fiercest wolves through the
rings and the fights were bloody and brutal.

Not the type of place my little pack wanted
to stay. It was in the great room just before the cells at the
bottom of the steps where we were currently standing. This was
Tanner’s favorite room to punish his pack members. It was not
exactly inviting with its cold, stone floors stained brown with old
blood.

“Tanner, I swear, we didn’t realize that
wasn’t your territory. I know you took over Johnson territory and I
thought that neighborhood was part of it,” I tried to explain,
again.

Tanner laughed sardonically. “You expect me
to believe that? You knew exactly what you were doing, Nox. You
think you’re hiding your alpha status from me, but you aren’t.”

I froze instantly as did Isaiah, Memphis,
and Dawson. We all glanced at Tanner. Philip brayed with laughter.
“They all think we don’t know!” He bent over, slapping his
knee.

Tanner just smiled coldly again. “If you
want to live, then you’re going to have to do something for me,” he
said. “Otherwise, the four of you die right now.”


Chapter Three

 


Cori

Maxie and I finally got through the long
line outside Phantasm, the club where we’d decided to meet up with
the other witches. It was cold waiting outside, especially for
Maxie since she refused to “mess up” her look by wearing a coat. I
had no such issue and was wrapped as warmly as I could be. Even
though I was only twenty-four, I would rather be warm physically
rather than cool metaphorically. 

Phantasm was run by Halson House, a witch
family on good terms with Dome House and a safe choice for us to
meet up with people and have fun. I checked my coat while Maxie
fluffed her hair out. 

“Let’s head to the bar first,” Maxie said.
“I need a drink.”

“Right behind you, sister!” I
laughed. 

We headed to the bar closest to where we
were standing. Phantasm had two floors, but the bottom was for the
main part of the club where regular patrons were allowed. The upper
floors had VIP sections that looked over a balcony which spanned
the entire outside of the rectangular room. Supposedly, there were
private rooms and offices up there as well, but Maxie had only ever
been on the first floor and this was my first time at this club.
Since I did the books and general upper management for one of Dome
House’s clubs, Sabbath, I had usually gone there or another Dome
House club when I wanted to go out. But that had been before Jack
and I got together. He didn’t really enjoy clubbing or dancing
much, and I was content to stay safe at home.

The club was organized with the dance floor
in the middle of the enormous room, surrounded by two elevated DJ
booths. At the edges of the dance floor, the sitting areas were
spread out, with plush banquettes and tables where patrons could
relax and drink. 

There were four bars total, one in each
corner of the room, with large mirrors behind each one so people
sitting there could watch the activity. Each bar had multiple
bartenders. Wait staff also dropped drinks off at tables and took
orders for individual drinks or bottle service. I was surprised
that both the male and female waitstaff was dressed exactly the
same way—entirely in leather. It looked really good. Leather pants
and matching vests in black was the uniform for all the sexes
working in the bar. I thought I could feel how sweaty they must
have been. Then again, magic could take care of that bit of
discomfort so maybe the outfits felt like pajamas. I chuckled to
myself. That would be the perfect job for me, anything where the
uniform was pajamas. I had so many pairs, different for each
season, and each one very comfortable. I was often to be found in
my room at Dome House in my pajamas, reading a book. 

As Maxie and I walked, Maxie kept her gaze
on the bar, ready for her first cocktail. My head was on a swivel.
I loved people-watching, and clubs always attracted such
good-looking folks that it seemed like a bevy of eye-candy to me. I
felt the weight of people’s gazes fall on me as well as I walked
by. I had gotten unused to the sensation of being watched since I
had been spending so much time at home. It made me a bit
uncomfortable, but I brushed it off, determined to have a good
time. 

Maxie and I didn’t really look anything
alike. We were both on the short side, and we had developed
personalities that more than made up for our height challenge. Many
of us short girls needed to counteract legions of taller folk by
being loud, having strong personalities, or both. I was a bit
quieter and more reserved than Maxie was, at least with people I
didn’t know well. I tended toward being introverted, but I did
enjoy going out and being social at times. Maxie usually had to
nudge me (or outright bully me) into leaving my room, but I usually
had fun when I did.

As we arrived at the bar, we found one seat
vacant, so Maxie told me to sit in it and she stood next to me,
wedged in between my seat and the one next to it. That was one
advantage to being on the smaller side—Maxie could pretty much fit
anywhere. 

The male bartender leaned over to us and
spoke over the music and noise. “What can I get you lovely ladies
this evening?” he asked. 

I looked up and was momentarily taken aback.
The bartender was very tall, with ebony skin and short dreadlocks,
a killer white smile, and a very, very muscular chest, some of
which was on display around his leather vest. 

Maxie smirked at my expression, and sent her
own dazzling smile right back at the man. “I’ll have a vodka tonic.
Whiskey neat for my friend,” she said. 

The bartender turned away to get our drinks
and Maxie looked at me, still sitting there with my mouth slightly
open, blinking rapidly. 

“You done eye-fucking the bartender?” she
laughed.

I shook my head. “Is every bartender
ridiculously hot in here or is it me?” I asked, fanning myself a
bit. The view from the back was just as nice as the front, I mused,
as I watched him turn around to pour our drinks.

Maxie shook her head. “It’s not just you.
Halson House breeds them pretty and hires even more pretty. It
brings in more money, naturally,” she said.

I rolled my eyes. “I know that, Maxie. I
guess I need to spend more time hiring hot staff for Sabbath,” I
replied.

The bartender dropped our drinks and a tab
off and moved to another customer. Maxie and I both took a sip, and
simultaneously sighed in pleasure. 

“That is exactly what I needed,” I said,
licking my lips. I loved a smooth whiskey, preferably expensive and
with no ice. Why water down perfection?

Maxie looked at me and laughed. “Well,
should we dance?” she asked.

I glanced at her. “Aren’t you supposed to be
meeting someone?” I asked. “How were you planning to meet up?”

Maxie said, “I told Pyotr if he wanted to
see me, he’d have to find me. They’ll get here eventually. Why make
it too easy on them?” 

Laughing, she grabbed my hand as we headed
to the dance floor.

Over the next half hour, Maxie and I danced
on the packed floor, swinging each other around and laughing. I had
forgotten how good it felt to lose myself in the music, my body
taking over, moving without thought.

Several other male patrons, and a few
females, danced with us. Maxie didn’t discriminate, but I wasn’t
really interested in having any stranger grind on me, male or
female. Each time a new person tried, I managed to dance back
toward Maxie who would rescue me from the would-be grinders with a
grin, taking my hand and possessively pulling me toward
her. 

Suddenly, a witch was standing behind Maxie
and tapping her on the shoulder. Maxie spun around and squealed,
“Pyotr!” hugging him around the neck as he bent down. She turned
toward me and said, “Cori, this is Pyotr. Pyotr, Cori.” 

“Nice to meet you, Cori.
This is my friend Alexi,” Pyotr gestured toward the man standing
slightly behind him, who lifted a hand in an awkward wave. I waved
back just as awkwardly. Okay, I thought, he isn’t bad looking.

“Do you ladies need a drink?” Pyotr asked
Maxie.

“Yeah, time for a break, too, I think. I’m
sweaty!” Maxie replied.

We walked toward one of the bars, Pyotr and
Maxie slightly ahead. I was trying not to feel super uncomfortable
around this strange guy. I checked him out a bit under my lashes as
we walked. Both Alexi and Pyotr were tall, but Alexi was slim where
Pyotr was a bit bulkier. They were decent-looking guys, both with
brown hair. Pyotr had high cheekbones and slightly tilted eyes,
which hinted at a slight Asian heritage. Alexi was a bit plainer,
but not at all bad looking.

The bar we approached this time had no seats
in front, being close to the dance floor. Pyotr got our drinks and
we decided to snag an empty banquette to sit for a while.

Pyotr and Maxie launched right into a
private conversation, leaving me to awkwardly make small talk with
Alexi.

“So which House do you belong to?” Alexi
asked me. That was a standard question for witches, not invasive or
too personal.

“Dome,” I replied. “How about you?”

Alexi said, “Pyotr and I are House Turgenev.
He’s an actual Turgenev, but my last name is Ivanov.”

I smiled. “Are you Russian, then?” I
asked. 

Alexi smiled back. “Well, the Turgenevs were
originally noble witches in Russia many years ago. There was a
famous writer among them, but he used magic to write, so maybe not
as impressive as the normies believed him to be.”

I laughed. “I’m sure writing a book is hard
work, no matter how you do it. Although I have no idea how you’d go
about using magic to write one.”

Alexi’s brows tugged down slightly. “You
don’t? Haven’t learned a spell that might help you?”

“Oh, no,” I said, and gave him the practiced
speech I’d been using since I was taken in by Auggie and the Dome
witches, “I’m a dud. No magic here.” I shrugged. “So that skill is
way beyond me for sure. Maybe I could take a stab at writing with
pencil and paper, though!” I chuckled, trying to smooth over the
awkwardness of telling yet another witch I had no magic. 

The lie flowed smoothly off my tongue,
having been told many, many times over the years. I felt a wave of
sadness, suddenly, because even as a Caracal shifter, I should have
had magic. I truly was a dud, so I guessed it wasn’t much of a
lie.

A strange look passed over Alexi’s face, but
he cleared it quickly, and I wasn’t sure what it meant. I wasn’t a
witch, but as a shifter, I had some innate skills that naturally
developed as I grew up. One of them was a keen sense of smell.
Auggie had always told me to practice using my sense of smell
because it was a skill that helped shifters navigate the world.
After many years of practicing, I was able to use it to detect
changes in both mood and intent. I wasn’t all that great at it, but
some of that was because I didn’t always concentrate on using it. I
subtly inhaled, trying to get a bit of an idea what was going on
with Alexi, but all I caught was ozone. 

That made me a bit nervous. I smelled a fair
amount of ozone being that this was a witch club and many people
had used magic to enhance their looks, desirability, or something
else in order to appear attractive to whomever they were interested
in. But I couldn’t be sure Alexi wasn’t using a bit of magic to
hide whatever was going on behind that curious expression he’d
tried to hide.

I leaned back slightly,
thinking that maybe he was put off by my lack of magic and trying
to disengage. Many witches I’d met in my life treated me with
disdain … not an unusual experience for me. I was a bit disgruntled
about it, honestly. Obviously, since I wasn’t a witch, the lack
of witch magic
didn’t actually bother me, but judgy witches didn’t know that. And
I did feel bad about the lack of special magic Caracals supposedly
had. I had never seen or experienced it since they were mostly
gone. I had only heard from Auggie. 

Sometimes other witches were condescending
when they found out I was lacking in magic. Sometimes downright
cruel. I would have left and gone out on my own at eighteen if I
wasn’t in constant danger. At least, Auggie always said I had to
stay hidden as much as possible because of the threat to me as a
Caracal shifter.

“I’m going to use the restroom,” I sighed.
“Excuse me.”

Alexi nodded at me, not looking me in the
eye as he pulled out a cell phone, and I stood up to walk to the
back of the club where the restrooms were located. There was a line
outside the ladies’, of course, and I rolled my eyes as I stood
there, watching the men go in and out of their bathroom
quickly. 

After my turn, I reapplied my lip gloss and
walked back into the club. As I headed back to the banquette, I
noticed that Pyotr and Maxie were back on the dance floor. Pyotr
was behind Maxie, showing his very keen appreciation for her body
as they grinded together and he ran his hands over her hips.
Maxie’s arms were stretched up behind his neck, her eyes closed as
she swayed in sync with him to the heavy beat.

When I glanced at the banquette, I noticed
that Alexi wasn’t sitting there anymore. 

“Great,” I sighed, “ditched already.” I
changed direction and headed back toward the bar with the chairs so
I could order another drink and nurse it a bit. Maybe I could make
myself feel better flirting with the cute bartender. At least he
hadn’t looked at me with derision. 

I had left my drink at the table, but since
they had all gotten up, I wouldn’t dare finish it now. Some witches
had no compunctions about slipping a spell into women’s drinks to
assure compliance. Even supernaturals could be disgusting rapists.
Sometimes the supes were worse than the humans that way. 

At that moment, a fight broke out on the
balcony directly above me. Two witches got in a shoving match next
to a woman standing just at the balcony rail, cringing away from
them. Intent on harming each other, and appearing quite drunk, they
didn’t attempt spells as they might have if they had been sober.
Instead, they used the tried and true method for men of all
types—beat the snot out of each other. It was certainly the
preferred shifter method, from what I knew of shifters. I hadn’t
really been around any, but Auggie had made me study the history of
Caracal cats in shifter groups so I would be aware of my heritage.
I wasn’t sure how it would help me since there were no more left,
and Auggie never let me stray far from Dome House or the
witches.

Suddenly, the woman gave a small scream as
one of the men pushed the other right into her and she began to
fall over the balcony. I only heard her over the music because I
was directly below and had already been watching the fight. I
thought maybe someone would use magic to help the woman, who
appeared stunned and did nothing to help herself. Maybe she was
human? I was shocked to realize the woman was going to fall the
fifteen feet straight to the floor. Witches had magic and could use
it to protect themselves, but their bodies were just as frail as
any human. Falling that far would probably cause her death, or at
least a serious injury.

I didn’t stop to think, my own shifter
instinct taking over. Leaping straight up, I caught the woman and
brought her to the floor. All the activity in the surrounding area
had stopped, although the music and dancing continued. People raced
over to see if the woman was all right. I immediately tried to walk
away after setting the woman on her feet, my face on
fire. 

Luckily, it seemed most people assumed I
enhanced my jump, as well as my strength in catching a woman larger
and heavier than I was, with magic. They should have noticed the
lack of a sharper ozone smell that would accompany a spell, but
fortunately, the alcohol seemed to make them unaware that wasn’t
the case. 

For my animal, it was no big deal. Caracal
cats can leap straight up twelve or more feet in the air. The
natural ones often caught birds this way in the wild, but Caracal
shifters could jump the same way in their human forms. Since the
first time I shifted at age four, I had been able to leap heights
greater than humans or witches could. As I reached maturity, I was
able to gain twelve feet or more in a straight leap. Although I had
to shift in secret, Auggie had taken me out at least once a month
to shift away from people and witches in order to keep my Caracal
from going crazy inside me. He had developed some spells to help me
keep it a secret.

I tried to slip away, but the woman grasped
my hand and thanked me profusely. 

“It’s no problem,” I mumbled, repeatedly,
embarrassed and wanting to go back to being mostly unnoticed.

The woman finally let me go and as I turned,
I caught a glimpse of Alexi, who was standing near the door with a
peculiar look on his face. I suddenly remembered I had just told
Alexi I had no magic. At all.

“Fuck,” I muttered under my breath. I needed
to get Maxie, and quick.

I turned toward the dance floor, but Maxie
was already right behind me. 

“Maxie, I-” I started. 

But Maxie just shook her head. “We need to
leave. Now,” she said. 

I nodded and we headed toward the exit.
Maxie sent Pyotr a
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