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      “My sisters would hate me if we weren’t related,” Celeste complained. “They probably do anyway.” Her words were laced with anger, but her voice was soft. While our therapist considered this with a pitying expression, Celeste turned to us and said, “I’m different from you two. Always have been, always will be, and we all know it.”

      Tears sprang to my eyes, and I blinked against the burning. Celeste’s problem wasn’t with me, not really. It wasn’t about our sister Rowan either, but she still responded to Celeste’s comment with a dismissive huff.

      “Let’s unpack that a little bit, shall we?” Our counselor stretched back in his chair, emphasizing his long, slim torso and his unfortunate ensemble of a plaid collared shirt and pleated-front khakis. If I were a different woman, capable of dating normal men, I might have been inclined to help him improve his fashion sense and, in the process, find out what kind of muscles were under his clothes. However, I, Phoebe Whelan, daughter of one of the oldest magic-bearing families in the world, would not be dating anyone anytime soon.

      I had other things to worry about. My sisters and I had a job to do, a sacred commitment to keep that could fall to no one else. It bound our lives to our land and the book, which meant we’d all spent the last six years frozen in place. To me, it was annoying. To my older sister Rowan, it was unfair. To my baby sister Celeste, it was the reason we were sitting side by side on a couch in this therapist’s office, talking about our family problems in coded language to make them sound anything close to normal. Because as hard as our family’s legacy could be on Rowan and me, it was slowly driving Celeste mad.

      “There’s nothing to ‘unpack,’” Rowan said, curling her index and middle fingers into air quotes around the therapist’s favorite buzzword, “if it’s not true. None of these issues have anything to do with whether we like you.”

      If Rowan was trying to disguise her absolute frustration at having to come to family therapy, it wasn’t working, a fact I tried—and failed—to convey with a look.

      “We love you, Celeste.” I reached to the side to wrap my fingers over hers. She stiffened at the gesture and my heart panged.

      As if programmed to sound at the most crucial moment of the session, the soft tone announcing the end of our time with Kevin, as he insisted we call him, went off. He tilted his head and said, “Sadly, our time is up. For homework, I’d like Phoebe and Rowan to each consciously do one thing this week to show Celeste how much they appreciate her contributions to the household, okay?”

      A low grunt came from the far end of the couch where Rowan sat, offsetting my enthusiastic nod. Celeste’s expression remained slack, as she stared vacantly at the far end of the room. Her eyes looked watery now, and I gently tugged her to her feet while Rowan stalked to the exit without another word.

      “Thank you, Kevin,” I said, smiling apologetically for my hothead sister. “We’ll see you in a couple weeks.”

      I kept my arm around my sister’s back as we left the office, and suddenly I was reminded of one of the times my mom had taken us all to the park when we were little. Rowan and I had been playing on the slide when we’d noticed Celeste silently crying while two older girls ridiculed her for talking to rocks like they were real. Rowan was eight and I was seven, but we’d instantly come to her defense. After Rowan had chased the older girls away, I’d wrapped my arms around Celeste and told her that Rowan and I would always be there to take care of her.

      Turned out I’d lied. There was no making this okay, and I was starting to become scared. How did we fix my baby sister?

      Celeste squinted when we stepped out into daylight, shielding her eyes from the admittedly blinding rays. She hated the sun, despite having the enviable appearance of sunshine itself, with a head full of bright blond curls and a beautiful pink flush that colored her cheeks at the slightest physical exertion.

      Keeping the Book of Sindal hidden from the world took a toll on all of us, but not in the physical ways it affected her. Celeste’s abilities were crucial to keeping the book safe, but they sucked the power out of her at every moment of every day, leaving her nerves frayed and fragile.

      And we were due to replenish the book’s protections this evening.

      Rowan had already lowered her sunglasses into place and was walking at a fast clip toward her brand-new car—last year’s hottest luxury SUV. She didn’t need something so nice, but Rowan had always loved her shiny things, as big and flashy as she could manage. She’d taken extra freelance writing assignments for a year to save enough for that car without having to ask the Council for a supplement to the small stipend they gave us, so I figured there were bigger battles to fight. Celeste hadn’t commented on the car when it came home a few days ago either, but then, Celeste hardly commented on anything anymore.

      She was getting worse, and Rowan and I both knew it.

      Celeste climbed into the back seat and shut down. I took the passenger seat, glancing into the mirror on the visor for a glimpse at my little sister’s pale face.

      “When can we quit doing this pointless bullshit?” Rowan bit out after a few minutes of careening through the curved backroads that took us home.

      Okay, so she and I dealt with stress in different ways.

      “If by pointless bullshit you mean the therapy to help Celeste? We promised Mack three sessions. That means one more,” I reminded her with plenty of bite, stopping myself from saying more.

      Mack was the foreman of the auto parts factory where Celeste worked. Her job wasn’t ideal, but the repetitive nature of assembling engine parts gave her mind something ordered to focus on, to distract from the chaos that raged through it day in and day out. Some days, she was able to control it better than others. A couple of months ago, the worst of those “other days” had resulted in a mangled assembly line belt—a fellow worker had tried to pinch Celeste’s ass and she’d lost control. It only took a second of intense thought or emotion from Celeste for the unpredictable, powerful magic that flowed through her to cause serious damage. Most witches, including Rowan and me, needed to draw upon the elements associated with our specific magic. Celeste’s expression magic came from nothing—she pulled it from the natural world around her. Out of thin air, basically.

      Many of our kind thought it was impossible. That a deal with the devil must be responsible.

      It wasn’t impossible, and the devil had nothing to do with it. But it cost Celeste dearly, and that day at the factory, her magic had almost cost a nonmagic human his life. The guy was a prick, undoubtedly, but he didn’t deserve to die for it.

      Mack was a mage gifted at memory alteration, thank the gods. He ensured that all the nonmagical factory workers gave the same account of Celeste’s victim nearly dying as he blatantly ignored safety regulations. Mack had told us we could thank him by making sure Celeste never even got close to doing something similar ever again.

      We’d tried conventional psychiatric meds, but they were designed for normal human problems, and normal human needs. We were witches. Nothing about us was normal, even if every detail of our lives was carefully planned to make us fit in.

      If only.

      “I just don’t see how therapy can help if I can’t talk about my actual problem,” Celeste said softly from the back seat. I glanced in the rearview mirror and watched as she leaned her head back on the seat, looking exhausted from the effort of a simple talk therapy session.

      “Even if you could, it’s not like that guy could help,” Rowan added, seeming to soften at this shared opinion between her and Celeste.

      It almost made me happy that they were ganging up on me. At least they were on the same side about something.

      “Yeah, Kevin,” Rowan continued in an exaggerated imitation of Celeste’s sweet voice. “My actual problem is that I promised to keep an ancient book of dark magic from falling into the wrong hands and it’s really fucking exhausting, you know? Any suggestions?”

      Celeste smiled for a second in response, a fleeting burst of sunshine so rare these days that a lump of emotion clogged my throat. It was gone in a heartbeat.

      Her shoulders slumped forward, and a long, heavy sigh filled the car. “It’s why I drink so much, you know. It’s not like I love vodka like some bony sixty-year-old socialite, but it’s the only way to shut my brain off. It’s either that or stop sleeping.”

      “We know,” I assured her. “You can’t stop sleeping, obviously. That would just make things worse.”

      We’d discussed the pitfalls of that path at length. Without sleep, Celeste’s already-unpredictable power would likely become more uncontrollable—the way it did whenever she allowed her emotions to hold sway. She had to walk a precarious tightrope between letting go enough to rest but not so much that her body began unconsciously pulling energy from the world around her. Because of her commitment to guard the Book of Sindal, she had to be ready to draw on her expression magic at a moment’s notice.

      That was what had gotten us into this whole therapy situation to begin with.

      I snuck a glance at Rowan, worried. Celeste’s aptitude for expression magic was stronger than the Valerian Large Council had seen for decades—stronger than many of them had believed possible—and had been a large roadblock in getting them to agree to leave the Book of Sindal with the three of us. In the end, it remained at our little farmhouse in the rolling, wooded hills of Ohio, but some members of the Valerian Small Council, the truly important magical representatives, had fought to move it somewhere more “stable.”

      Not that I didn’t appreciate their concern. The Book of Sindal—or the Book of Sin, as many witches liked to call it—was absolutely priceless and irreplaceable. In the late 1500s, a learned and respected Danish witch by the name of Marij Clais had spent the better part of her life transcribing ancient papyrus and linen scrolls to create the bound tome—a wealth of spells and stories about the history of witchcraft. The villagers in her town of Sindal, Denmark, had caught wind of her project and confronted her. Ultimately, they’d burned her house, the original scrolls, and even Marij herself for what they perceived to be her evil sins. However, the book, nearly complete, had escaped. After a journey to England, it had ended up in the hands of some of her descendants—my mother’s family—and made the move to America with them.

      It wasn’t the history of the book that prompted the Valerian Small Council to keep it hidden, however. It was the dark and dangerous spells it contained.

      For most witches and mages, magic came as naturally as breathing, but in the Middle Ages, a small group of weak, jealous mages had experimented with combining their magic, organic components, and spells they’d found in ancient scrolls. The resulting spells and potions were as unnatural and grotesque as the offspring of wildlife exposed to radiation. Instead of their desired result—unparalleled power—the mages had created an arsenal of plagues and pestilence. Carnage and chaos. Death and destruction. Worse, perhaps, were the volatile, unwieldy spells that, if mastered, could let their caster control the minds and actions of other witches and mages. Marij had chronicled their work along with its history.

      Most witches and mages thought the Book of Sin was a fairy tale. A myth. After all, the capability to create something out of what had once been nothing could benefit the world as much as it could destroy it.

      What few magicals knew, what our family was sworn to keep secret, was that the book was imbued with a very old, very dark form of blood magic. It was so ancient that no known witch had the power to wield such magic anymore. In the case of the book, though, that hardly mattered. This magic rendered anything created with blood to be indestructible as long as the smallest trace of that bloodline remained in the world. We, with Marij’s blood running through our veins, were its guardians in more ways than anyone else realized. There would likely be outrage and a full-on protest if it were known the evil tome still existed at all, let alone resided in our backyard. If it got into the wrong hands…

      No, the safest place for the book was hidden with us. Even though the Small Council took issue with Celeste’s mercurial nature, her magic was the reason the Book of Sin was impossible for other witches to find. The book gave off traces of magic, but her power concealed it completely, partially because of the nature of her magic, but also because Celeste, even more so than Rowan and me, was tied to our land. Her natural talent for expression magic manifested her emotional connection to our mother and the generations before her who had inhabited this piece of earth into raw power, tied to this location.

      The ritual work Celeste did to hide the Book of Sin kept it largely hidden even from Rowan and me—that was the point. Our mother worked with each of us to create protection rituals particular to our strengths, which our other sisters didn’t share. In this way, an extra layer of checks and balances guarded the Book of Sin.

      We were sisters bound together by both blood and coven. Rowan and I would never leave Celeste to bear the burden alone Which meant none of us would ever leave our land. My particular form of magic ensured I likely never would have left anyway, but there was a difference between staying willingly and staying out of duty, with the knowledge that if you ever did leave, you’d be rolling out the red carpet for darkness itself to burst back into the world.

      None of this was Celeste’s fault. Our parents had died unexpectedly six years ago, forcing us to form our coven and step into our new roles practically overnight, in the thick of grief. Celeste had only been seventeen and with the death of our mother, had just lost the only witch who had ever been able to guide her in safely harnessing her expression magic.

      We had to figure out how to keep the book safe and stop it from killing Celeste in the process. Therapy didn’t seem to be the answer, but at least we’d tried something.

      Silence filled the SUV as we pulled up to the house.

      After a moment, a weary Celeste let herself out of the car. “I have to start the fortification ritual,” she murmured. “I’m fixing some strong coffee first.”

      Rowan and I sat in the car, watching her trudge up the gravel driveway toward the house, her steps heavy and slow, as if she wore hundred-pound weights on her feet. It was a sad sight to see my sister so devoid of joy, making her way to a home so sad-looking.

      It had been years since our farmhouse had seen a fresh coat of paint, and now its exterior, which at one time was pearly white, appeared to be tobacco-stained and in decline, and by the look of those shingles, our roof would need replacing sooner rather than later. I’d given little thought to these things though. We had enough to worry about just keeping the bills paid. We all knew we were pushing our luck with a heater approaching twenty years old, and the real estate tax on this much land was unreal.

      As if to attest to our home’s neglected state, the sun-faded porch creaked and groaned even under Celeste’s slight weight as she approached the front door. Nevertheless, it was home.

      Too bad guarding the Book of Sin didn’t pay better. Or much at all. Thank the gods we all had other jobs to help pay the bills.

      “I just don’t understand why we all have to go to therapy,” Rowan grumbled.

      “Because we have a job to do, Ro. And if one of us slips, we all fall. If we fall…”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know. The book is exposed, and the entire world of sorcery is endangered, and it’s all our fault because we failed our age-old calling, etcetera, etcetera, life as we all know it is over.” She folded her arms over her chest, sunglasses guarding her eyes even though the day was well into fading. “Did you ever think that maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad thing?”

      My eyes set in a glare, a look I often assumed when I was actually scared. Better for the people around you to think you were angry than vulnerable.

      Rowan cocked an eyebrow above her glasses. “Every two weeks we go in there, and she whines about how I don’t appreciate her. It’s starting to wear on me, Phoebe. That’s all.”

      “I know it is, Ro.” I sighed. As the middle sister, my peacekeeper role was as automatic as breathing. “But have you stopped to think it’s wearing on her too? More than usual?”

      Rowan bit her lip. For all of her posturing, she was as worried about our little sister as I was. Only her worry came out as irritation, while mine manifested as doting, both of which annoyed the hell out of our sister. “Well, what do you think we should do? Therapy is obviously not the answer.”

      “Of course it’s not,” I bit out. “I only arranged it because I promised Mack.”

      “Mack is worthless.”

      “Well, Mack is the only reason she’s keeping her job, which is the only thing that is helping her cling to her sanity.”

      “Besides the vodka.”

      “Sometimes she drinks gin,” I quipped.

      Rowan barked out a laugh. “Okay, sis. You win. I laughed. And I’m knee-deep in half-written articles, so…” She turned off the ignition and stepped out of the car.

      I got out too, and walked by her side to the house. “Do you think we should, I don’t know… help her?”

      “How are we gonna do that?” Rowan was exhausted too. We all were. And if we helped Celeste with her role, we would be doubly drained from having already played our own roles in the ritual. But there was no mistaking the interest in her voice—over the years, she’d paid less attention to Celeste’s magical gift than I had—partially out of fear, I suspected, and maybe a little bit out of jealously. Rowan considered herself to be the weakest of all of us, and her own talent of glamouring to be pointless.

      While most witches and mages could perform rudimentary magic, like simple glamouring or turning lights on and off, we three were also gifted with a stronger talent. Celeste and I had been born with rarer magical skills—Celeste with expression magic and I with ancestral—but Rowan had been gifted with the simplest of magics, a talent even a five-year-old could perform with rough skill. Rowan was capable of casting highly detailed, complicated glamours, but she still found herself lacking compared to her two younger sisters.

      Neither of us knew what Celeste did specifically. She had never offered to tell us, and we had never pressed her, knowing she was sensitive about her role. Besides, it was safer if we didn’t know exactly what was included in her fortification ritual. Our mother had always tried to impress that upon us—she wouldn’t even discuss what she did to protect the book with our father, much to his increasing frustration. It wasn’t until she died that we realized why it was safer if no one witch knew all kinds of secrets about the book’s protection—breaking all of its protective spells would require torturing information out of all three of us.

      I shuddered at the thought.

      “Well… how are you feeling? Strong?”

      Rowan shrugged. She knew I meant magically. “As ever, I guess.”

      “Me too,” I replied, chewing on my lip. “If we offer to help with her part, she can draw on our life energy, right, instead of using only her own?”

      Rowan’s eyebrows arched up. “Neither of us really knows how it works, but we could offer, even if it means all three of us will be laid up for a few days.”

      “I can call in sick to the library, and your editors barely know what you’re doing as it is.” I poked her. “The audience of your cooking vlog will miss you, though.”

      My sister, usually so stoic, might have blushed. Celeste and I had both encouraged her to do something more with her talent for delicious vegetarian cooking, but none of us had expected our reserved, introverted sister would become a bit of an internet sensation.

      She wasn’t the Pioneer Woman, but she was good, and people had noticed. People who, presumably, also refused to eat bacon because pigs were smart.

      “Let’s go tell her before I change my mind,” Rowan grumbled, choosing to ignore my teasing.

      I slung my arm around her shoulder and squeezed her close to me. She grumbled again, and I laughed. For a second, things felt sort of normal.

      Just stepping foot inside our farmhouse tugged my taut muscles loose and shook a sigh of relief from my rib cage. It smelled like it had our whole lives, and despite the clutter, felt like home.

      We found Celeste huddled in the breakfast nook in the corner of our kitchen, wrapped in a blanket. She tipped her head up to the remnants of light filtering in through the east-facing window. Steam rose from her mug, which she clutched with the desperation a drowning person would show a life preserver.

      It wasn’t a cold day. In our little corner of Ohio, most mornings had an edge of damp chill to them, but the air conditioning would kick on just after high noon.

      “Hey, honey,” I said, sliding onto the bench next to her. She looked so fragile, I was almost afraid to touch her lest she break. An odd thought, because I knew she was much, much stronger than that. Stronger, magically speaking, than Rowan and I put together. “Ro and I were just saying, we feel like we’ve been lazy this month. Can we tag along with you for your part of the ritual? Maybe help?”

      Slowly, Celeste raised her eyes to stare at me, then shifted her gaze to Rowan before looking back to me. “Why?” she asked. The thick suspicion in her voice stabbed me like a knife. “What are you trying to do?”

      I forced a laugh, to make it seem like it wasn’t a big deal at all. Rowan and I exchanged a glance, one that said this clearly wasn’t going the way we’d hoped.

      I decided to try a different tactic, maybe explain that my worry for her well-being infected every moment of every day. That I was terrified our duty would kill us, or that the stupid book would continue to drive an immovable wedge into our sisterhood.

      My biggest worry was too horrible to speak aloud. I feared that we might keep the world safe but, in the process, lose our baby sister, who was slowly wasting away to nothing while we watched.

      Before I could react, Celeste pressed on, a storm building in her emerald green eyes. “Either you’re trying to learn how I do what I do to protect the Book of Sin because you expect something awful to happen to me and you’ll need to carry on in my place when I’m gone, or you think I need your help in some way.” She snarled the last part. “I know you think I’m weak, Rowan, and you can’t stand weakness because you think you’re weak yourself.”

      I gaped at her in shock. “Celeste, that’s not true!”

      “And you,” she spat out in disgust. “You’re playing us both, trying to make peace, but you’re wasting your time. Rowan hates me and there’s no changing that.”

      Rowan’s eyes flashed in defiance. “Stop being dramatic, Celeste. I don’t hate you.”

      “I know you blame me for Mom’s death.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” Rowan demanded, and I was just as curious.

      “It was my fault she died. My fault she was on the road that night. If she hadn’t—” She shook her head and the dishes on the shelves began to rattle.

      “Celeste, honey…” I reached out to her on instinct, then pulled my hand back. I was afraid to touch her, afraid to set her off even more. “Neither one of us blames you. It was an accident. Nothing more, nothing less. How could it be your fault? You were miles away.”

      “She’s right, Celeste,” Rowan said, her anger softening. “It’s never occurred to me to blame you. I swear.”

      “It’s not easy,” she said with tear-filled eyes.

      I couldn’t keep from touching her then, resting my hand on her upper arm. “I know your magic is difficult.” I flashed a glance at Rowan, then back to my baby sister. “Maybe we can approach Xenya on the Small Council. She’s sympathetic to us and was a friend of Mom’s. She might know of a healer who can help you.”

      “I’m not talking about the book,” she said, her anger rising again. She slammed her mug down on the Formica tabletop. Hot coffee sloshed in the cup in slow motion, licking at the edges and threatening to spill over. “I’m talking about you two. Your special bond. It’s always been Rowan and Phoebe, and weird Celeste left on the outside watching.”

      “No,” I protested. “We—”

      “Stop this nonsense, Celeste,” Rowan said in a harsh tone. “You need to stop taking everything we say so personally. We were only trying to help.”

      “Just like Mom tried to help, only I got her killed.”

      I blinked, sure I’d misunderstood her. “What are you talking about?”

      She shook her head again and the floor under my feet began to vibrate. “I’ve been doing this a long time without you. I’ve been struggling with it for years. And now, suddenly you care? Why? Because I screwed up once at work, and now you’re worried I’m going to go mental and make you look bad with the Small Council? Isn’t that what’s going on here?”

      She tried to scoot away from me, but her blanket cocoon kept her trapped. The ensuing battle against cotton made her look ridiculous, and the thought crossed my mind that if she couldn’t get out of a blanket, she truly was in no shape to tackle the fortification ritual alone. She was in no shape to do anything besides sleep.

      Halfheartedly, Rowan moved to block her from leaving the bench. But Celeste planted her feet and stood anyway, putting her face as close to Rowan’s as she could manage without the additional inches in height. My baby sister stared up into Rowan’s eyes without fear, anger radiating out of every pore, and spat, “You two have never, not once, wanted to know about my part of this ritual. You only cared that I made sure it was done, that the book was safe. If anything, you acted terrified to be anywhere close to me while I was doing it. Excuse me if now, after all this time, I’m the one who doesn’t give a shit about you.”

      The blanket fell from her shoulders, and she stalked off, letting the blanket go like she was discarding a mantle she’d thought she needed but that was only weighing her down.

      Rowan and I cringed, listening to her bang around her room, probably changing into warmer clothes for the next couple of hours outside.

      “There’s some truth to what she said,” I whispered.

      “Which part?” Rowan asked, sounding defeated. “It was all a bunch of crazy talk.”

      “I’ve never heard her talk about Mom’s death like that before, but you have to admit a lot of the times it’s Team Rowan and Phoebe and Celeste is left to herself.”

      “She’s always preferred it that way, Bee.”

      “I know,” I said with a sigh, “but what if it’s her magic that keeps her distant from us? What if part of her really wants to be with us?”

      Rowan was silent for a moment. “That’s too depressing to consider right now.” Her eyes shimmered with unshed tears. “I’ll try harder. I promise. And I think you’re right about approaching Xenya. Celeste is growing more unstable by the minute.”

      When Celeste emerged seconds later, we were still in the same spots.

      “We really do want to help you, CeCe,” I said. “Please don’t be upset with us.”

      “You two can help me,” she seethed, “by doing what you’ve always done. Just make sure your own parts of the ritual are up to snuff and leave me the hell alone.”

      With that, she was out the door, slamming it behind her.

      My heart was sick with worry over our sister, but I had to put it aside so I could have a clear head for my part of the ritual.

      “We’ve been through so much together already,” I said, making my way to the front hall closet for my coat. The early autumn chill was seeping back into the air as the sun went down. By the time I was done walking the perimeter of our property and headed back to the house from the graveyard, I’d be freezing and in need of it. “This is tearing us apart.”

      “Nothing is ever going to tear us apart, Bee. We all know that. Even Celeste, even now. Thick or thin, coven bond or not. We’ll always be there for each other.”

      I nodded, a thick lump pressing against my throat. “You want a sweater?”

      “No, I won’t be long.”

      Rowan had an impressive talent for glamouring. She could change the appearance of any object so flawlessly that no one but the strongest mage would guess at its true nature. Each month, she’d spend half an hour or so tweaking everything down to the smallest detail of her illusion’s shadow, making the book indistinguishable from a berry bush, the entrance to a rabbit’s warren, or a large rock.

      Strange as it might have seemed to some, the book was safest outside our house, smack-dab in the center of a triangle-shaped tract of land that ran about a mile on each side, since that’s where Celeste’s expression was the strongest.

      Celeste had been right about one thing: Neither of us had ever asked her why she was tied to that particular spot of land, or what she did out there to hold up her very heavy end of this bargain the three of us had made with the Small Council. We didn’t know what she did that sucked so much of her away. In some ways, we didn’t really want to know.

      We Whelans protected the book at any and all costs, and we served at the pleasure of the Valerian Small Council.

      It was that simple, and that difficult.

      We just didn’t expect that Celeste being so very right would be the beginning of everything going so very, very wrong.
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      “I don’t even think she was wearing shoes,” groused Rowan as we tromped through the crunching leaves that had begun to fall with a vengeance earlier in the week. Ash trees dominated our land, their foliage turning a vibrant ochre and gold in the autumn and setting the landscape on fire. By late September they were dropping their leaves, creating a luxurious carpet for the walks I loved to take.

      About a quarter of a mile from the house, Rowan and I stopped at the edge of a copse of trees next to the family graveyard, from which I drew magic. We would part ways so she could uncover and reglamour the book and so I could walk the perimeter of our land. I wanted to make sure I was hidden from public view for my contribution to protecting the book today, since it was best if I started completely nude.

      I shrugged out of my coat.

      “What’s it gonna be today? Wolfie?” Rowan asked.

      I shrugged. A wolf’s form made me feel safe, and that went at least double for a bear. There were drawbacks to walking in the skin of a predator, though—they angered too easily, and my reduced impulse control when I shifted into them made me nervous.

      Plus, they tended to draw attention, should anyone happen to see me in those forms. “Too volatile. I think we’ve had enough instability today, don’t you?”

      Rowan gave me a half-smile as she watched me toe out of my boots. “Just promise me you’ll be careful.”

      On impulse, I reached out for her and tugged her against me in a fierce hug. I was used to experiencing these strong waves of emotion when I was near our ancestors’ remains. When I tapped into their powers, aspects of their personalities often grafted on to mine as well.

      I’d come to know Margaret Abbott, my great-great-great-aunt on my mother’s side, whose skinwalker powers I’d be borrowing in just a moment, as a mother hen. Perhaps it was because she never had children, or because she spent her whole life caring for her twin brother, Samuel. By all accounts, he had been widely considered a simple man, though that hadn’t compromised his power to communicate with animals. Margaret and Samuel had shared twin-sense in more ways than one, and today their combined powers would help keep the Whelan sisters safe, even from the grave.

      Some people—myself included—thought ancestral magic felt morbid. But that didn’t mean I wasn’t grateful for the ability to access so many talents that otherwise would have been gone from this earth forever. A day never passed without me saying thank you to one dead family member or another.

      “You too, big sis.” My words were muffled by Rowan’s neck.

      She chuckled. “How about a Netflix binge when we get back? And maybe pizza? We’ll try to get Celeste to join us. I’ll even agree to one of those weird documentaries she likes to watch.”

      My heart warmed, relieved that Rowan really did want to fix this rift with Celeste. I knew Rowan had work to do, and her YouTube audience really would be missing her, but there was no denying we could all use some sister bonding time.

      “I’ll order and clean up,” I offered.

      “And pay?” Rowan asked as she walked backward out of the hidden area.

      “Greedy bitch!” I shouted, smiling as I shrugged out of my faux-fur vest and popped the button on my skinny jeans. “You know librarians make squat.”

      Her laughter rumbled back toward me even as she disappeared, and relief flooded through me. We would be okay. We just had to keep moving.

      Once she was gone, I let out a long, slow breath, undressed the rest of the way, and turned my thoughts to the past, and to Margaret.

      Margaret, with her waist-length hair that had rarely seen a pair of scissors, her perpetually ragged fingernails, and her forest-green eyes, a trait my mother’s family shared. Her eyes had always been open and accepting, her heart ready to embrace any creature she might encounter. She loved every animal, every person, and whether that had been the source of her immeasurable talent or a side effect, I would never know.

      Sometimes, when I was feeling sentimental, I still saw ghosts of my ancestors when I accessed their powers, They seemed to know when I needed to see their form, instead of accessing their memory. Margaret always appeared as a kindly older woman, while her brother’s ghost was forever a child. I drew strength from both of them. Tonight, though, my energy was low and my impatience to get back home was high.

      Now, with my whole heart, I humbly asked her and Samuel to lend me the powers that had been theirs in life. With this sort of witchcraft, there were no words or incantations to be recited, like so many books and movies would have people believe. Magic was either part of you, down to your blood, bones, and soul, or it wasn’t. Every magical person could access a basic set of abilities—glamouring objects, summoning items, simple conjuring and transfiguration, for example. As children, most of us were taught to master these simple manipulations, as well as tested to see whether we displayed any other talents. Still, all types of magic shared one trait: pure intention and practice made it easier to summon. My access to ancient power also didn’t hurt, but other than that, accessories and chants usually didn’t do much more than make a person look foolish.

      After a series of deep breaths, I envisioned a doe, her brown eyes seeking weaknesses in her environment, and her heart yearning to protect, to nurture. Margaret’s magic was powerful, and even though it had left the world with her nearly two hundred years ago, it took over my body without much effort. My backside rose up as my legs lengthened. My hands hit the ground and hardened into hooves, and my breasts turned to muscle, smoothing flush against my ribs, which now housed a massive heart nearly as large as my human head. My ears flicked this way and that, seeking to pinpoint the chirp of a bird, a falling leaf, and the running trickle of water half a mile away, in order to calculate their exact distance from me.

      As opposed to the sharp vision and vibrant color perception I’d had only moments ago, the forest now appeared grainy, in shades of brown and muddy green. The fact that I could see nearly three hundred degrees without moving my head a millimeter made up for that deficit.

      Now I stood on four legs, ready to walk our property’s perimeter and connect with as many animals as possible. They lived out here, they saw everything. And if need be, they would serve as an early warning system.

      My part of the ritual depended on them.

      Accessing the powers of two ancestors at the same time hadn’t come easily. When I was in middle school, Mom had brought me out here and made me practice, month in and month out, walking the forest beside her in one animal form or another. At the time, I’d complained that it was creepy, trying to suck magical energy out of dead people’s bones. Wasn’t tapping into them one at a time gross enough?

      She’d never lost patience with me. Not once. Now she was gone, and I couldn’t help but wish I’d had more patience with her.

      I set off loping along the edges of our land, picking up on the energy of rabbits in their warrens, birds and squirrels in their nests, mice in their repurposed tree stumps, rat snakes in their holes. I felt the presence of the book, as I always did, as though it were a small, warm pit settled in my chest, throbbing in time with my heartbeat. The closer I got to it, the stronger that feeling became. I called upon that sensation, of the book being safely where it belonged, and as I passed I asked each animal to watch, to listen, and to sound the alarm should anything breach our boundary in search of our book.

      Animals had a network of magic separate from ours. Overall, it was weak in comparison to human magic, but it was deeply communal in nature. The different species here were tied to our earth and to one another, and their reverence for the land—and the community we’d formed together—created its own protection, even stronger when they worked in sync. Just as our ancestors had lived on this land and protected it with their lives, so too had these animals and their forebears. The earth gave humanity more than it deserved, our father used to tell us, and it was the magical faction’s calling to give as much back to the planet we called home as the rest of humankind took from it. It was a worthy and weighty responsibility—one I constantly strived to fulfill.

      I’d nearly finished my circuit around the four-mile perimeter of our property, my soul full of all the life forms that lived here, ready and willing to commit themselves to our service, when a loud pop startled me. My heart hammered, and my chest and ears pointed toward the noise. A flash of light burned through my left cornea, followed by the scream of a terrified, dying animal. The latter sent my skittish deer heart into a gallop, but before I could struggle against her instinct to bolt, the forest went dark and quiet once again.

      Being in deer form dulled my thoughts a little, making them rounder and less precise. Still, I had the sense that it was probably Celeste adding something a little more dramatic to the ritual after our disagreement, letting her frustration out through expression. I’d never heard a noise like that before, but perhaps I’d never been near enough to overhear part of her ritual.

      Worry settled in my center as I cantered back to my clothes. We should have tried harder to include her. We should have asked questions about how she was handling everything, and really listened. Rowan and I should have gone to greater pains to get her to explain her role, and what it took from her, and not just because we might be asked to fill the void someday.

      Because we loved our sister.

      A shudder—part relief and part exhaustion—wracked my body as it transformed back into a human. The blessed feeling of returning to my own skin, the detail coming back to my thoughts and awareness, washed over me like a familiar wave.

      Before I headed back toward the house, I took a moment to send my gratitude to the ancestors for lending me their talents, for their continued role in our protection and also that of our world.

      My hands and feet were filthy after loping through the woods, despite the leaf cover, and my fingers snagged twigs and snarls as they attempted to comb through my hair. Visions of a hot shower filled my head, spurring me into a quicker pace. I wanted to ask Celeste about the noise, and that animal’s horrible cry, but it would have to wait. Rowan always finished first, then me, and then, hours later, Celeste. In the meantime, I desperately needed a shower.

      Rowan was always bugging us to make sure the bathroom fan was on when we took a very hot shower, and her voice rang in my ears. It’ll make the walls damp. The paint will bubble, mold will grow, and the wood will rot. And then we’ll have to renovate our only bathroom. Is that what you want?

      By now, Celeste and I knew the speech so well we could mouth the words right along with her. We knew she was right too, and maybe it was childish that I couldn’t resist the delicious sensation of a steam-filled bathroom, but so be it. I headed straight for the bathroom when I got inside, purposefully not looking for Rowan first. Today, I needed the comfort of a steamy bathroom.

      As I stepped out of the shower and into the fog of humidity twenty minutes later, clean as a whistle and inhaling lavender-infused steam, I decided I’d be happy to defend my bad decision.

      That was, if she ever came out of her room. Her door was closed when I left the bathroom, presumably because she’d holed up in there to get a few things done while I finished my part of the ritual, and it was still closed after I emerged from my bedroom dressed in yoga pants, a camisole, and my favorite cashmere wrap sweater.

      I was ready to binge on TV and cheesy, carby goodness from Dirko’s. Nothing beat their “Kitchen Sink” pizza after a long day. Nothing. But Rowan didn’t like being disturbed while working, so I settled on the couch.

      Tucking my feet under me, I pulled the afghan off the back of the couch and tossed it over my legs, sinking into the warmth. Then I yawned as I began to scroll through my favorites to find Dirko’s number. Then yawned again.

      I stared into my phone, my vision watery from all the yawning. Good grief, I could probably lay my head back and fall asleep. It was weird, but my eyes were heavy. My head was buzzing.

      Why am I so tired?

      That thought was the last thing I remembered before there was nothing.
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      The first things I saw when I opened my eyes were the floor-to-ceiling windows that stretched along the back of our house. They were pitch black.

      During the new moon, we turned on extra lights around the house, just for a little extra security. Obviously, I’d fallen asleep before I could do that, but where the hell were Rowan and Celeste?

      God, my head hurts.

      My temples pounded with an endless throbbing drumbeat that I was sure I couldn’t bear a moment longer. Still struggling to pry my eyes open enough to see anything beyond darkness, I fumbled for my phone in the dent my butt had made on the couch. I found it wedged between the cushions, a cold brick that wouldn’t light with the push of either button. Dead.

      Every time I blinked, wisps of light and snatches of sound danced at the periphery of my senses, just out of reach. I knew what it was—my finely tuned senses were detecting lingering magic—but I’d never experienced it directly upon waking.

      Magic that I, obviously, had not worked, since I’d been sleeping.

      It didn’t belong to my sisters either. As we were coven members, I was as familiar with their signatures as I was with my own.

      I swore under my breath as I pulled myself to sitting, fear kicking in as I waited for my eyes to adjust to the dark living room. The coffee table and TV were there, solid before me, and the backyard stretched out into an endless black pool past the deck.

      Suddenly, the knob to Rowan’s door twisted and clicked. Then heavy steps fumbled out of her room. The tiny, blindingly bright flashlight from her phone bobbed through the dark toward me until she finally reached the light switch. The blinding brightness flooded my eyes, forcing a whimper from me.

      When I finally acclimated enough to pry my eyes open again, my heart nearly stopped.

      The coffee table and TV were still in place, yes, but the same couldn’t be said of anything else. The recliner on one end of the kitchen and the midcentury modern armchair on the other were both upside down, their tired springs reflecting grotesque frowns at us. I whirled back to the small office tucked just inside the front entrance of our house to find the hard drive cracked open and books scattered across the carpet as though someone had blasted them off all at once. Drawers hung open, some pulled out and overturned, and scraps of shredded paper littered every surface like confetti.

      Across the house, the fridge gaped open and the kitchen cabinets drooped off their hinges helter-skelter. Shards of dishes dotted the countertops. The sight squeezed a pained squeak past my lips.

      Those had been my mother’s dishes, adorably vintage and filled with family history, bought for her as a wedding present. Our father had loved to take them out at gatherings and name-drop his way through the history of each piece. He always seemed to love the connections our family line boasted and would tell anyone about my mother’s family history as though he’d somehow laid claim to it by marrying her. The dishes were a symbol of that.

      I let out a slow breath as I picked up a couple of broken fragments.

      “It’s just dishes,” Rowan said softly, in her own way trying to comfort me. “Not our parents.”

      “No, I know.” I pressed the two pieces together, as if I could fix the plate, but it was too shattered.

      I didn’t know why my eyes were welling up.

      “The memories aren’t broken,” Rowan said, taking the pieces from me and tossing them down atop the rest.

      I nodded. Though, I wondered how intact my memory of my parents was to begin with. Sometimes Rowan seemed to have a different impression of our parents than I had. It’s not like they were perfect, she would say. How rosily you view the world, Phoebe Whelan.

      Like we were one person, Rowan and I panned our eyes to the floor-to-ceiling glass windows. Now that the lights were on, the damage to them was clear as day—an impact mark in the center of each gave way to radial cracks twisting outward. Several large shards remained attached to the frame, waiting to slice anything soft that dared to scrape against them. The rest had been shattered completely and lay in shards on the floor below.

      My heart sank until it felt heavy as a rock in my stomach.

      Had Celeste done this?

      Guilt slammed me hard at the thought, especially when I realized something was wrong. Something was very, very wrong.

      As Celeste’s sister, as two-thirds of her coven, we could always feel her.

      Except now I couldn’t.

      I gasped, suddenly finding it difficult to draw breath, and Rowan stumbled toward the couch. Our eyes met, and I knew the realization had struck her at nearly the same time.

      “Celeste,” I cried.

      “And the book,” Rowan choked out. She reached over and scrabbled for my hands, clutching them until her knuckles glowed white. We closed our eyes, and I sent my mind along the coven connection we’d formed when Celeste was just seventeen.

      My eyes popped open after a few seconds, then locked on my sister’s.

      “They’re both gone,” we said together.

      We’d been warned there would be violent physical effects if anything should happen to either the book or one of us—our magical bonds, to one another and the book, ensured it—but we’d never experienced it firsthand.

      Until now.

      Rowan’s body pitched forward, over her knees, and she vomited onto the carpet. Tears trailed down my cheeks. Rowan was the neat freak. She would never, ever have done that if things were even remotely okay.

      “All right,” I babbled, rubbing her back and swallowing back my own nausea. “This is fine. We’ll just track her. We can do that, remember? We have a coven bond, we can… witch-GPS her, or whatever, in great times of need.” I knew this all to be absolutely true. There were protections in place for witches. We looked out for our own, and part of that involved establishing coven bonds so that we could communicate with one another remotely in times of great need.

      Rowan sat up, chest heaving. “This is a time of great need,” she said raggedly.

      “It is.” I nodded, trying to make my words sound sure. Decisive. “Celeste needs us.”

      “Bee,” Rowan said as she struggled to compose herself. “We had that fight, and now Celeste and the book are gone…” She didn’t finish the accusation, but it was there all the same.

      “No,” I barked out, harsher than I’d intended, denying my own suspicion and hers. “She would never take it and run off. Never.”

      Rowan looked chastised, but I could still see the doubt in her eyes, a doubt that still throbbed in my own chest.

      “Let’s find her,” I said, hoping I was right. That Celeste hadn’t run away from us and taken the book with her. The book siphoned energy from her. Surely, if she’d decided to run off, she would have left it behind.

      Unless she plans to use the spells within the covers.

      No. Celeste might be upset with us, but she wouldn’t betray us. Especially that way. It wasn’t like her—nobody was less power-hungry than Celeste. Besides, she couldn’t open it without us. We’d accepted the duty of protection together, so it was bound to all three of us.

      Rowan and I turned to face each other and clasped hands, palms pressed flush together. Her fingertips curled down, resting between my knuckles, and I let the smooth, cool feel of her skin on mine ground me. I breathed in deep, and so did she. We would have to reach further this time. Call on more magic. Whatever it took to locate Celeste, to make sure she was alive.

      “Your hair smells good,” Rowan said. Her voice shook, but I knew she was trying to force us both to relax.

      “Your breath smells gross,” I answered, managing a small smile.

      We both knew that goodwill between coven members was necessary to complete this task, and any anxiety we felt would make the job harder. I focused my mind on my love for my sisters. It was less simple than it had been a decade ago, but the complications between us had built in layers of history that fortified our coven bond against almost anything.

      Looking into Rowan’s bright green irises was like looking into a mirror. Together, we let our eyes flutter shut for a second time, this time focusing all our magic and energy on finding the third pair of eyes that perfectly matched ours.

      Like a hawk swooping over the earth looking for prey, my vision roved over our land and the surrounding area, searching for our sister. It was a field of black, and we were hoping for a small green flare, any pop of power at all, anywhere. With every passing second, the throbbing in my skull seemed to worsen. The opaque black of my mind’s eye seemed to pulse along with it, bending and stretching, teasing at the empty space inside me that Celeste had left behind.

      With that thought, Rowan gasped. Her eyes flew open and she choked out, “It’s too much. It hurts too much.”

      “Headache?”

      “No,” she said. “My whole body. Like my limbs are going to just fall away. Like every cell is too heavy to operate.”

      I wanted to sob. Wanted to scream, to awaken every ancestral magic power available to me and demand they help me. But my head hurt so badly, and the only rational explanation for the disappearance of the book and my sister was that a witch had stolen them both.

      And taken them so far away we couldn’t find her, not even with our magic combined.

      No, hidden. Please let her be hidden. I couldn’t consider the alternative.

      “Of course they were taken,” Rowan said, addressing the last thought before I gave it voice. “Celeste wouldn’t leave. She wouldn’t take the book. Or even allow it to be taken, no matter how angry she was at us. I was wrong to suggest otherwise.”

      Her restored faith in our sister filled me with more relief than it should have. And yet...

      “Rowan,” I said, “we should have at least been able to sense her magic. That’s the whole point of the bond. We sense one another. We should at least have heard her, felt...” My breaths were coming short. My head was still throbbing, and now dizzy with panic too.

      That thought I couldn’t consider had taken over the forefront of my mind.

      “She’s not dead,” Rowan insisted, sounding like she was trying to convince herself as much as she was trying to convince me. “We’d feel a void if she was. There’s no void. We just can’t feel her.”

      I nodded. Our mother had taught us that the loss of a coven member left a void in the remaining witches’ souls. I’d often wondered if that was what had killed our father after her death. There was no sucking void now. Only fear and panic.

      Now that I’d convinced myself that Celeste was still alive, I turned to a new concern. There were only two things the Small Council had entrusted to the three of us—stay together and protect the Book of Sindal.

      We’d failed at both.

      My near-hysteria returned. “What will the Small Council do to us when they find out?”

      “Stop,” Rowan hissed.

      She’d grabbed my shoulders, and now she dug her perfect half-moon manicure into the skin there. In a distant corner of my mind, I worried that she was damaging the cashmere knit— stretching it out or, worse, tearing it. Focus on that, I told myself. Center yourself on the here and now.

      The pain in my chest ebbed a bit, and I was able to take in a controlled breath.

      “Who would want them?” I asked, struggling to keep the panic at bay. Panic wasn’t going to do any of us any good now.

      Rowan picked up her phone and started scrolling through it, like she was searching her autodial numbers for inspiration. Hell, maybe she was. Her eye caught something on the screen and her breath hitched.

      “Phoebe,” she said, her voice trembling. “What day is it?”

      “October ninth,” I answered, sure as anything. We’d been taught to perform the fortification rituals for the Book of Sindal on the new moon, without fail. Our power intensified during the new moon, and it was known to all magic-bearers that it was the best time for destroying or banishing unwanted forces. We carefully charted the moon’s phases and planned our schedules accordingly.

      Rowan turned her phone to me, shaking her head. “Phoebe, this says it’s just past midnight on the eleventh. We’ve been knocked out for over twenty-four hours.”
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      Horror shot through my body, turning my blood to ice.

      “Twenty-four hours,” I whispered, scarcely believing the words coming out of my own mouth. “That’s… she could be… I mean, who knows where. Rowan, we have to go,” I sputtered, staring at my sister with wide eyes. “Now.”

      I darted to the front hall closet. My coat, which I’d neatly hung the last time I’d been conscious, had been torn from the closet and now lay limply on the floor like an animal’s carcass. I shuddered at the images that came to me unbidden, bolstered by the memory of that animal’s dying scream I’d heard yesterday, and plucked my coat from the hardwood floor. I was not that animal. Not now. Not yet. I spun back to the living room and stopped in my tracks at the sight of my sister sitting at the kitchen table, slowly and methodically pulling a notebook and pen from the drawer tucked into the underside.

      “What are you doing?” I demanded.

      “We can’t go anywhere, Phoebe, not until we have an idea of who did this and how.”

      Our sister was missing, and Rowan’s solution was to sit at our table like Lois Lane drawing up a to-do list on a Monday morning. Typical.

      “Think about it,” she continued, her expression and tone the very definition of calm. “The reason the Small Council entrusted the Book of Sindal to our protection is because nobody knows it’s here.”

      I had a flashback of our mother, who’d always gone into what we called Serenity Mode whenever she was especially upset or stressed. Her voice would go soft and a bit higher, and her features would slacken. It was her way of coping. In this moment, Rowan was her copy.

      “And if anyone did know it was here, they shouldn’t have been able to get to it,” I supplied, responding to her calm aura.

      “The expression triangle, combined with our family’s blood magic and what the two of us contribute, should have protected it,” she continued. “Unless someone figured out the book was here...”

      “...and found out everything about our protections and figured out a way to circumvent them,” I finished.

      “Right. So I think the answer to how they took it could tell us who is responsible.”

      Rowan’s thing was Serenity Mode. Mine, apparently, was constant motion. I couldn’t sit still for another second and settled for pacing instead of bursting out the door.

      “If they knew enough about the book to steal it, they also knew enough about Celeste to know that they would not want to mess with her unless they absolutely had to,” I said as I paced from one end of the living room to the other and back again.

      “Unless they thought they could control her,” Rowan said. My pacing seemed to have set her scribbling, and she was frantically jotting notes. “The problem is they would also know enough about her to know we’d do anything to get her back, making her the perfect bait to get the two of us in the same place as her…”

      “… and if they have blood from all three of us, they can open it,” I finished.

      “Yeah,” Rowan said.

      I bit my lower lip, my mind wandering back over the past several weeks. The anger. The incident at work. The therapy. The question of whether Celeste could have played a role in this rose again, but I banished it.

      Celeste was troubled, sure, but she was on our side. She was still a Whelan. She would never betray us, or the book.

      “But only a handful of people know they would need our blood,” Rowan said. “I would think they’d have taken all three of us if they knew.”

      Fear swamped my thoughts when I tried to imagine what was happening to my sister. Was she scared? Had they hurt her?

      Rowan must have still been connected to my thoughts because she slammed her pen on the table and slowly rose. “Phoebe. Thoughts like that won’t help anything.”

      “I know. I’m sorry.”

      “Who do you think did this?” she asked with a shaky voice. “What if it’s someone from the Small Council? We had to fight so hard to get them to leave the book here.”

      “Well, not all of them…”

      “… but more than a few. They didn’t want us to have it. And who else even knows it actually exists?”

      I shuddered at the memory of how hard we’d had to lobby to keep our family relic where it belonged. Where it was safest. On our property, safe in an expression triangle cast by one of the strongest witches of my acquaintance, buoyed and fortified by our blood connection to the power and the land. Cushioned by the power I drew from our ancestors, deep in the earth, and Rowan’s impressive glamouring talent. All of our powers were fortified by the strength of our coven bond. The book had been on our land for over two hundred years, and in our family even longer. We’d all agreed the Whelan sisters wouldn’t be the ones to lose possession of it.

      The ironic part was that we had done that very thing.

      Rowan latched on to the idea that someone in the Small Council might be responsible. “The Salvage brothers were vocal about their reluctance to let us keep it. They pretended they weren’t behind the efforts to block our possession of it, but I know they were,” she said, shaking her head. “And I suspect they wanted it for themselves.”

      “Well, the whole Atchison clan glared at us during every single one of our arguments,” I said. “I don’t trust a single one of the people who opposed us.”

      The Valerian Small Council was comprised of thirty-one members, and twelve of them had been opposed to us keeping the book. As far as I was concerned, all twelve dissenters were suspects in the kidnapping of Celeste and the book.

      Rowan nodded. “I’m certain there were others who opposed us, but their loyalty to our parents swayed their votes to our side.”

      At the time, the three of us had brushed off their opposition as something to be expected. Of course the Small Council didn’t want to leave one of its most closely guarded possessions in the hands of two women who weren’t old enough to buy alcohol and one who wasn’t even considered an adult. Our mother’s death—followed quickly by our father’s—had forced their hand.

      Claiming our rightful role as the book’s protectors had given us a sense of purpose. We’d felt powerful, like we’d stepped into our rightful place in history. Like we’d reclaimed our connection to our mother’s family and legacy.

      The three of us had agreed privately that we wouldn’t give up the book, or our ancestral duty to protect it, no matter what the Council decided—something Rowan had then shared on the record. The reaction among the Council members that day had been vocal and, in hindsight, expected—the book belonged to witchkind, not the Whelan sisters.

      In the end, the Council voted for us to keep the book, but there was no doubt in my mind that the members present that day never forgot how presumptuous and haughty we’d been. We’d been so sure that we were right. We’d never be able to live down how wrong we were, or how we’d acted that day.

      Now that the book was gone and one of us along with it, I feared our youth would come back to bite us. Whether someone on the Council was responsible or not, surely the Council as a whole would blame us. They’d think it had been an inside job, just as we had briefly considered.

      From the wary look on Rowan’s face, she was thinking the same thing. She was pale too, and on that observation, our baser needs occurred to me. “We should eat something,” I said. “Before we go.”

      Rowan’s hand ghosted over her stomach. “I couldn’t keep anything down. Could you?”

      She had a point. I normally could find room in my stomach for anything, anytime. Now there was a sort of twisting pit in my gut.

      Minutes later, we slid into the heated leather seats of her SUV without even discussing where we were going.

      “Not making fun of me for butt-heating now, are you?” she asked. Her voice was shaky, and I knew she was making the attempt at humor for me. The burden of being the oldest sister was normally something Rowan bore beautifully, but the older we got, the easier it was for me to detect cracks in the façade.

      “Nope,” I said as I wiggled my yoga-pants-clad butt into the rapidly warming leather.

      “Protocol Thirteen,” Rowan said, holding her phone out to me. “And plug your phone in before you do anything else.”

      I froze. No one had called a Protocol Thirteen since our mother died.

      “You’re sure about this? We still need to consider that someone on the Valerian Small Council might be behind this.”

      “I know, which means we need to do this by the book…no pun intended.” Rowan met my slightly raised eyebrow with a confident stare. “For one, the rules state that we have to. Two, the people behind this might expect us to cover it up. They might arrange one of their random inspections, knowing that the book is gone. But three, this affects the entire Valeria community. There are good people on the Small Council, and we have to trust them to help us.”

      I might not like it, but everything she said made perfect sense. “Okay.”

      “I get it, though,” she said, softer now. “This is going to be ugly, but it’ll give us a chance to try to sniff out who’s responsible. Protocol Thirteen calls all the Small Council members to attend—the ones who want to help and anyone who might be guilty. Maybe you could find an empath near the city. That way you can at least get a rough idea of who might be responsible.”

      She was referring to my ancestral magic talent. If there was an ancestor, however far up on the family tree, buried in close proximity, I could access their talents from the grave. The ability to draw magic from distant relatives was incredibly useful when we wandered from our home base and family cemetery. Like now, when we had to leave in the middle of the night to hunt for our kidnapped baby sister.

      Breathe in and out, Phoebe. It’s gonna be okay. I ran through my mental database of the ancestral powers I’d sensed or accessed throughout my life. There were a lot near Columbus, but I couldn’t remember which areas of the city they were on. “Yep, I’m pretty sure there’s one really close to downtown,” I bluffed. My white lie was rewarded by Rowan’s shoulders relaxing just the slightest bit.

      There was silence for a time. I pulled my cashmere wrap tighter around myself. I could have changed into something less comfortable and more grownup looking, but if one of the Council members was the person who’d kidnapped our sister and stolen the Book of Sin, I didn’t want to look fierce and capable. I wanted to look scared and vulnerable. I wanted them to think I was the sitting duck.

      I worried at my lower lip, thinking that now was the time for us to really talk about Celeste. At least, how the Valerian Small Council might see the situation.

      “Ro…”

      “Bee…,” she echoed after I paused for a few extra seconds.

      “You know they’re going to blame us for this. Our main argument to keep the book was that no one could break our protections. They’ll accuse Celeste, and maybe they’ll think we’re complicit too.”

      She remained silent, her eyes locked on the wheel. Obviously she thought the same thing.

      “Plus, our leader is the most powerful aura reader in generations,” I added. “We’re not going to be able to keep our recent family, um, issues a secret. It’s going to look bad for Celeste.”

      She pushed out a sigh. “I thought about that. But appearances are deceiving. She’ll see that too.”

      In true Rowan fashion, we weren’t going to keep talking about the potential for something to be bad. Pretend the monster isn’t there and it disappears. She used that theory when Celeste and I were little and had been scared of the dark, but as adults, it didn’t quite hold up.

      “The longer we wait, the worse it looks. You make the call. I’ll start driving toward town.” She held the phone out to me once again.

      This time, I took it. Rowan threw the car into gear and my empty stomach lurched as we started to drive.

      Sometimes I thought about how ridiculous it was that, with all the talents the witches and mages in our community possessed, we still relied on cell phones, with their ridiculously fallible batteries and patchy networks. But in a world where we tried our best to blend in, some things just were.

      I punched in the sequence without hesitating, the five numbers as ingrained in my head as 9-1-1 was to nonmagic children in America.

      “Good evening, Valerian Council emergency access line. Are you aware that you’ve dialed the code for Protocol Thirteen?” The man on the other end of the line sounded impossibly bored.

      It made sense. While men possessed magical talent, their talents tended to be weaker than women’s. If you were a mage working for the Council, phone operations might be the most exciting job you could handle.

      “Yes, I’m aware.”

      “So you’d like to activate Protocol Thirteen? You’re sure this is a situation that can’t be handled by local authorities or the Protective Force?”

      I bit my tongue against the snark that was just begging to fly out. “In this case, the local authority is the Small Council. The situation pertains to their own directive. They’ll want to be notified as quickly as possible.”

      “Oh…” His tone changed from bored to anxious. While most small council matters were secret, everyone knew their directives meant serious business. “Um… certainly. Please hold.”

      Well, that perked him up.

      I rolled my eyes and glanced toward Rowan. “Honestly, how many witches does he think accidentally dial a Protocol Thirteen?”

      Rowan laughed, gripping the steering wheel tightly as she navigated the dark, twisting roads toward Columbus, Ohio. “Maybe a few of them manufacture emergencies to see how the Small Council works.”

      “Maybe.” But it didn’t seem smart. The one time we’d been privy to a Small Council meeting, I’d gotten the impression they would not handle frivolous instigations lightly.

      It was a little funny that the largest concentration of witches and mages in North America circled this Midwestern town that desperately wanted to be a city. That twenty miles away from where the Valerian Large Council met monthly, cows and horses grazed in pastures. Homeowners mowed their lawns with riding lawnmowers and some towns still had a milk delivery service.

      Presumably, they’d chosen this area for just that reason—it was an unassuming place for witches and mages to assimilate into nonmagical society. Plus, it was close to our property and the book, which was the main reason the Council wouldn’t relocate, whether anyone was willing to admit it or not. Maybe that was the thief’s motive for stealing it. Some of the younger members might want to move it to a more exciting location, and our carelessness would give them reason enough to justify a move.

      “Ms. Whelan?” The mage returned to the line. He must have an aural talent—the magical equivalent of caller ID.

      “Yes, I’m here.”

      “Please report to 34 West Broad Street.”

      “Thank you,” I said curtly before hanging up.

      I took a deep breath and blew it out slowly, battling the still-present physical pain from the loss of my sister and the book. The distance between my temples felt like it was connected by an ever-tightening wire, and I talked myself through breathing exercises, trying to force my jaw to loosen. I had no idea what was going to happen over the next few hours, days, or even weeks, but I was pretty sure it wasn’t going to be a sunny, pleasant walk in the park. Walking into it with a migraine would only make it worse.

      Rowan’s tight voice broke through the heavy silence. “What’s this guy do—”

      My head jerked back and to the right with a sudden impact—a violent crunch of metal, the squeal of rubber tires scraping over asphalt, pinching pain instantly invading my neck. Rowan’s scream shook my brain and one word played on a loop through my thoughts. No.

      No, no. This cannot be happening. Not now.

      These twisting roads had caused our mother’s death when she’d flipped her car on a rainy night. Our father had heard the news, suffered a heart attack, and died the next day. Our parents had orphaned us. Rowan and I couldn’t leave Celeste all alone. She needed us now more than ever.

      There was no way this was an accident.

      “Phoebe, get down!” Rowan screeched, her hands still in a death grip on the steering wheel. Somehow, she’d managed to keep driving.

      My brain took a couple seconds to process the unmistakable sound of gunshots and the sensation of glass shattering over my head. In the next breath, I wriggled down in my seat.

      Forget breathing exercises—they were impossible while screaming. I was in full-on fight-or-flight mode, which was probably what made me stupidly lift my head to assess the situation.

      I looked out my window, at the car that had just slammed into us. The gunmetal gray SUV was even larger than Rowan’s, and much boxier—basically a tank. It probably hadn’t suffered more than a scratch, and it was still on our tail. I whipped my head around and caught a glimpse of its carbon copy in our left side rearview mirror before it sped past us.

      Rowan muttered curses under her breath as her knuckles turned white on the steering wheel. The engine roared as she pushed the pedal straight to the floor, though I could already tell we’d never be able to outrun them. And we’d likely seen just the beginning of their aggression.

      “Can you see them?” Rowan asked in a frantic whisper.

      “They all have hoods,” I said, still glancing out the window. What the hell kind of gothic mafia horror movie was happening to us? “There are five of them. No, six. Two in the car in front of us and three in the car behind.” My brain barely registered the shape of a long-barrel gun being lifted in one of the windows, and I ducked again, unable to stop the scream from escaping my throat. “Who wears hoods?”

      “Phoebe, can you access anyone?”

      “Are you nuts? Do you know anything about how my talent works?” I wasn’t being fair, and I knew it, but her question couldn’t have been more ridiculous. I’d never been able to access talents from ancestors without standing completely still, in total quiet, and pouring all my concentration into the effort.

      “I know, Phoebe, but if there were ever a time to try… look, we’re coming up on Galena. I’m going to find the graveyard, and we’ll do circles around it if we have to.”

      “Holy shit, Rowan, don’t you think this might be a good time for you to pull out your bag of tricks?” I’d seen Rowan glamour everything from a tiny teacup (into a hairy wolf spider) to an entire field full of grazing cattle (into a used car lot). Her detail was immaculate, and quick.

      “They know we’re here and have us boxed in. Even if I make us disappear, they’ll be able to find us.” The car behind us clipped our back bumper again, and she jerked the wheel, swerving us to toward the shoulder. “Besides, they seem to know who we are. They might have someone who can see through my glamour and spot us anyway.”

      “But they might not,” I countered, thinking her reasoning was ridiculous. “Try it!”

      Her brow furrowed as she gripped the wheel tighter. “I’m doing it but—oh shit!”

      One of the SUVs was heading us off, while the other rode inches from our back bumper. My mind raced in time with my heart. Mercifully, when I looked out the windshield, the little town of Galena was directly in our path, complete with its historical buildings, cobblestone streets, innumerable alleys, and in the center of town, just behind the church, its graveyard.

      “See if you can hide us in that alley. Straight ahead, right in front of the church,” I bit out from between clenched teeth.

      A steely look of determination settled onto Rowan’s face, and she yanked the steering wheel left, just a couple hundred feet from where the first SUV waited ahead, parked now. The alleys were so narrow, built over a century ago to accommodate pedestrian traffic and maybe the occasional pull-cart, that our SUV barely fit between the uneven brick walls. I winced as the side mirror on the passenger side snapped off as we turned. If we survived this, Rowan would probably want to have a funeral for the damn thing. There weren’t many things she loved more than this car.

      My teeth clacked together as we hurtled over the cobblestone pavement, and without warning, the engine cut out. I pitched forward, slamming my head on the glove compartment so hard I saw stars.

      “Sit. Perfectly. Still,” Rowan said in a nearly silent yet terrified whisper.

      “I’m trying,” I muttered, my hand frozen on my throbbing forehead.

      “I’m blending us in with these bricks long enough for you to see if any of our dead cousins are buried two blocks down the street,” she responded. For a second, it sounded like she was about to chuck Serenity Mode and start sobbing. “They’re driving in circles. Can you hear them?”

      In the dead of night in this sleepy town, the screech of tires from the small-scale tanks on wheels careening through the streets was faint but unmistakable.

      “Okay,” Rowan prodded. “Who’s here?”

      Right. Ancestors. I forced my shaky breaths to even out and tried to ignore the pain that rattled through my skull.

      Borrowing talents from one’s ancestors was more art than skill. There was an element of convincing the dead to let me share their abilities, even if only for a brief moment—but many I asked were grateful for the chance to live again, through my magic. As a child, I’d grown up reporting the activities of the ghosts surrounding and inhabiting our farmhouse as though they were simply living alongside us. To be honest, I couldn’t remember whether they had seemed as real to me as my parents and sisters. Mom thought they’d worked extra hard to make themselves known to me, sensing my talent. When I was nine or ten, she’d sat me down and explained to me that Margaret and Samuel Abbott had passed away long ago. I felt a pang of loss at that news, which lasted only until she’d explained to me that she thought they wanted me to share the talents they’d possessed while they were living.

      Magic, she’d said, was more potent than blood, more durable than our fragile bodies, more powerful than even death. It flowed through our family, through the land we lived on, through our memory and our future. Magic was forever, and I was one of the few witches blessed with a magical gift that would allow the talents of the past to live on for generations.

      That afternoon long ago, I’d managed to connect my energy to Farren Skellig, buried underneath the ash tree nearest to the house. I’d giggled as her energy joyfully wound its potency through me, and made our plates, cups, and utensils fly around the kitchen. After an hour, I’d set the table for dinner using my talent.

      Dad had been so proud, and I couldn’t remember a time when I’d felt happier.

      Farren had died young of typhus, and had never strengthened her talent much beyond objects heavier than a stoneware plate. I hoped someone a little more advanced was buried in the little churchyard of Galena.

      I stilled my body, using every fiber of my being to reach out to the bodies of witches and mages who’d lived and died generations before me, searching for anyone with whom I shared even a scrap of DNA. My lips formed a silent please, and then, like a beacon of light, someone answered me—the spirit of a young man. Young, strong, and angry.

      If Rowan and I hadn’t been teetering on the edge of death at the moment, I would have taken the time to get a good read on him—what his name had been, where he’d lived and died, what he’d done, whom he’d loved. With enough time and concentration, I could normally sense an ancestor’s talents and then consider how best to use them. This was not a normal circumstance, though, and the shock waves of the mortal danger Rowan and I were in must have reverberated up through our family tree.

      I heard the man’s command in clear, unmistakable language.

      The statue. Throw it.

      The ghost’s magic burst to life in my veins, making me hot and restless. His magic was powerful, and every muscle in my body strained to both contain it and utilize it. I moaned, clutching fistfuls of hair in my hands, doubling over into myself.

      The statue.

      I’d only seen the church for a split second in our race through town, but I knew exactly what he meant. A statue, at least ten feet tall, of some Catholic saint, proudly stood guard outside at the base of the church steps.

      Suddenly, my consciousness was transferred to my ancestor’s ghost—a first for me—and we hovered together next to the statue. As I focused on moving the copper statue, its feet began to wobble on the base. Another surge of power, and it rose off its base and hovered in the air above the cobblestones.

      A second later, the first of the cars—its driver and passengers still shrouded in dark hoods—skidded around the corner and sped down the street directly in front of the church. In the dark, they wouldn’t notice the hovering statue. More of my ancestor’s magic pushed through me, and I turned the statute horizontal to the ground, then hurled it toward them, a copper torpedo that smashed their windshield—and all four of their skulls—into an unrecognizable mess of glass, blood, and bone.

      I’d barely had time to register my horror at what I’d done when the second car swerved, then crashed into the plate glass storefront opposite the church, disabling the vehicle. I felt the life force of one of the second car’s passengers fade away, but the other one was hanging on by a thread. Even though we didn’t share a coven bond with these mages, we could always sense the power of other witches and mages. There were only a few thousand of us magic folk left in North America, and our similarities bonded us more closely than we would have liked at times.

      Then, just as suddenly as my consciousness had left my body, it returned. My ancestor’s magic was gone, but its lingering traces made me feel buzzed.

      The pain in my skull dissolved at a blessedly rapid rate, and I raised my head to look at Rowan. “They’re dead. All but one.”

      She blew out a shaky breath, forcing her lips together as she lifted the glamour from the car. “We have to talk to the survivor. Find out what in the hell is going on.”

      I nodded solemnly, watching the hood of the car shed what looked like brick-patterned wallpaper as we started moving toward the end of the alley.

      We made the turn onto the street where both smashed cars sat in uncanny stillness, their hoods smoking. Standing at the pedestal in the city square was the specter of my ancestor, a burly bearded man in overalls, watching solemnly.

      Thank you, I whispered to him in my head.

      He gave me a slow nod, then disappeared.

      “The statue?” Rowan asked in part amazement, part fear.

      Of course, Rowan couldn’t see him, so I turned my attention to her and focused on our new concern. The Valeria community had one solemn, common duty—to keep our existence secret from everyone else. Making a statue fly through the air and slam itself into an SUV, killing everyone inside, couldn’t exactly be explained away as a force of nature, but there hadn’t been a ton of options. This incident alone would have been worthy of initiating a Protocol Thirteen.

      “There’s not a damn tree in sight,” I explained dejectedly, even though I knew she’d probably already worked that out. “But I only did what he told me to do. He was very strong,” I added as though trying to justify what I’d done. “I could barely contain his magic.”

      Rowan nodded. She didn’t blame me. She was just scared. We both were. “Let’s find the survivor.”

      “In the passenger seat of the second SUV,” I said as we pulled to a stop yards away from the crash and hopped out. Surveillance cameras would hopefully show two women getting out of their car to help victims of a freak accident, and we’d call the police as soon as we left the area to corroborate that.

      The black-cloaked figure sat slumped back in the seat, left leg twisted at an impossible angle that made my stomach turn. I leaned in close, trying to see if the person was conscious. It was a woman, with long hair and delicate hands. She was motionless but moaning softly. Death loomed over her, easy enough for any witch with the barest read of her aura to see. My stomach twisted and flipped at the thought that I had caused this. I had killed her, even if she had been the one to knock on death’s door.

      “Who are you? What do you want with us?” Rowan hissed from the smashed-out window on the driver’s side.

      I knew blood freaked Rowan out. The shock of the situation must have made her capable of ignoring the dead body inches away from her face.

      “Not… the end… of this.” Her voice wheezed, reedy and rasping, from beneath the hood. “Now… rises… the darkness.”

      My heart sped up as the scream of police sirens pierced the air. I recoiled from the dying woman’s rattling breaths, and as I inserted the space between us, I noticed something shimmering on the hood of her cloak.

      “Give me your phone,” I urged, and Rowan cursed as she fumbled it out of her pocket. I leaned back down and snapped a photo of the glittering two-inch symbol embroidered on the hood of the black cloak.

      The police were on their way, and there was nothing we could do for her—neither of us had a healing talent—so we left.

      We were back in Rowan’s car and peeling out of the downtown area seconds before law enforcement arrived. Just minutes later, we were doing fifty miles an hour with our brights on down the country road, barreling toward Columbus.

      While Rowan drove, I studied the photo on her phone. The black fabric of the woman’s hood had been rendered gray by the flash, throwing the embroidery into sharp relief. The stitching was crude, done by an amateur hand, but deliberate.

      “There’s a symbol there,” I said, still trying to catch my breath.

      “One you recognize?”

      I peered at it. Two triangles intersected, one upside down, their points almost meeting in the middle, twisted together. But the points didn’t completely close—instead, they twisted together to form two smaller triangles that nestled in the center of the design. The path of each triangle led into the next, and the next—they were intertwined even though they seemed distinct.

      We’d studied runes, magical symbols, even the art of ancient witchcraft and mythology as children. In all the magic history books and journals we’d pored over, I was confident this was nothing I’d ever seen. Not exactly. “Not exactly the same, but it does look familiar, doesn’t it?”

      She snuck a glance at the image on her phone. “Makes me think of one of those Celtic crosses we stared at in church every week. The design in the center?”

      I tilted my head. “I guess. The knot has three intersecting shapes too, but they’re curved...”

      “Right, but you know it’s just a design element for the cross. The cross existed before it ever became symbolic for Christianity. It’s older than Jesus.”

      “Probably,” I said, and Rowan grunted.

      She glanced over, and her brow furrowed. “You’re the one who’s always saying that if humanity stopped to learn about more than the last two thousand years, we’d all be better off. Is it impossible that this symbol and the little thingy on the cross would be connected?”

      I allowed myself a small, quiet laugh about how typical-Rowan this was—thinking she knew more than I did about any given topic, even though I was always the one with my nose in a book. Seven hells, I was a librarian.

      But there was no denying that the symbol and what it might mean was significant. Whoever these people were, they clearly felt strongly enough about their cause to wear creepy hoods and try to kill two young women. And like any zealous cult, they even created their own insignia—which would hopefully be a pretty good starting point for identifying them.

      Had this group of maniacs stolen the book and our sister, or had they somehow figured out the book was gone and thought we were responsible?

      

      I took a deep breath, then put a hand on Rowan’s leg.

      “We just have to hope the Council can help,” she said, as if trying to reassure herself.

      One way or the other, the Council was our best hope now.
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      “What the hell happened to you?” A redheaded young man, around Celeste’s age, jogged up to Rowan’s SUV as we pulled up to the Palace Theatre, just on the edge of what passed for “downtown” in Columbus.

      “Archer, right?” I thought I remembered seeing him here and there at a few mandatory Valeria community get-togethers.

      He nodded, then took in the busted back windows and bullet holes in the door panels. “Good to see you ladies. You all right?”

      “We’ve been better,” Rowan said in a dry tone.

      “I’d guess so. I’m surprised to see you two at a Protocol Thirteen meeting, and without your sister.”

      Rowan and I kept silent, not wanting to answer. Rumor had it that Archer was a gossip. I wouldn’t put it past him to have taken this valet job just so he could try to get information no one else was privy to. Something told me to keep my lips sealed about the evidence of the attack on our way here.

      “We haven’t had a Protocol Thirteen in years,” he said. “The second basement is buzzing.”

      “Second basement?” I asked with a weary raise of my eyebrow. We’d only returned to consciousness for a few hours, but I already felt like I could sleep for a week.

      “Yep. Lucia picked this location. Big difference from our last meeting space in an old warehouse.”

      I couldn’t help becoming curious at his admissions. Our one and only Small Council appearance had been at a warehouse on the other side of town, and it had been just as rare for our parents to be summoned to meetings. The Small Council kept to itself, usually, and no one in our family had been an elected official for three generations.

      We had been to several Valeria community-wide gatherings, however. The last had been a few years ago, when every witch and mage in North America had assembled after the death of our previous leader, Artemis Bishop. We’d gathered to elect our new leader, Lucia Hernandez, in a landslide victory, a position held until death or, more unusually, resignation.

      Artemis’s election nearly twenty years ago had caused quite a stir. For centuries, the Valerian Council had been ruled by women, mostly because women were usually stronger magically. But during the eighties, when everyone was paranoid of Satan worshippers, nonmagicals had caught a mage, Liam Harper, performing magic. Innocent of any crime other than carelessness, he had nonetheless been convicted of the unsolved murder of a child.

      The magical community had been alarmed and frightened. Many had begged the then-president of the Council, Penelope Holmes, to act on behalf of Liam, but she had refused to intervene, saying that sometimes you had to sacrifice one to protect the many. Her decision had sent a ripple of dissension through our community, which escalated into a deep schism when the imprisoned mage was later murdered for being a supposed Satanic worshipper. After her death a few years later, Artemis had taken advantage of the division and discord when he’d run for office, telling the people they needed a strong leader to bring everyone together and promising that no one would ever be left out to hang—or burn—again.

      Artemis’s reign as president had been rocky from start to finish. He’d tried to install more men into positions of power, proclaiming that both councils needed to have equality. With the nonmagic world pushing the same agenda only in reverse, many witches had been reluctant to fight it. But the magically weaker mages were ultimately liabilities, weakening both councils. By the time Artemis died, everyone was eager to return to old traditions, and the cool-tempered Lucia Hernandez had been the perfect witch to straighten things out. Rumor had it she was still cleaning up Artemis’s messes.

      “Lucia’s smart,” Rowan said as she handed Archer the keys to her car. “Second basement is below ground level. And she’s got valets parking cars.”

      I nodded as we headed toward the building. Someone had charmed the atmosphere so that wisps of ethereal blue light, visible only to witches, guided us to the side of the theater’s flashy façade and around back to the alley, where a few feet in, the bricks on the wall rearranged themselves to let us into a stairwell. From there, we descended until we could go no lower, then followed the wisps through one more heavy metal door.

      Unfinished two-by-fours, tables stacked with cast-off props, and half-painted scenery filled the cavernous, cinder-blocked second basement of the Palace Theatre. The thirty-one Council members were perched on stacks of wood, huddled in half-moons arrangements of metal folding chairs, and a few even hovered in midair, their legs crossed. A quick head count confirmed every single one of them was present.

      “Did you find an empath ancestor nearby?” Rowan asked in a whisper, and I realized I’d been too shaken up to search.

      “No,” I said, not that it mattered. When I tried reaching out to find an empath just now, I hit a magical brick wall. “Someone set up barriers so that no magic can go in and out.”

      Rowan’s lips pursed. “Makes sense, but it’s still frustrating.”

      “Tell me about it.” Rowan could still glamour, but I was magically neutral, which filled me with unease. We were about to face some of the most powerful witches and mages in North America and I was practically at the level of a nonmagical.

      “Welcome, Phoebe and Rowan Whelan,” said a soft and breathy voice. It came from a tall, reed-thin woman with alabaster skin sprayed with freckles, and long auburn waves that reached to her waist. She looked closer to thirty-five than her actual forty-something years. “It’s a pleasure to see you girls again. You’ve grown in so many ways.”

      Lucia Hernandez was an empath and aura reader, able to peer into the thoughts of anyone she encountered. Though she was extremely gifted in those areas, her talents did not extend to concealing her emotions in reaction to whatever she learned. Both qualities had been positives for those of us who’d voted for her—we’d hoped her leadership would encourage transparency and stronger communal bonds in the Small Council.

      She let her eyes flutter shut as we approached her, holding out both hands to us, palms out. As we both placed a hand flat against hers, I tried to make my memories of what had happened in the past day as accessible as possible. I watched her expression change a dozen times as she watched our recollections in her mind’s eye like it was a movie reel.

      “Oh!” she gasped after a few seconds. When she finally opened her eyes again, scanning the Small Council like she’d almost forgotten they were present, she gasped and swiped at a tear that had rolled from her eye. “I’m so sorry, Phoebe. Rowan.”

      Had she sensed our concern that someone in the Small Council might be responsible? If she had, she didn’t let on.

      “Where is the other one?” asked an older man perched on a chair in the corner, his voice dripping with annoyance. “Three sisters, a triangle of safety for the Book of Sindal,” he said, using the phrase we’d repeated hundreds of times to argue for the book staying under our protection at the farmhouse. “I only see two sisters,” he said, as if the rest of us were too stupid to understand what he was upset about.

      “Why don’t you tell them?” Lucia asked, her voice sad and quiet. “We will need to put all our heads together to figure this one out.” She motioned to us.

      Warmth soaked into the skin of my throat, and from the way Rowan’s hand flew to her neck, I guessed the same had happened to her. An amplifying charm, commonly known as “the microphone charm.” I cleared my throat and the raspy sound boomed through the cluttered hallway. A deep breath brought the smell of freshly cut wood and acrid paint.

      “Um,” I began, and then mentally scolded myself for my own inarticulateness. “Last night, our sister was kidnapped. And they took the Book of Sindal too.”

      The room exploded in dozens of gasps, cries, and expressions of outrage.

      “You have unleashed another Salem on us,” shouted a witch with deep wrinkles and stark white hair as she stood with surprising vigor.

      Lucia held her hand up to silence them. “Sarah, hold your tongue. This Council has worked together to protect our kind since Salem. We cannot afford to lose cohesion now.”

      “Penelope didn’t protect poor Liam,” another witch countered.

      “I see no reason to remind you that I am not Penelope,” Lucia said in a stern tone full of rebuke. “Nor am I Artemis Bishop. We are only strong when we stand together.”

      More shouting rang out, and another witch stood, casting a death stare at Rowan and me. “The Book of Sindal is the single remaining repository for every dark spell, potion, incantation, and magical act that has the power to unmake the world as we know it. Six years ago, this Council gave you the responsibility to protect it. You have failed in your duty and left us all vulnerable to great evil.”

      She wasn’t saying anything we hadn’t already told ourselves, but it felt worse to hear it said aloud.

      Lucia lifted her hands, then said in her quiet voice, “Enough. To right this wrong, we must find out how this came about. Pointing fingers will solve nothing.”

      Her remarks carried as much authority as they would have had she used the amplification spell on herself. Everyone quieted, and Rowan stepped forward and began to explain what had happened. She was in Serenity Mode once again, and in calm, measured words, she recounted everything. The ritual. How she and I had fallen asleep while waiting for Celeste to return, only to wake up to headaches and wisps of strange magic in the air. It still seemed so surreal how our lives had changed in such a violent, sudden way.

      “We woke more than twenty-four hours after we completed our parts of the ritual,” I said, picking up the thread for Rowan when she started to lose steam. I should have continued with the story of how we were attacked on the way here, but something inside, some base instinct stopped me. Somehow, I knew divulging that information to this entire group could end up doing more harm than good.

      “An entire day,” Lucia confirmed, shaking her head gravely. “This is… I don’t know what to say. This is grave indeed, my friends.”

      I swallowed, trying to keep my earlier panic from returning. “Our entire house was torn apart. Windows and computers smashed, drawers overturned. Our protection spells on the house were child’s play to whoever left that lingering magic.”

      I needed the Council to understand how sorry and terrified I was, to see the same in Rowan. They needed to realize we’d done nothing to cause this—that we’d done our best to prevent it too.

      Unless… unless there was something Celeste was keeping from us. Something she’d hidden, something that was darker and worse than we could have guessed.

      For all of my certainty that I knew my sister inside and out, there was no denying that Celeste’s moods had grown more volatile over the past several months. It was clear from the fight we’d had just before Celeste stomped out of the house and toward the Book of Sindal’s hiding place that all of our patience and understanding and even therapy hadn’t worked to repair the damage. Not really. And there was no denying something strange had happened during the ritual. That animal’s screams still echoed in my ears.

      I snuck a glance at Rowan, whose mouth was slightly ajar with her purposeful breathing. She met my eyes, and her brow furrowed. As usual, we were in sync, and as usual, we agreed in silence to protect our sister. We would have to trust that it was the right decision.

      I only hoped Lucia wasn’t reading our minds now.

      “Forgive me,” a deep, velvety voice boomed from a dark corner next to a discarded set piece painted to look like library bookshelves.

      I gave a small, rueful laugh, feeling slightly comforted by the appearance of something so familiar, albeit fake, in the deep, dark meeting place of the Valerian Small Council. A man emerged from the shadows, and I was awash with recognition.

      My heart tripped.

      I knew this face. I’d seen this man day in and day out for the better part of four years. Hell, I’d mooned over him the entire time we were in high school together. Back then, his hair had been darker, his skin baby smooth. Whereas I had been painfully shy, he’d been the all-star football player with hundreds of friends and a steady stream of girlfriends.

      “Forgive me,” he continued, “but are you saying that the greatest protections known to the magical world and to this Small Council were placed on the Book of Sindal, and despite the most diligent efforts of its guardians, some witch or mage has managed to break through them?”

      “Y—yes,” I stammered, fighting the sudden dryness of my mouth to come up with something coherent to say. I was shocked. Brandon Cassidy, my old high school crush was a mage. Though adult witches could sense one another, there were protections for children, who weren’t deemed mature enough to understand the costs of revealing our way of life. So of course I had no clue back then that he also possessed magic.

      But Brandon’s self-satisfied smirk seemed to suggest he’d somehow been aware that I was a witch since the first moment he’d met me, all those years ago. For all that had happened to us over the last twenty-four hours, it was this realization that made my cheeks burn and my eyes prick with tears.

      It just figured that the most terrifying day of my life, when I stood in front of the Valerian Small Council and admitted my utter failure as a member of the magical community, was the same day I learned that Brandon Cassidy was a mage. Not only that, but he was clearly important enough to have merited a ticket to witness my complete shame.

      “As I said,” I rambled, “we’d just performed the fortification ritual that evening. Everything should have been in order.” I tucked a strand of hair behind my ear, and that was all it took for the memories of high school Brandon to crash over me like a tidal wave.

      Even though I’d been too shy to tell him how I really felt, we’d had a few… moments. Junior year, I’d been reassigned to a new homeroom, and locker, and for a few glorious months, my locker had been next to his. One morning, he introduced himself and said he liked my hair, which Celeste had experimented on. It felt like a giant, tousled mess to me, so I just stammered and blushed. Then, in a moment I’d never, ever forget, Brandon chuckled, picked up one of the longer ends, and rubbed it between his fingers. All I could do was look up into his deep green eyes and gasp.

      After that, he would give my hair a little tug every time he saw me—usually when it was just the two of us standing at our lockers, but sometimes also when we passed each other in the lunchroom or on the way out of the building at the end of the day. I never got the courage to say anything else to him. Then one day, Rowan saw our little exchange play out, and shot Brandon daggers from her eyes. I wondered if she’d sent him a mental image of his violent death or something, even though I knew it wasn’t in her talent set. Hell, I wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d glamoured herself to look like Medusa for a split second.

      I never knew for sure why she did it though. Maybe she’d acted that way because we both assumed he was a regular guy, and we weren’t really supposed to get serious with anyone who wasn’t magical. Maybe she just wanted to protect me from a known player. Either way, her worst death stare hadn’t done a thing to make him stop flirting with me. He wasn’t the kind of guy who scared easily.

      “Well, it seems it wasn’t in order,” present-day Brandon interjected, his words ringing with alarm. “And how is it possible that we have no clue who might have the skill to pull this off?”

      Everything within me stiffened at the accusing tone in his voice. My memories of him seemed to be slightly rosy, in light of the haughty man in front of me. Either that, or he’d changed. A lot.

      Because there was nothing sweet about the man who stood before us now, accusing us of negligence in front of the people who held power over witches everywhere.

      “We’re not to blame,” Rowan said, taking a small step forward.

      I was surprised she didn’t throw an arm out to shield me. A smile ticked up the corners of my mouth. Apparently she still had plenty of protective instincts when it came to Brandon Cassidy.

      “Before anyone so much as suggests that you are to blame,” he said. “I’ll remind you that records of your protective magic are accessible to the Council, as per our agreement. As well as any contact between you three and the Council, and any comings and goings from the property. No reasonable witch or mage would suggest that you arranged the attack on your home, the theft of the Book of Sindal, or the kidnapping of your sister. I’m simply concerned that not a single one of us standing here today seems to have seen this coming.”

      Any time the Small Council or the Protective Force wanted to look into the most intimate aspects of our lives, they had a right to do so. We’d agreed to it. For all we knew, they’d been doing so without our knowledge.

      Lucia cleared her throat, her own voice now amplified by her spell. “Small Council, I call on you. If anyone has any information about this tragic event—what may have caused it, how it may have been done, who the perpetrators could be—speak now.”

      Lucia managed to sound calm and commanding at once. I wished I had her cool.

      She didn’t have to say what we all knew—that it was impossible to hide anything from her since she could peer into our minds via our auras. It wasn’t exactly mind reading, but some aura readers were so talented that they could sense every minute change in someone’s moods and feelings. Despite that, the thirty-one members of the Small Council in the room stayed silent. The most powerful group of witches and mages in North America had lost one of its most dangerous possessions, and apparently not a single one of us had the slightest clue where it might be. It was hard to believe. They were the only ones who knew where it was hidden. One of them had to know something.

      After a few moments of still, almost unbearable silence, Lucia tilted her head to the side. “There’s more. What have you not told us?”

      “We were attacked on our way here,” Rowan said, her voice defeated. A low, shocked murmur bubbled up in the room.

      I had hoped to keep the fact that I’d killed five of our own kind secret from the Council. It was clear that some Council members suspected us of planning the theft of the Book of Sindal, and it wouldn’t help our case to hear that I had fresh blood on my hands. I’d done my best to tamp down the memory of it, but it didn’t matter. Lucia must have been able to see something about it anyway. With her reading our auras, there was no way around it.

      “Our car is a mess,” I added. “They tried to run us off the road with their SUVs, and smashed into us on all sides, not to mention they shot at Rowan’s car multiple times. Bullet holes are probably still warm.”

      Brandon’s eyes switched from cool and calm to fiery in an instant. He took several short, urgent steps toward me, and it felt as if his movements pulled every sinew in my body tight. “This attack on the road, can you describe the men in the cars?”

      Brandon took another step closer to us, and the Small Council looked on almost deferentially. Clearly, he was an important mage.

      “Men and women,” I corrected.

      “Pardon me?” he said as he stepped even closer and caught my eye.

      “There were two vehicles—one in front and one behind. There were four in one vehicle, and two in another. All wearing black cloaks. At least one of them was a woman.”

      I held out my hand and Rowan handed me her unlocked phone. I held up the picture I’d snapped of the design stitched into the hood of the surviving witch. With a simple enlargement charm, the image floated, transparent, above our heads for all to see. More murmurs filled the room. Clearly, this did nothing to diffuse the confusion.

      “And you said this occurred on the way here. So it could have just been some kids driving recklessly down a dark, narrow country road?” Brandon asked with a sardonic look.

      “Did they shoot at us accidentally too?” I asked, gritting my teeth, angrier by the second. At my side, I could sense Rowan’s Serenity Mode wearing thin, as well. When she broke down, she would need my support, but neither of us could afford to show any weakness now. Too many of them wanted to blame us for this breach.

      It didn’t help that this asshole was questioning me like I was a child whom he suspected of stealing a cookie from the cookie jar.

      “No,” I said more assertively, “it was definitely not just some kids. Look at the symbol on their cloaks. Look at our car.”

      “You still drove it all the way here,” he countered.

      “Protocol Thirteen barely left us a choice,” I ground out, stepping toward him and raising my eyes to his in a challenge I could neither explain nor deny.

      “Everyone knows the Whelan family has served this Council and the magical community at large with honor, skill, and dedication for centuries,” piped up a voice from near the back of the assembly.

      Relief filled me as I turned to see a witch with a wild mess of dark, curly hair and perfectly painted blood-red lips. I would have recognized those high, round cheekbones and deep moss-green eyes anywhere. Xenya. Her parents had held a coven bond with my mother’s parents when they were children, and though we rarely saw her or even spoke with her, she felt like an aunt. I felt her love and care despite the distance between us. Tears welled in my eyes, but I blinked them back as I nodded my thanks.

      “Quite right,” Brandon said, closing his eyes, pressing his palm to his chest, and executing a bow from the waist to Xenya.

      Judging from the few minutes I’d spent in his presence as an adult, Brandon was a cocky asshole of a mage, but he wasn’t stupid. Men were the distinct minority in the Valeria community and among our leadership, holding a mere five seats on the Small Council. It said a lot about Brandon’s standing in the community that he held one of them, especially at his age, but only a fool would fail to respectfully defer to an elder witch, whether she sat on the Council or not.

      “Forgive me, Madame President, I meant no disrespect,” he said. Then he turned to address Lucia, and thus the entire gathering, once again. “Nevertheless, my position has given me a unique perspective on the situation. To protect our assets in the field and, of course, the Whelan sisters and the book, may I ask one more question, Madam President?”

      Lucia frowned, as though she suspected whatever he was about to say would further divide us. Still, she gave Brandon a slow, short nod.

      “Madame President, Celeste’s spell records show that she consistently performs her part of the ritual alone, in a completely different vicinity from her sisters. Not only that, but the energy emitted by her spells on the book has changed. Our aura readers sensed a certain… distress, a melancholy in Celeste Whelan’s aura that did not alarm us at the time but nevertheless cannot be ignored.”

      This assessment drew another low-level rumble from the Council members, and it was all I could do to keep myself from shooting another glare at him. Especially for the pain this was so obviously causing. Rowan bit her lip and stared at her feet as she subtly shifted from one to the other.

      “Should we consider the possibility,” Brandon continued, his voice smooth and steady, his posture still deferential, “that Celeste Whelan herself took the Book of Sindal and escaped the protection of her family’s property?”

      Even more startling than the accusation, which we’d expected, was that Brandon had known about Celeste’s spell record and aura before she went missing. Which meant he had, indeed, been checking up on us.

      Why?

      Rowan raised her eyes to meet mine, and from the panic I saw there, it was clear her Serenity Mode was long gone. I reached for her hand, and when she didn’t offer it, I wrapped my fingers around her wrist instead, tugging her toward me.

      The Council erupted in chaos around us, the charge to protect our credibility led by Xenya, while an old mage with a booming voice countered every one of her exclamations.

      SILENCE.

      Lucia didn’t speak the word. She didn’t have to. She’d mentally projected it to all thirty-three of us gathered in the room, simultaneously. The sibilant vibration arrested every thought, every sense, every aspect of our being for the one second it took to call the entire Council to order.

      When it was over, Rowan, Brandon, and I stood blinking before her, like a trio of deer caught in headlights.

      “Whoa,” Brandon whispered, looking nothing short of amazed by what had just happened inside our heads.

      I couldn’t help but smile at that.

      “That’s why we voted for her,” I whispered at him smugly.

      His lips twisted into a wry smile. “What makes you think I didn’t?”

      My eyebrows curved up, and I granted him a grudging smile in return. Touché.

      “Sisters Whelan,” Lucia intoned, “we appreciate your work in keeping the Book of Sindal safe thus far and ask your help in recovering it. Your coven bond with Celeste and your powerful talents may make all the difference.”

      “Agreed,” Rowan and I said in one voice.

      “As we’ve determined here this evening, we cannot at this time offer intelligence that will help us discern the exact location of the book or who might have taken it. Of course, our best Protective Force agents have been prepared to act since the moment you activated the Protocol Thirteen, and the captain of the force will dispatch them as soon as our meeting is dismissed. We have the highest hope they will discover information that will help us locate the book—and your sister—quickly. Nothing seems like a better path, however, than returning to the scene of the disappearance and working the problem from there. I trust you are equal to the task.”

      “Yes, Madame President,” we replied, bowing our heads.

      My gaze jerked up and my jaw dropped slightly when Brandon’s deep voice repeated our words a second later.

      “As captain of the Protective Force, Brandon Cassidy will accompany you home,” Lucia explained, her tone leaving no room for an objection.

      My shock was surely obvious to the whole Council. Brandon was only twenty-six years old, the same as me. Was there no one more senior, more experienced, or perhaps more humble who could possibly be helpful to us?

      “Mr. Cassidy’s job is to lead investigations into instances of magic used in the nonmagical world, and to help bring offenders to justice. He’s also the most promising young spell tracker in a generation. I’ve never seen someone this young with such a strong talent for reading the paths of spells, and the stories behind them. He’s more than proficient in a protective capacity, and there is nothing more important to me, and to the entire Council, than your safety.”

      “We are perfectly capable of—” I sputtered before Brandon cut me off.

      “If that were true, cloaked gang members wouldn’t have nearly killed you on your trip here,” he said in an infuriatingly calm voice.

      “You mean the attack that you tried to dismiss ten minutes ago?” I retorted.

      Lucia cleared her throat, which instantly snapped our attention back to her. Rowan’s eyes were wide, flicking between me and Lucia, as though she were trying to silently scold me and apologize to Lucia with one look.

      I bowed my head again, the act of deference instinctual.

      Phoebe, don’t fight this, Rowan pushed through our coven bond. They already suspect enough. If we deny their protection, it’ll just makes us look like we have something to hide.

      I didn’t want to admit it, but Rowan was right.

      “Thank you, Madame President,” I said, and I felt Lucia’s gentle approval wash over me.

      When Rowan turned toward the Council, I did the same, and I nodded my agreement when she said, “Thank you, Council.”

      With that, Lucia motioned for us to start down the aisle the Council members had created down the center of the basement and make our way up the stairs and back out into the open air. Rowan and I wasted no time making our escape, with Brandon practically breathing down our necks as he followed us.

      The valet was pulling Rowan’s SUV around the corner, and for the first time since this whole ordeal began, she sighed with relief. “They fixed my mirror,” she breathed.

      “And the rest of your smashed and shot-up car,” I said, nudging her with my shoulder. She laughed, even if it sounded shaky.

      For a moment, it felt like everything would be all right, even though deep down, I knew things were very, very wrong.
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      The SUV rolled to a stop and Brandon strode around it, holding his hands inches away from its sides. With his brow furrowed, he did the same to the hood, the wheels, and even the exhaust pipe. To a casual nonmagical observer, it would look like he was merely admiring the car. But I could see he was searching for traces of magic.

      “The witches shouldn’t have fixed your car,” Brandon grunted with a look of disgust, “but lucky for us I can sense layers of magic. While I can feel the magic that fixed the car, there’s another layer of residual magic underneath. A strong glamour.” He glanced up at Rowan. “Which fits with your testimony.”

      I reached for the handle to let myself into the front passenger side. His fingers wrapped around my wrist midair, stopping me. His hand was nearly twice the size of mine, his fingers effortlessly stilling my entire body.

      “What the—?” I snarled as my fingers formed a tight fist.

      “Don’t touch it,” he replied, his voice dripping with condescension. “Do you think Lucia sent me just to chauffeur you home? You’re not setting foot inside that vehicle before I run at least one protective security diagnostic and charm it for the ride home.”

      I opened my mouth to protest, but what pissed me off more than his tone was the fact that he was right. I hated that we hadn’t thought to take precautions before we got on the road.

      “Let go of me,” I said in a low growl.

      He dropped my wrist like I was on fire, then turned back to his work.

      Within seconds, every facet of the SUV had been wrapped in what was obviously an airtight protective spell.

      “Respectfully,” Rowan said—without so much as an ounce of respect—as she approached Brandon and stared him in the eye, “nobody is chauffeuring me in my own car.”

      Though her death stare hadn’t troubled Brandon in the past, she must have perfected the withering look with age because the fire in her green eyes startled him just enough for him to stutter a half-witted response

      “I’ve been entrusted to—” he started to say.

      “Accompany us, yes. Put your tracking skills to good use at the farmhouse, sure. But until we get there, how about you use your energy to look out for trouble, but not behind the wheel?” She took half a step closer to him. “You don’t want to tangle with me on this, and you sure as hell better not touch my sister again. I won’t be near as nice as Phoebe.”

      His brow furrowed, like he was flipping through his mental database for an argument to use against her. But few witches possessed more steely assertiveness than Rowan Whelan. In the end, Brandon Cassidy, with all his skill and status on the Valerian Small Council, didn’t offer a rebuttal. Maybe he decided it wasn’t worth the fight, but whatever the case, he didn’t look happy about it.

      I smirked as I popped the handle and hoisted myself into the front passenger seat.

      “Look on the bright side,” I said sweetly, emphasizing the wiggle of my shoulders as I settled into place. “You’ll have the entire back seat to stretch out those legs.”

      He grumbled and glared but, in the end, climbed into the back.

      Before Rowan buckled her seat belt and brought her baby roaring to life, he snapped, “Let’s not waste any more time.”

      His attitude pissed me off, but his words reminded me that Celeste had already been gone for a day.

      

      Rowan’s shoulders relaxed as she sped toward home, the inky dark sky glowing red and orange at the horizon as the sun began to rise. I glanced her direction when she pulled onto the highway.

      She shrugged. “I know it’ll take longer than the back roads, but I just… honestly don’t know if I can drive that way again. At least not yet.”

      “It won’t take that much longer,” I said, trying to hide my stress. Taking the highways would actually add about half an hour to our trip. It would also make us easier to find if anyone was planning to pounce on us on the way home. There was no point in saying any of that now, however, and keeping the driver of the car calm was paramount.

      We both had to keep our cool. The man sitting on the back seat was a reminder that we were in the middle of a nightmare, in more ways than one. Not only had we lost our sister and the book, but now we were entertaining the Small Council equivalent of a cop, who likely considered Rowan and me accomplices to our sister’s alleged theft of the book.

      As though sensing I was thinking about him, Brandon shifted, making the leather seats squeak softly, and gently cleared his throat.

      I whipped my head around, shooting him another glare. “Do you have something to say?”

      His eyebrows shot up, like he couldn’t believe I was actually speaking to him. I wasn’t that stupid girl from high school anymore, and the sooner he realized that, the better.

      “Just that… I’m here to help too. I’m happy to drive if Rowan’s too nervous to—”

      “Nobody drives my baby,” Rowan practically growled, and for once, I felt a fierce appreciation for Rowan’s attachment to this stupid hunk of metal.

      “We’re on the same side,” Brandon said. “We all want to find your sister and the book.”

      Only I was sure we had two different opinions about what had happened to them.

      I reminded myself Lucia trusted him, but while I respected her judgment, I still wasn’t ready to give the man my full support. Sure, he wanted my sister back too, but he likely planned to haul her in front of the Small Council for a trial while I planned to wrap her up in my arms and never let her out of my sight again.

      The silence was driving me crazy, so I flipped through my phone and pulled up a playlist Rowan and I both liked, me for workouts or shelving at the library after closing, her for when she was in the middle of a word sprint. A dozen songs played beginning to end as I stared out the window, letting the flat, bland scenery blend into fat lines of color before my eyes.

      When I let my thoughts stray to Celeste, and how I couldn’t feel her despite our strong coven bond, panic clawed at my lungs. We had to come up with a plan, but it was impossible in the presence of the man stretched out behind us. He’d slid to the seat behind Rowan and he was now looking out the window as though lost in thought.

      He’d changed since high school, not that I was surprised. He’d grown a couple of inches taller, bringing him to six foot two or three, and put on more muscle in his arms and shoulders. A lot of guys lost their good looks after high school, but if anything, Brandon Cassidy had gotten even hotter. If I hadn’t known better, I would have accused him of a glamour spell to look so good, but this was the real thing, which aggravated the hell out of me.

      Brandon Cassidy was the best-looking guy I’d ever known, and he was practically breathing down my neck… only not in a good way.

      It was almost a relief when he broke the suffocating silence in the car. Almost.

      “Been too long, Phoebe Whelan,” he drawled, finally acknowledging that we knew each other. Sort of.

      I allowed my eyes a self-indulgent half-roll before turning around again. My reserves of patience for time-wasting and stupidity had been low even before my house and general well-being had been terrorized. Now they were almost at zero. He was up to something and I refused to play along.

      “What’ve you been doing with yourself all these years?” Brandon pressed on.

      I took a deep breath. If I answered his questions, he might think I was cooperating. Suddenly, I was afraid I wasn’t going to cooperate, which scared the hell out of me. As surely as the sun rose every morning, Phoebe Whelan was a rule-follower.

      Turned out my sister was more important. I would protect her at all costs.

      Rowan shot me a look, and I wasn’t sure if she was wondering if I was going to ignore him or if she’d somehow picked up on my thoughts through our coven bond. Even though we were capable of reading each other’s thoughts, we rarely used the ability, considering it rude and invasive. But desperate times threw things like politeness out the window, as evidenced by my rude behavior with Brandon.

      But in the end, the rule-follower in me won out. I told myself it was to make him trust me.

      “I’m an information science professional,” I said, trying my best not to sound adversarial. “Commuted to Ohio State for classes, did my master’s remotely with NYU.”

      “Wow. Guess your whole life has been about books. Well, a book,” he said. “Makes sense you’d be a librarian now.”

      What an asshole. It figured he’d swap my “information science professional” for the more colloquial job title. Never mind that I called myself a librarian all the time—there was no shame in it—but I didn’t feel like hearing any mousy librarian jokes.

      “Good thing we haven’t all continued on with our high school passions,” I retorted. “If we did, you’d still be wasting your life on the football field and at those stupid bonfire parties in the woods and getting shitty grades to show for it.” I didn’t actually know what kind of grades Brandon Cassidy had gotten in high school. True, he’d been in a few of my honors classes, but I couldn’t remember a single instance of him having anything interesting to contribute.

      “Actually, I still do waste hours on the football field,” he said in a smug tone. “If you call volunteer coaching at an urban middle school a waste. Guess some would.”

      Well, hell’s bells. My cheeks burned with sudden embarrassment. Now I felt like a bitch, but I reminded myself that we were chauffeuring this man to our home so he could investigate my sister.

      He could find evidence that someone kidnapped her. He could actually help you, I told myself. I wanted to believe it, but until I saw proof, I planned to tread lightly.

      “You haven’t changed at all,” he mused after a few moments of silence.

      “What does that mean?”

      “Always assuming you knew more than everyone else. Most people figured you were right. I never did.”

      Who the hell did he think he was? Now I didn’t feel so bad about the vague insult I’d thrown at him. “Listen, asshole, if you think—”

      “You wanna know what I think?” he interrupted. I opened my mouth to answer him, but he didn’t give me a chance. “You and your sisters were given a big job, protecting that book all by yourselves out in the woods with only a Council Protective Force with spellwork tracking support to check up on you. No support, no real interaction with the rest of the Valeria community. I think Lucia all but forgot about you, and one of you—or hell, maybe all of you—got overwhelmed and exhausted, and now everything’s gone to shit.”

      That set my anger ablaze. “Okay, first of all, we did a damn good job of protecting that book for years. Second, how do you know so much about Celeste? Has your department been checking up on us?”

      One thing was clear, if they had been keeping an eye on us, we were in a lot more serious trouble than I’d originally thought. The Protective Force didn’t waste time checking out someone for the hell of it. It meant they had been investigating us for possible wrongdoing before the book had even disappeared.

      Brandon dipped his head with a look of nonchalance. “Yes, ma’am. In fact, I was on duty for a few of your fortification rituals. I’d watch you walk out to the woods for the ritual, stay for a few minutes, and then go on my way.”

      My mind reeled, my breath came in short pants. We knew nothing about this. All those years, the Council had been watching us, and we’d had no clue. No, not the Small Council—Brandon had claimed she’d forgotten about us—the Protective Force. Then an even more horrifying thought struck me.

      I’d been naked out there.

      “Your skinwalker work is beautiful,” he added matter-of-factly but with a hint of admiration. “If I hadn’t detected the spellwork, I would never have guessed that deer was you. It was flawless.”

      “Shut up,” I hissed, raising my hand to silence him. I had to process what I’d just learned. I needed out of this car now. My eyes flicked to the dashboard clock. We’d been on the road for an hour.

      As if reading my thoughts, Rowan said, “We’ll be off the freeway in a few minutes.”

      I knew he was trying to trip me up, thinking I’d give him something on Celeste. I took a deep cleansing breath. I’d deal with him later.

      Because I definitely planned to deal with him later.

      Rowan was usually more outspoken than I was, quicker to snap and criticize. Even though she hadn’t responded to him at all, even with a look, I could tell from the way her fingers drummed against the steering wheel that every word had weighed on her. And, knowing her, she was likely pissed that Brandon had seen me naked.

      “Look,” he said as we pulled off the highway, breaking the blessed silence that had lasted for several minutes. “I can help you. I want to help you. It’s my job, obviously, but… I don’t think this is your fault. It’s obvious that Celeste needs help. I’m not trying to be cocky, I swear.”

      I swiveled toward the back seat to give him some serious side-eye. My hands gripped the seat back, partly to steady myself on the bumpy country roads, partly to keep myself from punching him. He was trying to sound convincing, but I didn’t buy a word of it. The question was should I blast him for spouting BS or pretend to go along? I wasn’t so sure being antagonistic was in our best interest, but I couldn’t bring myself to suck up to him either.

      “I believe your connection to your sister is the key to finding her,” he said.

      I narrowed my eyes, glancing at him in the rearview mirror. Lucia had said pretty much the same thing, but coming from him, I couldn’t help but be suspicious.

      When neither of us responded, he said, “And my spell-tracking skills are, frankly, unparalleled. It’s part of what got me that seat on Small Council. They sent me with you two for a reason, and believe it or not, it’s not because they think I’m as annoying as you do.” He flashed an annoyingly pretty grin. “With my skills and yours, we can find your sister and the book. We’re each other’s best hope.”

      Rowan snapped out of whatever mind funk she was in and turned to her usual approach with Brandon Cassidy: adversarial.

      “That’s a pretty story, Cassidy,” Rowan said, “but did you really think we were gonna fall for it?”

      “Look, you’re both under stress and bound to be upset about what happened with your sister and the book. Your emotions are all over the place, which means you’re not thinking rationally.”

      “Are you kidding me?” I demanded. “Our emotions have nothing to do with this.”

      Men who thought they had some advantage over “moody” women were bad enough. It was even worse when a mage thought his dick and his lack of monthly bleeding gave him some sort of advantage over witches. We’d been the powerhouse of the magical community in this country for hundreds of years, and we were doing just fine, emotions or not.

      Rowan parked the SUV in front of our house and muttered, “I’ve heard enough bullshit to last a lifetime. I’m going in.”

      “You can’t,” Brandon said, leaning forward and resting his hand on her seat. “You said you felt trace magic in the house. I need to check it out before you contaminate it, and I also need to do a cursory check of the property. You two have to stay in the car.”

      Rowan shot him a death stare, then glared at the house while he hopped out of the car. I watched him in the rearview mirror as he headed toward the graveyard.

      Why the graveyard? We’d kept the book in the opposite direction.

      Did Captain Brandon Cassidy know something we didn’t?
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      “What are we going to do about him?” Rowan asked after nearly a minute of silence.

      “I don’t know, but I don’t trust him one bit.”

      She shot me a wry grin. “I was happy to see you stand up to him. I was worried you’d act like you did back in high school.”

      My defenses shot up. “What are you talking about?”

      “You know exactly what I’m talking about. You used to get all tongue-tied over him. But thank the goddess you got over that.”

      “Our sister’s life is on the line. I don’t have time to act like an idiot.” I pushed out a breath, feeling overwhelmed. “He obviously doesn’t trust us, so I doubt he’ll be out there long. We need to come up with a plan.”

      “That would be great if we had the faintest idea of what to do,” Rowan said with a touch of sarcasm.

      I could have called her on her attitude, but I was equally stumped. “He’s obviously good at sniffing out magic, and our house was full of it when we left. I say we stick close to him, figure out what he senses, and then hopefully use it for ourselves.”

      “He’s never going to go for us being in there after his little speech about contamination.”

      I glanced out the back window and saw him walking toward the house in long strides. He’d tried to flirt with me all those years ago. Maybe I could use that to my advantage. Flirting had never been my style and the mere thought of trying to attempt it made me anxious, but Celeste was in danger. I’d do anything to save her. Besides, Brandon likely still remembered me as meek little Phoebe who couldn’t string a complete sentence together in front of him. He wouldn’t realize what I was doing. “Let me take care of that.”

      Rowan looked surprised but lifted her shoulder into a small shrug. “You get first round, but I’ll tag in if I think you need the help.”

      I leveled my gaze with hers. “Fair enough.”

      When Brandon reached the back of Rowan’s SUV, I hopped out of the car and intercepted him. “I’m going in with you.”

      He shook his head, barely looking at me as he headed for the front steps. “Nope. Stay out.”

      I darted in front of him, blocking his path. “Excuse me, but this is our property. Our house. Our—”

      He pushed out a frustrated sigh. “Phoebe, I’m not trying to be a hard-ass, but if you’re in there, the traces of the spells connected to your person will confuse me. I won’t be able to disentangle the pathways of magic connected to the house from those connected to your, um… your body,” he finished, his eyes assessing my figure from head to toe and back up again like he was giving way to an uncontrollable urge.

      So he liked what he saw. I couldn’t help the flush of pleasure at the realization that Brandon found my looks just as distracting as I might have found his, if I were less focused on the task ahead. At some point, I might need to use that to my advantage.

      What was I thinking? I’d never played a man in my life. I wasn’t sure if I was even capable of it, but I had to do something to get information out of him, because so far Rowan and I were clueless.

      “We were in there for over twenty-four hours while we were passed out, Brandon. We’ve already contaminated the scene. Besides…” Damn, it killed me to say the next part. “I want to go back in there. If I don’t confront my fear of being back in that house, it’ll never leave me. But I’d feel safer if you’re there.”

      He gave me some serious side-eye, as though he didn’t quite believe me, and I considered batting my eyelashes. Something told me it would be a step too far.

      Finally, he said, “You can stand in the doorway, but if it feels like your magic is interfering with my investigation, I’m going to ask you to leave.”

      “Okay.”

      He tromped up the steps, leaving me to follow. When he opened the door, he barked, “If you step one foot in the house, I’ll send you back to the car.” But then he stopped in his tracks, his body turning rigid. His chin jerked up and his head swung from side to side as though he were an animal sniffing out the signs of danger surrounding him.

      “Dammit,” he swore. “You didn’t tell me they’d left fucking wisps inside the house.”

      “We told you they used magic.” But now that I thought about it, I wondered how old the magic actually was. We’d woken up about six hours ago. It should have dissipated further by now.

      “You didn’t tell me it was literally still hanging in the air.”

      I shrugged, and he shot me a glare as he went inside. He stopped in the middle of the room, wearing an expression that made it clear he wasn’t happy.

      Remembering his warning, I stopped at the outside of the doorway, edging my toes right up to the threshold.

      His gaze dropped to my feet, then slowly traveled up to my face. A look filled his eyes that suggested he was still pissed but grudgingly amused. “I never knew you to be a rule breaker, Phoebe Whelan.”

      I tried to keep the defiance off my face and play innocent. “I’m still a rule-follower. I’m staying out of the house just like you told me to.”

      He gave me a long look, then turned away.

      I turned my attention to the state of our house, a harsh reminder of how our safe haven had been violated. I could see all the way to the back of the house, and the destruction stole my breath away. Cracked windows. Sprays of shattered glass like glittering confetti. Ransacked cupboards.

      But what made me feel the most violated were the iridescent blue traces of magic still hanging around our familiar space. Rowan and I had been unconscious while someone entered our house and used dark magic, and we’d been at their complete mercy. We could have been tortured and killed, and we would have been powerless to stop them.

      A shiver washed over me. As soon as this was over, I planned to ask my deceased second cousin Effie Abbott, from two generations back, to lend me her magic to perform a powerful cleansing ceremony.

      The headache that Rowan and I had awoken with instantly returned. My shoulders tensed, and I gritted my teeth.

      “You feel it too,” Brandon said, some of his edge gone. “I’m sure the stink doesn’t help.”

      “I don’t smell anything,” Rowan said from behind me. I jolted in surprise and my heart seemed to press against my chest.

      “Sorry,” she murmured as she touched my arm. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      I wasn’t usually so jumpy, but I was more shaken up about all of this than I’d let on up to this point.

      Brandon’s gaze had landed on us, taking in everything, providing further confirmation that he considered us suspects.

      He wrinkled his nose. “It’s like… burnt vanilla,” he said, addressing Rowan’s comment. “Pungent. Like a vat of cookie dough caught on fire and kept burning until the whole house filled with smoke.”

      I turned my attention back to the wisps floating through the air, catching a slight whiff of what he’d described while he looked like he was about to gag from the smell. Only the strongest, most forceful magic left signs like this behind. “I think these things are what gave us a headache.”

      “You’re likely right,” he agreed. “The last time I saw traces like this was when we helped clean up that school shooting several years ago, out in Nebraska.”

      I furrowed my brow. “What do you mean?”

      “You remember, school outside of Lincoln? Kid got hold of a gun, waltzed into the building right before the final bell…”

      “Yeah, thirteen kids died.”

      “Actually, forty-two kids died.”

      “What?” Rowan said, leaning forward.

      “It was a blood sacrifice, from a bad cell of mages we managed to root out. They recruited the kid, some nonmagical human who’d had a shitty year and knew the combination to his dad’s gun safe. Killed thirteen Valeria kids. The mages who set him off were hoping to start a triangle for some powerful magic—bind their blood to the land and then use the residual magic to create a concentrated area of power. Dark shit. That type of magic is supposed to be impossible without the Book of Sindal, and that reason alone is probably the reason it failed. The other twenty-nine victims were nonmagical kids—collateral damage,” he added bitterly. “We couldn’t reverse the effects on the thirteen—the magic they’d used was too invasive and far-reaching. You know, because the perps wanted to make sure their sick purpose was fulfilled. But the other twenty-nine kids, thankfully, our healers could help. Then my team and I went in and cleared memories, cleaned up, gathered evidence for the investigation. Traces of magic were hanging everywhere. Dark magic.”

      Seeing the surprised looks on our faces, he quickly added, “There’s some similarity, to be sure. But the spells used in Lincoln were different than what I’m detecting here. It’s unlikely the events are connected, especially after so much time has gone by.”

      His voice trailed off as he grew distracted, staring off at nothing. His eyes appeared haunted, like he was replaying the entire experience over in his memory and had censored the awful parts as a courtesy to us. So this was the kind of work he did—he stepped in when good witches and mages went bad and our world intersected violently with the nonmagic one.

      “Gods only know what could happen if the book ends up in the wrong hands.”

      This was a new side of him, and I couldn’t help but see him through a different lens. Not as the threat I’d originally painted him, but as a man who was determined to protect the world from evil. Maybe we were on the same page. Maybe we really could work together.

      Then I caught him glancing at a picture of Rowan, Celeste, and I, his gaze lingering on Celeste. He still suspected her. Sure, Brandon wanted the book back, and probably for honorable reasons, but I still didn’t trust him to be fair to my sister. If word got out that the Book of Sindal had been stolen, the magical community would want to pin it on someone, and crazy Celeste Whelan would provide the perfect culprit with the perfect motive.

      Celeste would become a sacrificial lamb.

      “I had no idea the Council did stuff like that,” Rowan said quietly, obviously as horrified by Brandon’s story as I was.

      Brandon nodded. “That’s why the Protective Force was established—to battle the evil that keeps creeping into our world like cockroaches. Isn’t often they need to call me out to deal with stuff on-site, but whenever it happens, it’s bad. And this reminds me of it.” He gestured to the wisps. “Give me a second to check this out,” he said.

      Rowan and I just nodded and kept quiet as we watched Brandon go still. His green eyes glazed over, turning a solid cloudy blue.

      We’d seen witches and mages go into a performance trance before, sure, but not often. Most magic didn’t require complete concentration. Our parents had gone into this state while teaching us elements of our talents, though, and also when they taught us the fortification ritual. Once in a while, Rowan, Celeste, and I checked up on each other’s techniques—although we’d never witnessed Celeste’s part of the fortification ritual—and I loved watching my sisters’ eyes change as they came into their full power. But watching Brandon was a different thing altogether.

      He was majestic. Power and light seemed to seep from every pore of his body, and it wouldn’t have surprised me if he’d started levitating. His presence filled the room, and to my irritation, his mix of good looks and magic made him exponentially more attractive to me. Brandon was probably the most powerful mage I’d ever known, and despite his cockiness and the fact I couldn’t trust him, I found myself drawn to him.

      His expression was frozen into something focused yet serene, even as the wisps of trace magic floating in the room reflected in the opaque blue surface of his eyes.

      After a few seconds, he shuddered slightly and his eyes cleared. He blinked hard a few times before shifting his gaze to mine.

      A shock of awareness rocketed down my spine, and I gasped.

      “You okay, Bee?” Rowan was looking at me with sisterly concern.

      Yeah, Ro, I was just momentarily consumed with lust for my unbelievably hot high school crush despite our house being filled with traces of dark magic and our sister disappearing and the fact he thinks we’re all guilty of conspiring to unleash evil incarnate.

      Thank the gods she showed no reaction, which meant it was unlikely she’d been reading my mind. I shot her a look that hopefully told her we’d talk about this later.

      Her eyes flicked between me and Brandon.

      Brandon reached into his pocket and started to turn his back to us. “I need to make a call, and you two need to go wait in the car.”

      “Oh, hell no,” Rowan said, walking into the living room. “This very much involves us. It’s our house, dammit! We have a right to know what happened.”

      Brandon shot daggers at my sister. “I’m here by the authority of the president of the Valerian Small Council Ms. Whelan,” he said in a stiff, cold voice. “This is an active investigation and I’m not at liberty to share what I find.”

      “It’s okay, Rowan,” I said, grabbing her arm and tugging her back. “Let’s let Captain Cassidy do his job.”

      She gave me a look that suggested I’d lost my mind, and Brandon’s face made it clear he didn’t believe my gesture of goodwill, but I dragged her onto the porch before either of them could speak.

      “We need a moment to regroup,” I whispered once we were alone.

      The fury in her eyes would have normally scared me, but she let me lead her down toward the back bumper of the car.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” she asked.

      “Shh!” I hissed. “Quick. Glamour yourself and get closer so you can hear what he says.”

      “What?”

      I rolled my eyes so hard it hurt.

      Brandon moved closer to one of the busted windows, his gaze on us, but he hadn’t made his call yet. He was probably waiting until we were far enough away not to eavesdrop.

      “Are you crazy, Phoebe? He’ll see me disappear.” She paused. “It has to be you. Ask Margaret Abbott for help shifting into an animal.”

      “Brandon will notice if I’m gone too.” Especially me.

      “I have a plan for that. Get down behind the car and shift already.”

      I dropped into a squat behind the license plate, and Rowan stared down at me, saying, “I can’t believe we have to deal with Brandon Cassidy. He treated everyone like crap back in high school, and now here he is, treating us like crap again.”

      “It could be worse, I guess,” I muttered, remembering how he’d complimented my magic. Then again, he’d only seen me skinwalking because he was creeping on us.

      I hated that we had no idea whether we could trust him or not, or with what.

      I was a quarter mile from Margaret’s grave, but she was so used to lending me her magic, I barely had to ask. I needed an animal with great hearing, and I briefly considered an owl, but the sun had risen, so I shifted into a small dog instead. I usually stripped first, so I ended up buried inside my clothes.

      Rowan squatted down to help get me out, talking the entire time. “Phoebe, stop crying. It’s not going to help anything.”

      Great. Rowan’s plan for diverting attention from me was to talk to my pile of clothes as though I was still wearing them, having a nervous breakdown.

      I usually gave myself several seconds to get used to my animal form, but I didn’t have that luxury. I ran around the passenger side of the car—out of Brandon’s view—and promptly fell on my face as I tripped over my front feet. I waited for Rowan to snicker, but we were both too nervous. Once I got my feet back under me, I bolted to the house, sticking close to the siding as I followed Brandon’s voice.

      “It’s like that investigation in Pittsburgh,” he said. “The hooded mages… the magic feels exactly the same too—” He paused as if listening. “Yeah, yeah, it’s possible they’re all connected. Lincoln, Pittsburgh, and now this. I suspect we’re dealing with the same group here, but this is different than Lincoln, different spells. We’ve got more to go on with Pittsburgh. And it’s more recent, so there’s that.”

      There was another long pause before he said, “I haven’t decided about the sisters yet, but I’m sure the youngest is involved. Her magic has been erratic for several months, and I can’t help but wonder if someone approached her and offered to help. Her mother tried to get her help before the car accident, but as far as I can tell by sorting through the records, no one has tried since.”

      Mom had tried to get Celeste help? Did Rowan know?

      “I made an initial quick sweep of the property when we arrived, but I plan to see if I can find traces of this magic out by where the sisters kept the book. After that, I plan to head to Pittsburgh and talk to the witness. Go ahead and send the team to do a more thorough search and set up a guard duty to keep an eye on the sisters after I leave. I’ll keep you updated.”

      Who was he talking to? Lucia?

      Who did this guy think he was, ordering us to be watched now? It felt like a violation of our privacy. Hell, I was still pissed they’d been watching us so closely—particularly Celeste—before anything happened. But at least we’d agreed to that oversight, if only because we were young and stupid. But guard duty? Gods. Now I was livid. Not that I was surprised, but still. It made me feel like we were still young and stupid.

      I glanced at Rowan, who was still watching the window in between glancing down at my pile of clothes. “I have to pee too, Bee. Maybe the butthead will let us in now.”

      I heard the squeaks of the wood floor inside, heading closer to the front door.

      Brandon was coming out. There was no way I could get dressed before he reached the back of the car, so there was no point in trying. Besides, I was also curious what he’d find in the woods.

      Which meant I needed to follow him.

      I shot across the yard to the edge of the woods and waited as Brandon walked toward Rowan.

      He paused and glanced around. “Where’s Phoebe?”

      “She couldn’t wait any longer to pee, so she went into the woods.”

      He shot a glance in my direction. There was no way he could see me hidden in the trees. Even if he did, all he’d find was a rusty-tan, eighteen-inch-tall mutt. “When she comes back, make sure she stays out of the house. Protective Force agents are nearly done cleaning up the accident in Galena and they’ll be headed here next.”

      Rowan snapped an impertinent salute. “Yes, sir.”

      He started to walk away, then turned back to her. “I know you never liked me, Rowan—”

      “Correction. I still don’t like you.”

      He sucked in a deep breath and pushed it out. “I never planned to hurt her, you know.”

      “Who? Celeste?”

      “No.” He hesitated. “Phoebe… back in school. I genuinely liked her.”

      “Well, we’re all grown up,” Rowan spat out. “You can leave all of that in the past.” She took a step closer and pointed her finger at him. “Let me make this perfectly clear: if you hurt either one of my sisters, I will hunt you down and cut off your balls.”

      “I’m just doing my job, Rowan. I’m trying to find the Book of Sindal before the wrong people get a hold of it and wreak havoc. Isn’t that what you’re trying to do?”

      Her hands fisted at her sides and her chest heaved with anger. “Of course.”

      He held his hands out and plastered a smart-ass grin on his face. “Then we’re on the same page. Stay put. I’ll be back.”

      Having achieved the last word, he turned around and headed toward the area where Celeste performed her part of the ritual.

      As soon as he reached the edge of the trees, I bolted toward Rowan and shot her a quick glance, then ran after him. I hadn’t gone very far when I forced myself to an abrupt stop. Brandon would notice a mangy dog following him in the woods, but he’d likely never pay attention to a squirrel. I considered changing back to my human form before shifting, but he already had a head start on me.

      I couldn’t remember the last time I’d shifted from one animal to another.

      Closing my eyes to concentrate, I searched for Margaret and asked for her help. I was farther from her grave, so my transformation was slower and more painful, but it still only took a matter of seconds. After I allowed myself several seconds to recover, I scampered across the dried leaves on the forest floor, searching for Brandon.

      I caught up with him sooner than I’d expected. Truth be told, I hadn’t been to Celeste’s special place for nearly a year. I’d forgotten that it was closer to the house than the graveyard. Three large boulders surrounded the twenty-foot space, directly in the center of our triangular swatch of land.

      Brandon was already examining the area, particularly a large tan lump in the center. I scampered up a tree and out onto a limb before sitting on my butt and using my bushy tail to balance. I’d chosen the perfect vantage point.

      Brandon had his phone out and was taking photos of the area while cursing under his breath, and taking a closer look, I could see why.

      I had a dead-on view of Celeste’s work area, and it took me several seconds to realize two things. One, a twenty-foot circle with a five-pointed star had been burned into the earth, and two, a dead bobcat was directly in the center, staining the ground dark with blood.

      Horror flooded my head.

      Someone had made an animal sacrifice, a nearly unpardonable sin.

      I’d heard an animal die while I was walking the perimeter of the land the night of the fortification ritual, and I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that it had been this animal.

      The muscles of my tiny body were tense, ready to flee in response to my fear and horror.

      A tiny voice inside my head whispered my sister’s name—the animal had been killed during her fortification ritual, but I couldn’t let myself address the question of who had perpetrated this sin against nature. Not yet. For all I knew, she could have already been abducted by the time it happened.

      Brandon slipped his phone back into his pocket and took the same stance he’d used in our living room, ready to suss out lingering magic.

      Which meant he’d be able to sense my magic.

      I considered running back to Rowan and telling her everything I’d learned, but I wanted to find out what he discovered.

      Trusting my animal instincts, I ran across the tree branch and jumped to the neighboring tree, positioning myself on a branch that was hopefully far enough away to escape detection.

      Brandon lifted his hands. I was too far away to see his eyes glaze over, but I could feel the edges of his magic, even this far out, which meant there was a chance he sensed me.

      Thankfully, he didn’t look in my direction as he dropped his stance. Less thankfully, he pulled out his phone and sent a text.

      Dammit. How was I going to find out what he’d written?

      Another squirrel appeared on a tree branch of the tree next to mine, giving me an inquisitive stare. I cursed myself for my shortsightedness. Why hadn’t I reached for Samuel’s magic and his ability to communicate with animals when I’d called to Margaret’s? I could have asked the animals what they’d seen that night and why they hadn’t sounded an alarm.

      I tried reaching out to Samuel now, but as I suspected, I was too far from his grave. Fear for my little sister and possibly fear of her made my heart race as I ran down the tree and bolted toward Rowan.

      I considered shifting to tell her what I’d found, but I wasn’t sure how much time I had before Brandon came back. I needed to use Samuel’s magic and get answers.

      Rowan looked alarmed when I stopped next to her and didn’t shift, but I sent her a message through our coven connection, hoping she could understand since my squirrel brain was filtering what I sent.

      Found something bad. Animal sacrifice. Need Samuel.

      Horror filled her eyes, so I knew she’d at least gotten the bad part.

      I called to Samuel, worried he’d be too shy to respond. His magic usually came to me through his sister, but he sensed my urgency, and I felt his magic flow into my veins. Suddenly, as though a switch had been flipped, I could hear the animals in the forest repeating the same word—or more like a feeling—over and over.

      Evil.
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      I shot a terrified glance up to Rowan, then raced back in the direction of the pentacle.

      “Phoebe!” Rowan whisper-shouted.

      I stopped and turned to face her, and she sent me a message of her own.

      I put your clothes in the woods.

      I dipped my head, then took off. I didn’t know how much time I had until Brandon finished his investigation and came looking for me.

      The closer I got to the pentacle, the louder the animals’ refrain became, until my head was aching with the noise.

      Brandon was still in the ritual space, walking around the bobcat’s body with upraised hands, so I stayed a ways back and searched for an animal to communicate with.

      Another squirrel stopped in front of me, sitting up on its butt and eyeing me with open curiosity. While we couldn’t communicate in actual words, I could understand phrases and feelings by using the animal’s magic and connection to the earth.

      When I asked the squirrel about the evil, it dropped to all fours and sprinted for the nearest tree in terror.

      Great.

      I sent out a message that told the animals I was there to help them, and I needed to know what had happened to the bobcat. Even though they recognized my soul, they were still frightened to tell me.

      What in Hades had they seen?

      Finally, two deer approached, a mother and her fawn. The doe told me she’d seen evil enter the forest. When I asked her for more information, she said evil had been in the sacred space where Celeste performed her part of the fortification ritual. Magic had been used to block off the circle, so none of the animals could see or hear what was going on inside. When I pressed her, asking if she could tell me how many people were present for the sacrifice, she told me one other person had been on our property. They’d wrapped themselves in magic and hidden any identifying features, but she was sure of one thing—Celeste and the book had left with this person.

      Did Celeste go willingly? I asked.

      Even as the thought left my head, I was overcome with guilt. How could I entertain the idea that our sister would not only betray us but also witchkind?

      The deer stared down at me but kept silent. Did she not understand the question? I’d chosen to go down this path. Now I needed to know.

      Did the witch go with violence? I pressed.

      The doe took a step backward, nudging her fawn with her nose. One word, or more like a feeling, filled my head.

      Evil.

      Then she took off running, her baby stumbling to keep up.

      I caught movement to my right, and realized Brandon was headed back. With a running leap, I darted ahead of him, keeping a good twenty feet to his left. There was no way I could get to the other side of the woods, get dressed, and meet Brandon at Rowan’s car, but right now I just wanted to get to my clothes and shift without making him suspicious.

      I raced across the open lawn, sticking close to the house, and then headed into the patch of trees where Brandon had thought I was peeing. Sure enough, my clothes were in a pile about fifteen feet from the opening. I tried unsuccessfully to relax as I changed back to human.

      Shifting from such a small animal to my human form was harder than shifting to a larger animal. The pain was more intense than either of the last two shifts, and when I finished, I lay panting on the forest floor, whimpering. Realizing I could be heard, I covered my mouth with my hand and waited for the ache in my bones and muscles to ease. A half minute later, I pushed to a sitting position—and cringed when I heard Brandon calling my name.

      “Phoebe!”

      I quickly put on my panties and yoga pants, then my camisole and wrap sweater, my fingers shaking. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d eaten, and I’d just done three consecutive shifts, which took a massive amount of energy. I was going to have to eat soon or I’d likely pass out. After shoving on my shoes, I hurried out of the trees, toward my sister and Brandon, who were arguing as they stood next to the passenger side of Rowan’s SUV.

      “See?” Rowan said, flinging an arm my direction. “There she is.”

      Brandon propped his hands on his hips, keeping his gaze on me as I sauntered toward them.

      “What? Can’t a girl pee in peace?” I asked with plenty of attitude. I felt a little dizzy, but I braced my feet to keep from swaying.

      “That had to be the world’s longest pee,” he said sarcastically.

      I gave a shrug as I stopped in front of him. “I have performance issues. What did you find?”

      An amused grin lit up his eyes as he lifted a hand to my hair.

      I flinched, and he pulled his hand back slightly, splaying his fingers as though to reassure me that he wasn’t going to hurt me. When I didn’t protest, his eyes twinkled as he reached into my hair and pulled out a four-inch twig. “Do I want to know?”

      Rowan’s eyes widened.

      “When I squatted to pee, I fell over.”

      “Huh.”

      “Phoebe has a point,” Rowan said. “Not the peeing part, the other. What did you find?”

      His amusement fell away. “Nothing of importance. The Protective Force agents are on their way, and when they get here, I’ll leave you both in their capable hands and head east.”

      “What happened to us working together?” I asked, still in shock he was planning to leave us in the dark.

      “What’s out east?” Rowan asked.

      But I knew exactly where he was going. He was headed to Pittsburgh.

      “The logistics needn’t concern you,” he said. “What matters is that I find Celeste and the book.”

      He’d just lied to us about not finding anything important in the forest, which meant we’d never know the truth about what he found next.

      “I’m going with you,” I said as though I were issuing an order.

      Rowan couldn’t have looked more surprised if I’d told her I planned to go skydiving.

      “You don’t even know where I’m headed!” Brandon protested.

      I shrugged. “Okay. Where are we headed?”

      His nostrils flared with his irritation. “I am going to Pittsburgh. Alone.”

      “Awesome. How long will we be gone?”

      A scowl crossed Brandon’s face. “I’m conducting an official investigation, Phoebe. This isn’t a biology class field trip to the zoo. There’s likely to be actual danger.”

      The reminder of our freshman biology field trip only added fuel to the fire in my gut. Who wouldn’t have been terrified to see a two-foot-long escaped iguana waddle up next to them while gazing into an alligator pit? But he and the other boys in our class had gotten a lot of mileage out of my hysterical reaction. It was time he discovered I wasn’t that girl anymore.

      “We know there’s actual danger, Captain Cassidy,” Rowan snapped. “Our sister is missing. Our house has been ripped apart, and two SUVs full of cloaked minions tried to kill us on the way to the Small Council meeting. We’re fully aware of the danger.”

      To his credit, Brandon looked embarrassed.

      Pulling together a regal pose—not exactly easy when I could feel the leaves in my hair and the dirt ground into my cheek—I gave him a deathly cold stare. “I am the daughter of Xavier and Linnet Whelan,” I ground out. “My ancestral talent is one of the finest our community has ever seen, and my family has roots all over the Northeast and Midwest. I used that power to destroy one of those SUVs your task force is cleaning up now. Not only that, but the Whelan sisters’ coven bond is one of the strongest in the country. You can’t do this without us, and if you were as smart as you think you are, you wouldn’t want to.”

      His dark gaze held mine for several seconds—he clearly didn’t appreciate being dressed down—but then his face softened. “I hadn’t thought about your coven bond.” He paused, eyeing me with new interest. “If I agree to bring you, do you agree to tell me if you sense your sister?”

      “Of course,” I lied. “We all want the same things. We want to find the book as quickly as possible before innocent people are harmed. We want to catch and punish the person or persons responsible for its theft, and we want to find my sister, who is likely with the book. If we achieve the first goal, I believe we can achieve them all.”

      Rowan was shooting daggers at me, and I was certain she thought I was selling out our sister.

      Trust me, I sent through our bond.

      Her facial muscles softened, but she still looked reluctant.

      “You both can’t leave,” he said, shooting a hesitant glance at my sister. I was sure he was expecting her to protest, but she stayed surprisingly quiet. “Rowan, it’s better if you stay here. A Whelan needs to watch over the land—especially now—not to mention that one of you should be here in case Celeste shows up. She might need a magical anchor to help her find her way.”

      I’d expected him to offer more resistance, and even though his logic was sound, I was still suspicious that he’d agreed so readily.

      “You’re right,” Rowan said. “And I agree that Phoebe should be the one to go.” She turned to me and I expected to see defiance or anger in her eyes—Rowan Whelan wasn’t a sit-around-and-wait kind of woman—but she was accepting that role right now without so much as the bat of an eye. “You can access your ancestral talents. You’ll be much more useful.”

      I wanted to believe this was all an act to convince Brandon we were on board with his plan, only I couldn’t ignore the sadness in her voice. Or the guilt rolling off her in lapping waves, along with her long familiar insecurity that out of all the Whelan sisters, her powers were the weakest, the most generic. Rowan had spent most of her life feeling like she had to live up to the rarer, more powerful talents of her younger sisters.

      Staring at her slack-jawed, I realized that she’d given up. She didn’t think she could help. My heart stuttered at the thought, and I projected to her through our coven bond the only truth I knew: You are not useless.

      She shrugged as if it didn’t matter, even though we both knew otherwise. “When the Protective Forces team is finished in the house, I can work on concealing it and strengthening its protections. I’ll be a contact point for whoever wants to assist us from this end.”

      “Rowan, you know you’re just as—”

      She raised a hand to put a stop to my protests. “Phoebe, seriously. I’m so ridiculously behind on all my projects, anyway. The local lumber guys are waiting on their website, and I really should work on the essay that magazine requested. Someone needs to clean up here, and working will help keep me from going crazy while we wait to hear about Celeste.”

      I gave her a doubtful look, but she approached and wrapped me in a hug.

      “I promise,” she said.

      I pressed my lips shut, resigned to her winning this fight. “Okay.”

      “Good,” Brandon said matter-of-factly. “Phoebe, since I’m not sure how quickly we’ll wrap this up, you’re going to need to pack an overnight bag. I’ll walk you in myself. Then we can hit the road as soon as the team arrives.”

      “I need a shower.”

      He shook his head. “We need to get in and out. I shouldn’t let you inside in the first place, but you’ll need a few changes of clothes.”

      I shot Rowan a look—I desperately needed to tell her what I’d found, and it would be so much easier to use verbal communication instead of our coven bond, but Brandon had his hand on the small of my back, ushering me toward the porch steps. I considered telling Brandon that I needed to grab something to eat, but the kitchen was in ground zero of the destruction and lingering magic, and considering the way Brandon shuttled me to my room, keeping me at the edge of the living room, I knew he’d never let me anywhere near the kitchen.

      Five minutes later, we emerged from the house. Brandon had slung my duffel bag, which was packed with several changes of clothes and toiletries, over his shoulder. When he reached the bottom step, he held his hand out to Rowan.

      “I’m going to need to borrow your vehicle. I promise I’ll be careful with it.”

      I looked at Rowan, and when our eyes met, we both burst out laughing. Brandon had inadvertently provided us with some much-needed levity.

      “Oh, sweetie. You are not driving my SUV.” Rowan paused to breathe, clutching her middle. She walked to her car, opened it up, grabbed something from inside, then walked over to him. Patting him on the shoulder, she held up a ring with a single key dangling from it.

      I swallowed another laugh. She’d gotten it from my purse, and Brandon was not going to like it.

      “We get to take Old Faithful,” I said. “Treat him right. Hopefully, he’ll do the same for you.”

      Brandon rolled his eyes to the sky before they landed on the beat-up pickup truck parked at the side of the house. “Your car?” He directed the comment toward me. “Let me guess. The truck you drove in high school.”

      “Don’t let the rust or the rattling bumper fool you. His beauty lies within.” It was true. I did adore my truck. My father bought it when I could barely walk, and I’d learned to drive a stick shift on it. Yes, the light-blue monstrosity was ugly, but his engine purred like a kitten.

      Three dark SUVs appeared in the long drive from our house to the road. Brandon gave Rowan a dark look before he dropped my bag on the ground at the back of her SUV and walked over to greet the agents.

      “Are you okay?” Rowan asked. “How many times did you shift?”

      “Twice.”

      “You need to eat, Bee,” she said, sounding like a mother hen. Her gaze flitted down to my neck and her expression softened. “At least you’re wearing the necklace.”

      My fingers drifted to the necklace I’d clasped on in preparation for the trip. At first glance, it might look like it was a strand of large, unpolished freshwater pearls staggered with tiny garnets. The pearls weren’t pearls at all, though. They were actually a collection of carpal bones harvested from the grave of my mother’s great-great-grandmother, Corlew Whelan who possessed a talent for kinematics—what most laypeople referred to as telekinesis. Since they came from her wrist, and her talent was a tactile one, they held strong memories of the magic she’d wielded in her lifetime. Wearing them against my body meant that I could access her talent wherever I wore it, even away from home, where the rest of her was buried.

      “What about the ring?” Rowan asked.

      I held up my left hand to show her the large oval ring on the middle finger. What looked like an intricately etched design of a gravestone under a weeping willow was actually formed from a couple strands of hair. The gravestone was fashioned with a three-millimeter bone from the inner ear of Imogene Booker, my great-grandmother on my father’s side, who’d had extensive talents in elemental magic—manipulating earth, water, air, and fire to her will. While alive, she’d worked hard to develop the talent to draw kinetic energy from the molecules around her and condense it to give herself super strength. I’d done the same with the help of the ring. Like the necklace, it lent me the talent of my ancestor so long as I was wearing it.

      “See, I’m prepared,” I said with a forced grin.

      She glanced back at Brandon, then turned to face me. “I don’t like that you’re leaving with him. We should find her on our own.”

      Now that I didn’t have to perform for Brandon, my grief and fear bubbled to the surface. “Rowan,” I said, my voice catching. “We need to know what he finds out.” I started to shake, and Rowan grabbed my hands. “Out there… it’s bad.”

      “It was hard to understand everything you sent through our coven bond. Did you say there was an animal sacrifice?”

      I nodded, turning my back to Brandon and the other agents as I blinked back tears. “When was the last time you saw Celeste’s workspace for her part of the ritual?”

      Worry filled her eyes. “I don’t know. Maybe a year ago? I glamour the book, but then I give it to her. She does whatever she needs to do with it. We decided long ago to keep each of our own parts of the ritual secret, and I guess I just… I never questioned it. It seemed like the best way to protect the book. I never imagined… I never thought…”

      “When you were there, did the area look… different?”

      “Different how?”

      There was no good way to tell her. Might as well rip off the Band-Aid. “There’s a pentacle burned into the ground. And someone made an animal sacrifice in the center.”

      The color drained from her face.

      “I only used Margaret’s power at first, so I headed back toward the graveyard to pick up Samuel Abbott’s power to communicate with the animals.” I paused. “The animals are repeating one word over and over.” I caught her gaze. “Evil.”

      Her eyes widened, and she looked terrified. With just cause.

      “Brandon was all over her workspace. I highly doubted he would tell us what he found and I was right. That’s why I have to go with him, Rowan. I’m sure he thinks Celeste played a part in this.”

      “What do you think?” she asked so quietly I could barely hear her.

      “I think she’s our sister.” Which was no answer at all, yet somehow answer enough. “The animals didn’t tell me much, but they did say someone else showed up. Someone cloaked in magic.”

      “Hiding their identity?”

      I nodded. “They left with Celeste and the book, but the animal I spoke to didn’t answer when I asked if she left willingly.”

      “So she did steal it,” she whispered, guilt pinching the corners of her eyes. The disappointment in her voice was suffocating.

      “Not necessarily,” I insisted. “The doe wouldn’t tell me. It ran away in fear.” I refused to believe it. Little Celeste who’d always found wonder in the world around her could not be capable of evil. Except she hadn’t been that Celeste in years. What about this Celeste?

      “Are you going to tell Brandon what you know?”

      We were silent for a moment as we watched Brandon give directions to a bunch of mages twice his age. Lucia must think highly of him to put him in charge. But no matter how much I wished I could trust him, I knew better. “No. He’s keeping secrets from me, so I’ll keep my own.”

      Her body tensed. “You know you’re not supposed to withhold information during an investigation. You could be charged with treason, Bee.” When she saw I didn’t waver, she added, “Tread lightly.”

      I narrowed my eyes as I continued to watch Brandon give his crew orders. Two mages headed into the house as Brandon led the remaining four toward the woods. “I know how to handle Brandon Cassidy.”

      “Be careful there too.” Her voice was tight.

      I jerked my head to face her. “What’s that mean?”

      “It means he’s a lot more experienced than you. Hell, almost everyone...” Her cheeks pinkened.

      My gut clenched. I’d only had a couple of boyfriends in the past ten years, and neither had been serious, whereas Rowan had slept with more men than I could count—not that I was judging. If anything, she tended to judge me. “Go ahead and say it. Almost everyone is more experienced than I am.”

      “So you’re more selective than I am,” she said with a shrug. “Maybe that’s a good thing, but Captain Cassidy is likely to use every trick at his disposal to get you to cooperate. And the fact that you used to have a crush on him… let’s just say he’ll use that too.”

      I suspected she was right, which meant I needed to stay one step ahead of him. “I’m not sixteen years old. I’ve grown up. I have no interest in Brandon Cassidy.”

      “I don’t know, Bee. He’s a good-looking man,” she said in an appreciative tone.

      “Who’s after our sister.” My voice was ice-cold. “I know my priorities.”

      Keep your friends close and your enemies closer, even when your enemy was hotter than July in Florida.

      Brandon gave our house a long look before heading back toward us.

      “Rowan,” he said when he approached. “I trust you’ll follow the agents’ directions.”

      She answered him with raised eyebrows and a glare so cold I was sure his balls shrank.

      He continued, without pause, “When the agents finish, they’ll bring in a crew to put everything back together.” He gave us a dry smile. “Expenses covered by the Council for your service.”

      “Our homeowner’s insurance agent will appreciate that,” Rowan said with a dry smile of her own.

      Brandon turned to me. “Ready?”

      “Yep!” I chirped with way too much enthusiasm.

      He gave me an odd look, then tossed the key back to Rowan. “We’ll be driving something else.” With that, he picked up my bag and headed toward one of the Protective Force’s SUVs. “If you’re coming, Phoebe Whelan, we need to get going.” He popped the hatch of the SUV and tossed my bag inside.

      Rowan walked over to her open car door and reached in to pull out my purse. “Don’t let him get the upper hand, Bee. Celeste…” Her voice trailed off.

      I threw my arms around her and squeezed tight. “I love you, Rowan.”

      “I love you too.” She hugged me back hard, then pushed me back. “Go before he leaves without you. Keep me updated.”

      I stared into her worried green eyes and nodded. “I will. Stay safe.”

      “You’re the one in danger,” she countered.

      “I’ll call you if there’s any trouble,” I promised. “And you keep me updated on what’s going on here. We can always text to stay in touch, unless things get bad.” The coven bond was useful, but exhausting and unreliable when used over great distances.

      The blare of a horn made me jump and I turned to glare at Brandon for honking at me. Unbelievable.

      A grin lit up Rowan’s face. “Give ’em hell, Bee.”

      Gritting my teeth, I said, “Oh… I plan to.”
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      I marched over to the SUV and opened the passenger door. I’d climbed in and had barely gotten my door shut when Brandon punched the gas and the SUV shot forward, throwing me back in the seat.

      “What the hell was that honk about?” I demanded.

      “It was turning into a North Dakota goodbye,” he said in a patronizing tone. “I hope to be in Pittsburgh by sundown.”

      Sundown? But I pounced on his other statement first. “What the hell is a North Dakota goodbye?”

      His head tipped to the side. “You know, when you take a half hour for what should take ten seconds.”

      “Are you purposely trying to be annoying, or does it just come naturally?” I asked, grabbing the seat belt and buckling myself in.

      His response was a cocky grin. “Did you find me annoying back in high school?”

      No, he’d always been nice to me. But I wasn’t about to tell him that and I didn’t feel like lying.

      “My younger sister’s been kidnapped, and I left my older sister alone in the house where we were robbed and magically attacked. The least you could do was spare me thirty freaking seconds to say goodbye.”

      His face seemed to soften. Then his grip on the steering wheel shifted. “I presumed you were telling her goodbye while I was talking to my men. You two seemed deep in conversation.”

      I shot him a scowl. A quick glance at the dashboard clock told me what I’d already suspected. It was barely eight thirty in the morning. “Even if I took that half hour to say goodbye, we’d still be in Pittsburgh by lunch. It’s a four-hour drive tops. And that’s with a bathroom break.”

      A lazy grin spread across his face as he leaned back in his seat, his arm extended to hold the steering wheel at the twelve o’clock position. “I guess we’ll be able to make it in three since you took so long to pee in the woods.”

      We rode in silence for about five minutes before I asked, “What’s in Pittsburgh?”

      His grin was back. “Official Council business, Ms. Whelan. I’d tell you, but then I’d have to kill you.”

      “Really?” I asked in a disgusted tone. “That’s the best you can do? The Brandon Cassidy who went to Mount Vernon High would have done better than that.”

      His smile wavered for a half second before falling back into place. “I’m all grown up, Phoebe Whelan. Looks like you are too.” He gave me an appreciative glance. “We’re different people now.”

      I almost fell for it, but something in the way he said it made me think it was an act, obviously for my benefit. What did he hope to gain by acting like an asshole? If he remembered anything about me back in high school, he’d know that his current behavior was the worst way to get me to trust him. But maybe that was the point. Maybe he didn’t want me with him after all.

      “Look,” I said, turning halfway in my seat to face him. “We’re in this together, whether either one of us likes it or not, so the best thing we can do is pool our resources and actually work together. So what’s your lead?”

      His eyes darted away from the road for long enough to give me a quick, appraising look.

      “A couple of years ago, there were a few incidents that left traces of magic similar to what I found in your house.”

      “You mean the Lincoln shooting?” I asked.

      “Yes, along with a couple of other similar occurrences. But there was also a more recent one,” Brandon said, barely keeping the annoyance out of his voice. “In Pittsburgh. I have a contact. A witch who might be able to help.”

      “What did she see?”

      “I think we should wait until we talk to her. Hear it firsthand from her.”

      He obviously wasn’t going to tell me anything else. I considered pressing him but couldn’t see the point. I’d find out when we got there.

      The movement of the car was making me sleepy, but I also knew I needed to eat or I’d be in serious trouble. “I need to stop soon.”

      “I thought you already peed,” he said, sounding annoyed.

      “I did,” I lied, although I’d probably need to do that soon too. “But I need to eat. Since Rowan and I were passed out for over twenty-four hours, it’s been at least thirty-six since I’ve eaten anything.”

      “You’re hungry.” At least he didn’t sound so annoyed. “You could have just said so.”

      “That’s what I’m doing now.”

      He shot me a grimace, then motioned ahead. “There’s a McDonald’s ahead, if you can handle greasy fast food.”

      A greasy sausage biscuit meal was exactly what I needed.

      When he parked in the parking lot, I started to unbuckle, but my hands shook too badly to push the button.

      Brandon covered my hand with his own, giving me a worried look. “Why didn’t you tell me your blood sugar was so low?”

      “And give you a reason to leave me behind at the farm? No thanks.”

      His brow furrowed, and he reached for his car door. “Wait here and I’ll run in and get it. What do you want?”

      I gave him my order, adding a large coffee, then squinted at him. “Why don’t you just go through the drive-through?”

      He grimaced. “I have to pee.”

      I laughed despite myself, then leaned back in the passenger seat, closing my eyes. The next thing I knew, Brandon was shouting my name from the driver’s seat and shaking my arm.

      When I opened my eyes, I wasn’t prepared for the panic on his face.

      “Here,” he said, shoving a cup in my face. “Drink this orange juice.”

      “I didn’t ask for orange juice,” I mumbled.

      “Drink the damn orange juice, Phoebe,” he growled, shoving it up to my lips.

      I took several sips before he took the cup away.

      “Does the shifting make you weaker?” he asked, pulling a package of hash browns out of the bag.

      “What?”

      “I know you use your ancestor Margaret Abbott’s shifting magic,” he said as he held the crispy potatoes up to my mouth. “And I know you depend on her magic for your part of the fortification ritual. Did you eat before you passed out the night of the ritual?”

      “No.”

      He grimaced again and shook his head. “Why didn’t you say anything before now?” he groused.

      “Why would I?” I asked, sitting up as my strength came back. “You’re practically a stranger, Brandon, and you’re—” I stopped myself before I added that he was after my sister. I needed him to think we were on the same side.

      “I’m not your enemy, Phoebe,” he said softly, grabbing my sausage biscuit from the bag. “I know Celeste is your sister, but I’m after the book, and I know you are too. We want the same thing.”

      Except he wanted to take Celeste into custody. I just wanted her back.

      “I know,” I lied.

      “Look,” he said, sitting back a bit. “I need you at one hundred percent, so if you need something, tell me. Okay?”

      “Sure,” I lied again. Brandon undoubtedly saw my current condition as a weakness—one brought on by one shift, not three. I could use that to my advantage by letting him underestimate me—or I could prove I could hold my own so he wouldn’t see me as a liability. For now, I’d play it by ear.

      “I thought you’d passed out or something. I don’t know exactly how the magic works, what it takes from you. You worried me.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said softly. For a few seconds, I let the feeling of being taken care of wash over me. Having someone to fret over me was a distant memory, and I realized I’d missed it. I might be the middle Whelan sister, but I was the one that kept everything running back at home.

      He studied me for a few seconds before he tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. Then, realizing what he’d done, he pulled his hand back and started the engine.

      I ate my entire breakfast and drank the rest of the juice. Brandon suggested I take a nap, and I tried to, if for no other reason than that it would help me recover faster, but my mind was racing. I couldn’t do anything other than doze.

      When he saw I wasn’t going to sleep, he asked, “So what have you been up to other than getting your degrees?”

      “I spend most of my time in the stacks or in the shack, as Rowan likes to say.”

      “Your house is hardly a shack.”

      “True.”

      He was right. While our farmhouse had seen better days, and could use a fresh coat of paint—and probably a new roof—it was a grand old house with an abiding grace. Comfortable. Cozy. Sturdy. I loved our house—it felt like a sanctuary, full of sweet memories of growing up there with our parents. Up until now, it had always felt safe, and even though my sisters and I could get on each other’s nerves, it was full of love.

      “But none of us loves that we have to stay there. When you can’t leave home, it can start to feel like a prison,” I said, instantly regretting what I’d said. Maybe Rowan and I should have tried to find our sister on our own. I’d inadvertently given him a motive for Celeste to run.

      He remained quiet.

      I had to save this, and fast. “It’s not that bad. I love my house. I love my sisters, and I love my job.” It was all true. I’d always taken our responsibility to protect the Book of Sin with a grain of salt. For me, it was easy. Good practice for my talent. Plus, there was comfort, being near the bones of my ancestors, drawing power from the skills they’d worked a lifetime to perfect. “I was never much of a partier, and you know…witches keep to ourselves. There’s nothing better than curling up on the couch with a blanket and a book, or a TV show.”

      “You don’t go out much?” Brandon asked, his lips twitching into a smile.

      “Like to bars? No, none of us drink. Once Mom and Dad died, the pressure to protect the book was too ever-present. The Council trusted us. We wanted to be alert in case something happened. Fat lot of good it did us in the end—we never stopped to consider there was someone out there who knew enough about our defenses to circumvent them.”

      It begged the question, who could have known about our particular brand of protection? The Council didn’t know exactly how we protected the book—keeping that under wraps from even the highest magical governing body on the continent was part of the purpose of letting us guard it. The exact rituals were known only to my sisters and me; I still couldn’t fathom how this had happened.

      I ran a hand up my neck and buried my fingertips in the hair at the nape, lightly massaging there. Mom had told me once that I’d done it since I was a baby—it was a soothing behavior, my alternative to thumb-sucking. She always said it was why my hair had grown so long and thick, and I’d rolled my eyes every time she said it, knowing it was ridiculous.

      Just one more regret.

      It was normal for a teenage girl to blow her mother off, sure, but most girls had the chance to apologize once they grew up.

      “You’ve devoted your entire lives to protecting the Book of Sindal, but you’re all still so young,” he said. “Isn’t it hard knowing your life is all planned out for you?”

      Time to change the subject.

      “What happened to you after high school?” I asked. “What made you leave?”

      A lot of kids stayed in Mount Vernon after graduation. Brandon left without a word or a trace. Despite the fact that he’d been a member of more than one varsity team, and popular as all get out, nobody in town had so much as mentioned his name within earshot after we tossed our caps in the air.

      “What, did you miss me?” he asked with a tented brow and sly grin. If he hadn’t been so damn cocky about asking, I’d have told him my real answer—that it had been lonely as hell in Mount Vernon. That, because of the Council’s restrictions on letting any nonmagical people know that we were witches, my sisters and I scarcely let ourselves have casual friendships, let alone real relationships, with the handful of people we encountered day to day. That we tended not to socialize with other witches either, in large part because our farm was an hour from Columbus and with Celeste’s fragile state…and of course, as the guardians of the book, we’ve always been wary of other witches, who might try to gain access to the book through us if they found out what we guarded. That it would have been nice to have someone besides Celeste and Rowan to talk to about the really important issues in my life for the last six years. That, frankly, he was very easy on the eyes, and under different circumstances, I wouldn’t have minded spending more time with his sparkling gaze, full lips, and broad shoulders. Wouldn’t have minded at all.

      Instead, I just rolled my eyes at him and shook my head as though I found him incorrigible.

      “I had to get out of there,” he breathed into the space between us. “It was too small. Things with my family were… complicated, and I felt like Mount Vernon was slowly crushing me. I don’t know. I wanted to go somewhere I could really be of use, you know? When the Small Council contacted me about a job with the Protective Force, I jumped at the chance to move to the city.”

      I dipped my head. “I understand that. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t jealous. I never could leave, for obvious reasons. Now all of our friends are getting married and settling down, and I wonder if I’ll ever have a family of my own.” I paused. “I never thought it was fair that we couldn’t know who was magical or not until we turned eighteen.”

      I didn’t add that maybe I could have met someone. Someone of my own.

      “I…” He hesitated. “I knew, Phoebe.” His hand gripped the steering wheel, his knuckles turning white, a detail I barely noticed because it suddenly felt as if all the blood had rushed to my head, sloshing in my ears and causing a din.

      “Knew what?” I asked, my voice coming out in a near whisper.

      “I knew you were a witch. I figured it out that day at our lockers. With your hair.”

      “My hair?” I repeated.

      Literally every direct interaction we’d had in high school centered around my hair. All of a sudden, it made sense.

      “Why didn’t you ever say anything?” I breathed, already knowing the answer.

      “That first time I touched it,” he said. “Your sister had done something to it? Anyway, she’d gone way overboard with the glamouring. There were still traces of it—a shimmer to the strands or something, I don’t know. But I looked at your hair, and I looked at you, and I just knew. That’s how I realized my special talents lay in spell tracking, actually.” He shot me a nervous, lopsided smile, like he’d said too much and wasn’t sure how to cover it up. “I’d never quite figured it out until then.”

      “Why didn’t you ever say anything?” I breathed, already knowing the answer.

      “Because of the rule. And then, once I’d seen enough to feel almost certain you and your sisters were witches, I didn’t bring it up because… I don’t know. I didn’t want to out myself, obviously, but I also didn’t want to find out it wasn’t true after all. In my head, there was always this possibility…You were what I saw in my future back then, when I let myself think that far ahead.”

      My heart stuttered before dropping to my stomach. He’d thought about us being together all those years? Wanted it, even?

      Brandon Cassidy had fantasized about me. Holy hells.

      I opened my mouth to say something—anything—but at that moment, his phone rang. He sat up straighter and answered in his captain voice. “You got an address for me?” After a few seconds, he grunted his thanks and hung up.

      He was quiet after that, staring straight ahead with a dark look in his eyes. Whatever bonding moment we’d shared before was gone. He checked his screen, then pulled up his map app telling us we’d be there in fifteen minutes.

      When he pulled up in front of Black Magic Coffee, he said. “I need to talk to the owner, a witness to a previous incident.”

      My mouth dropped open in shock. “A witch seriously owns this place?”

      Magical children were taught to obscure our backgrounds and their abilities. A witch who owned a coffee shop whose name referred to anything outside the mundane was flirting with suspicion. Suspicion, too often, led to trouble.

      “They say she likes to shock people,” Brandon said with a shrug.

      “Welcome.” A lanky woman with a dramatic cascade of tight curls that reached to her shoulders as she approached on the sidewalk, the door to the café swinging behind her. Her curls bounced with every step she took toward us, and between that hair and her blinding smile, I wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d added a little glamour work in with her hair and makeup routine. She was stunning.

      “I saw you two coming in about ten minutes ago,” she said, extending her hand. “Caroline Fontenot,” she said smoothly, the French accent on her last name showing off her plump lips. Damn. Was Brandon as affected by this witch’s looks as I was? One glimpse of him darting his tongue out to quickly lick his lips confirmed that my suspicion was correct. “I own this place,” she continued. “Been here a long time. I’ll help you out however I can.”

      Apparently Caroline was an aura reader, like Lucia, though not as powerful. I’d heard of witches that could tell when another witch or mage was approaching, which made it impossible to sneak up on them. I wondered how far her aura-reading talents extended. It couldn’t hurt to do my best to obscure my thoughts and temper my emotions while I was with her.

      “I’ve had an inkling, for a few days now, the Protective Force was about to send someone to talk with me,” she said. “Expected a witch. Not a mage.” Her voice went low and smooth, practically purring out that last syllable. The shoulder closest to Brandon rolled down an inch or two, and her hip popped out, accentuating her curves. With my slender figure, braided hair, and minimal makeup, I felt like that morning’s stale coffee compared to her rich, hot latte.

      “Brandon,” he said, extending a hand. His eyes might as well have been hearts. Taking a step forward, I shouldered him out of the way.

      “I’m Phoebe. This is Captain Brandon Cassidy,” I finished with a pointed look back at him, which made him blink hard and clear his throat a little. Thank the gods. Whatever Caroline Fontenot was doing to Brandon, it should be illegal. Hells, maybe it was illegal. But how would he even remember, with how she was scrambling his brain with whatever pheromone charm she was slinging his way?

      “We’re here on Valerian Council business,” Brandon said in a no-nonsense tone.

      Caroline stiffened, suddenly on alert. I didn’t blame her. The Council only intervened in the affairs of witches when there were major issues afoot. She had known we were coming, though. She must have been alarmed by how quickly Brandon managed to snap out of the haze she’d cast his way.

      “Nothing concerning you,” Brandon said, completely missing what was disturbing her. If Caroline had done something wrong, she probably wouldn’t have greeted us so warmly. “I need to ask you a few questions related to an investigation, and Phoebe’s offered to help me out. Phoebe’s a librarian and her record-keeping skills are legendary, so…”

      “Huh,” Caroline said, relaxing a little. “Super witchy librarian?”

      Brandon’s smile in response was stiff, forced. Did he think Caroline had something to do with stealing the book?

      She studied him in her peripheral vision as she led us into the shop and guided us toward a little table in the back corner.

      “This is my coziest spot,” Caroline whispered to me as she leaned my way to pull out a chair.

      “Oh, you’ve got it wrong,” I answered in a knee-jerk response. “We’re not a thing.”

      She looked at me, obviously peering into my aura to see whether I was telling the truth, and whispered, “Maybe not, chérie. Seems to me you’re not too convinced about that, though. Seems to me you wouldn’t have tried so hard to stop me flirting with him if this was purely a professional relationship.”

      I stiffened, my polite smile slipping. Maybe she was picking up on my confusion about wishing I’d known that Brandon was a mage back in high school, because there was nothing besides a begrudging attraction there now. But what may or may not be going on between Brandon and me was the least of my concerns at this moment.

      Caroline’s brow furrowed as she read my body language. “Everything okay?”

      “We could use something hot and caffeinated to drink,” Brandon interrupted good-naturedly, then had the audacity to wink when he asked, “Got anything like that here?”

      Caroline grinned, turning her sparkling olive eyes on Brandon. “Full-fat, triple-shot latte? Something sweet? What’ll it be? Mocha? Butterscotch?”

      “Wow, that’s impressive,” Brandon said, dipping his head in appreciation of her aura-reading skills. “Surprise me. And something to eat for Phoebe?”

      “A small dark roast drip for you and a blueberry muffin, yes?” Caroline confirmed as she squeezed my shoulder. “Simple order for an uncomplicated witch.”

      I didn’t know why that statement bothered me so much, but I tried to hide it as I plunked down in my chair.

      Brandon eased into his seat, all grace. He leaned forward as he shrugged out of his coat.

      Underneath, he wore a cream-colored Henley shirt, fitted perfectly to him, like it had been tailor-made. Not only that, but the top two buttons were undone, giving me a brief view of the top curve of his pecs when he shifted.

      His eyes held mine, calm and steady, for a second longer than absolutely necessary, and my heart tripped around in my chest like a drunk chipmunk. Oh, no. Absolutely not. I was not interested in Brandon Cassidy. Sure, I could appreciate the view, but that had to be it.

      “Listen,” he said, finally glancing away, his gaze falling on her as she headed our direction. “I want to keep this questioning vague… for a few reasons. First, I don’t know how much of our thoughts she can read. The more we say, the more specific information it’ll bring to mind. If whoever’s taken the Book of Sindal and your sister comes here after we leave, I don’t want her to have any information they may want.”

      Did he really believe Celeste had been kidnapped, or was he only saying that for my benefit? But I pushed that thought aside. “Yes. Of course.”

      “And if she’s with the bad guys, we don’t want to give away what we know.”

      “That’s a pretty serious thing to suspect a witch of,” I ventured. “Any reason to suspect her? She seems like she’s just going about her business. Just like my sisters and I were.”

      The gaze he leveled at me led me to believe he didn’t think I knew my sisters well at all. So much for him believing that Celeste was a victim in all of this.

      “Back with your coffee,” Caroline sang as she slid a tray with our coffees and my muffin onto the table and then divvied up our order between us. “Sorry, didn’t mean to interrupt.”

      “No, you’re just in time,” Brandon said. I watched that small, slightly uneven smile stretch across his lips, noticed the way his eyebrow twitched up and his shoulders opened toward her as she sat down beside me, across from him. “Looks like you’re doing well for yourself here.”

      He was right. Roughly three quarters of the tables were occupied on a weekday afternoon, and many of the patrons were chatting with each other, nursing lattes and trading bites of dessert.

      “I know what the people want,” Caroline replied. Then she tapped her temple and we all laughed.

      “So you can read thoughts,” Brandon said. “That’s amazing.”

      “No, no. I can’t hear them thinkin’ their order in so many words. It’s more like feeling what they’re in the mood for,” she said.

      Despite her assumption that something romantic was going on between us, Caroline was certainly eating up the attention from Brandon, moving imperceptibly closer to him with each sentence they exchanged. It was getting hard to ignore the tension in my jaw. It was true enough that he and I weren’t together, just like I’d assured her, so what did I care?

      Like a string had pulled on her spine, Caroline sat bolt upright and snuck a look at me, frowning. Oh hell. She’d definitely just felt my aura. I tried to tell her with a quick shake of my head that we were cool, but Brandon had already launched into his next question.

      “So you’re an aura reader,” he said, tapping notes into an app on his phone, “specializing in scent work. Phoebe here has some ancestral magic capabilities.”

      “Now, that’s amazing!” Caroline said. “Oooh. This is where you tap your dead relatives for powers… like a keg, yes?” she said with a wink, clearly pleased with her very Amereecan joke. “Do you know whether you have family buried here?”

      Gods, she was annoying. Of course I knew. That was part of what my parents had pushed me to learn as early as twelve or thirteen years old.

      “Yeah,” I said, taking a bite of the muffin she’d tucked next to my coffee cup to excuse myself from saying anything else for a few moments.

      Brandon shot me a warning look as though to let me know he was about to start his questioning and he was running this show. “I track spells, and that’s one reason we’re in town. We caught a whiff of some spellwork near the Whelan homestead, and I thought I remembered something like that in this area.”

      “A whiff, huh? Not, like, coffee, is it?” Caroline asked, slightly nervous.

      “No,” he said.

      “My maman’s magic always had a trace of coffee scent,” Caroline explained. “One of the reasons I love it here so very much. Reminds me of home.”

      “No, this was more…smoky. Sickly sweet,” he said. “Like baked goods left in the oven too long, though I couldn’t place what it was exactly. There were also traces of lingering magic with blue wisps.”

      Caroline held her hands up, palms pressed together, and wiggled her fingers. “Show me,” she said.

      Brandon leaned forward, letting her place her hands on his head. She threaded her fingers through his hair, working in microscopic twitching motions over his skull while her thumbs traced light circles on his forehead. As she worked her magic over him, a soft grunt oozed bubbled from the back of his throat, and a flash of hot emotion burned through me.

      Ugh. Definitely jealousy this time.

      As if things weren’t messed up enough, now I was angsting over a random—if stunning—Pittsburgh witch and the man who was out to get my sister. I pulled myself together just in time for Caroline to exit her aura-reading trance.

      “Burnt vanilla,” she said, leaning back with a worried look. “I could smell it, but I did not see the blue wisps you were talkin’ about. I saw nothing, in fact.”

      Wow. Brandon had amazing control over his thoughts—at least, over which thoughts he allowed to pass through their connection.

      “You’ve helped our investigators in the past, and we have it on record that you have high scent recognition. Can you give us an ID on this spell?” Maybe he’d wanted her to focus on the scent. He may have been a good spell tracker, but maybe he needed help with the herbological side of things.

      “It was wood,” she said with a conclusive nod. “Gods, I wish I had more experience with trees. Something old, though,” she said, her voice trailing off.

      “But you sensed more, didn’t you?” Brandon asked. Her eyes darted to him, her expression suddenly wary. “It’s okay. Tell me everything you can. We’re trying to track the spell to its source.”

      Caroline licked her dry upper lip. “It’s a dark spell.” Brandon nodded, and she turned to me with alarm in her eyes. “A dark spell was cast on your land?”

      I reached across the table and wrapped my hand around hers. “It’s okay. Can you tell us what else you sensed?”

      “Wood is the main scent, but there’s more underneath. There’s an orange base note, some lavender, and I think a bit of ylang-ylang. Maybe… neroli? And—this is really crazy—champaca. Made from a plumeria flower. You will only find a blend like that with a potion maker. Not a perfumer, since it does not smell very good,” she said, wrinkling her nose. She tapped her fingertips, which were stained from her near-constant contact with ground espresso, against the tabletop. “And the witch who used this potion knows what she was doing.”

      She was good.

      “I was working another case a month or so ago,” Brandon said. “You’re the one who reported it.”

      Her eyes widened, and she sat back in her seat. “I don’t remember talking to you, and I definitely would have remembered.”

      He offered her a reassuring smile. “No, I was brought in a few weeks after your interview. I read your statement. Can you tell me what you saw?”

      She shook her head, looking terrified. “Can’t you just read the report?”

      “I’d rather hear it from you, Caroline.” He reached over and placed his hand over hers. “It could help Phoebe.”

      She turned and stared at me in terror. “I hope to the gods what I saw did not happen at your place.”

      “What happened, Caroline?” I whispered.

      She swallowed, visibly shaken. “I was dating this mage, Justin. Things were goin’ great at first, but then he made some new friends and he began to change He became very moody and started gettin’ angry… turned into a total chauvinist.” She shot me a glance. “He had the nerve to tell me that witches needed to know their place. Well. You can guess how that went. I ended it immediately, but he left some things at my place, and I wanted his shit gone, so I piled it all in a box and took it to his place to dump it… and that’s when I saw it.”

      “What?”

      “He and a group of mages had drawn a pentacle on his living room floor. They were wearing black cloaks and they’d… un petit chat…” Tears filled her eyes. “They’d sacrificed a cat.”

      The blood rushed from my head.

      “I ran away, but they tried to stop me, so I used my magic.” Tears streamed down her face. “I didn’t mean to do it.”

      “Do what?” I asked.

      “Kill them.”

      I couldn’t hold back my gasp.

      Brandon’s face was warm and reassuring. “No one blames you, Caroline. I promise you’re not in any trouble. I just wanted to know if maybe you remembered something that didn’t make it into the report.”

      She shook her head, tears streaming down her face. “No. Nothing.”

      “When you stopped to use your magic,” Brandon continued. “What did you intend to do? The report said you meant to make them sad, thinking their sorrow would bring them to their knees, but they became suicidal instead.”

      “I committed a crime against magic. A sin against nature,” she said, becoming even more upset. “I deserve to be punished.”

      Brandon held her gaze and I could feel a soft whisper of power rolling off him. “Caroline, you’re safe. There’s no reason to be upset. You’re not in trouble, no matter what you tell me.”

      Whatever energy he’d sent toward her calmed her a bit. I watched as she slowly pulled in a deep breath, then let it out again.

      “Caroline,” he said in a soft voice. “Tell me what you withheld from the report.”

      “They were going to kill me. So I killed them instead. The second I did it, I knew I’d made a terrible mistake.” A tear fell down her cheek.

      “The cloaks,” Brandon said. “Did they have an emblem on them?”

      She nodded. “Interlocked triangles.”

      Just like the cloaks of the group who’d tried to intercept me and Rowan, not that I hadn’t expected as much. She’d had me at cloaks.

      “Is there anything else I should know?” Brandon asked gently. “Anything at all?”

      “I…”

      Brandon’s eyes narrowed, and I could feel a shift in his magic. “Is there anything now?”

      Her eyes looked glazed over as she said, “One of them got away.”

      I tried not to recoil in fear. Logic told me that he was just doing his job, interrogating Caroline. But instinct told me that the magic he was using on her was a fraction, albeit a small one, of the spells we had spent our lives safeguarding in the Book of Sindal.

      “One of the men got away?” Brandon prompted.

      “Yes,” she said with muted emotion. “He countered my magic. He laughed and said he was stronger than me, but he was happy I had eliminated the weaker ones. And for that he would spare my life. Then he cast a spell to make me forget about him.”

      “There’s something else, Caroline,” Brandon coaxed gently. “Tell me.”

      “They were summoning evil,” she said, her chin quivering. “It filled the air until I choked on it. But now I’m evil too, because I killed with magic.”

      “No,” Brandon said in a stern voice that still carried warmth. “You destroyed evil and saved yourself in the process. Caroline Fontenot, you are absolved of your sins against magic and nature. You will carry the guilt no longer.”

      Then, as quickly as she had gone into the trance, she was released. A puzzled look crossed her face. “I suddenly forgot what I was talking about.”

      Brandon smiled. “You were about to tell me where to go to find a potion maker of the spell.”

      “Oh.” She shook her head again.

      I was sure she didn’t remember anything from our conversation, but I wasn’t sure why that surprised me. Brandon led a team that cleaned up magical messes, and he was clearly very good at it… except I thought it only worked on nonmagical people.

      Then she added, still looking confused, “Potion making is illegal.”

      Brandon leaned an elbow on the table. “Everyone knows potion making still goes on in these parts. Simple stuff… harmless. With your aura gift and all these customers, surely you’ve caught wind of something…”

      The way her eyes glazed over a bit, I was fairly certain Brandon had pushed some power behind that suggestion.

      “Well, I have heard things… I would start at Pittsburgh Federal,” Caroline said. “The one on Murray.”

      “The bank?” I asked in confusion. I was struggling to keep up, still stuck on the fact that one of the caped figures had gotten away, never mind that the tiny, effervescent woman sitting next to me had apparently murdered a room full of men.

      “Yep,” she said. “You remember the Rehmeyer murder, yes?”

      I nodded. All children born into magical families learned the history of magic in America, either from our parents or through correspondence with mentors in the rare case their parents couldn’t or wouldn’t teach them.

      “You talking about Old Man Hess?” Brandon asked.

      Caroline nodded. “Old Man Hess got into trouble with some powwow magic and was imprisoned for murdering Rehmeyer, a mage farmer, for his spell book.”

      “I remember,” I said. “I couldn’t believe it when I heard the Council let some witches and mages make potions back in the 1800 and early 1900s.”

      A lot of the specialization in this field of magic involved potion making, even before it was made legal back in the 1800s. Powwow magical tradition depended heavily on it, and it was one of the rare kinds of magic that often made men equally as strong as women. I heard it ran deep around these parts and it likely never left. Just went underground.

      Most people didn’t realize Germans had deep magical roots. The Pennsylvania Dutch variation on voodoo and half a dozen other brands of local folk spellwork blended Norse mythology, Christian theology, and endless combinations of natural remedies.

      “A couple hundred years had passed since Salem, so the Council decided to take a more lenient stance,” Caroline said. “Witches and mages were allowed to create healing and helpful potions, but some of them turned toward darker magic. Which led to the murder of Nelson Rehmeyer, and the Council’s decision to prohibit kitchen magic again. William Hess and his two accomplices went to prison, but rumor had it he stashed the farmer’s spells. When he got out, he became a caretaker for some small, secluded church. The Council kept watch over him until he died, but while everyone suspected he was still using a spell book, the Council never caught him.”

      “And no one’s heard of the Hess family since?” I asked.

      Brandon looked uneasy. “We traced the same scent profile to an Amish community.  I hadn’t heard about a connection to the Hess family.”

      “That’s because they’re not the Hess family anymore,” Caroline said with a little smile, apparently pleased that she could contribute some new information. “That line only had one girl, who married into the Bieler family. Old German magic on both sides, and they have scattered all over the Northeast now. Markus Bieler is the loan officer at Pittsburgh Federal bank, and rumor has it he has been dabbling in potion making just like his grand-papa. Maybe you can follow the trail there.” She gave a one-sided shrug. “He helped with our mortgage here. If it helps, I smelled strange things on him… a trace of something dark. I would not be surprised if the rumors about him were true.”

      “Does he know you’re...”

      “Yes. And he seemed interested in me… but I told him I thought we should keep things professional. His aura… let’s just say he turns to darker proclivities—in the bedroom and out—and leave it at that.”

      Darker proclivities could have meant harmless bondage, but what if it meant more? Had Markus Bieler stolen my sister and the Book of Sin?

      “I am so glad you had time to talk with us, Caroline,” Brandon said, reaching out to shake her hand. I was sure her cheeks flushed rosy at the contact, and I looked away, pretending to busy myself with gathering my things.

      “Let me give you my number,” Caroline said, pinching the top of his phone with two fingers and pulling it from his hands when he released his grip. Her thumbs flew over the keypad, and she flipped it back around to him, waiting for him to reach out for it. She spun and gave me a kiss on both cheeks, then did the same to Brandon. I couldn’t help but notice the kisses she gave him were longer, softer.

      She hugged me again, whispering in my ear, “He’s confused, torn between duty and his personal feelings. I’m not sure if that pertains to you, but I wanted to let you know.”

      I pulled back, gaping at her.

      “He likes you, chérie,” she said. “The ball is in your court.” Then she spun around and headed to the counter.

      Was Brandon conflicted over me?

      We got into the car and Brandon pulled up the directions on his GPS before heading out. Silence descended between us for an uncomfortable stretch.

      “What’s with you?” Brandon finally asked.

      “Nothing,” I said, too quickly, as if he’d caught me thinking my thoughts aloud. He gave me a look, and I stammered a bit before coming up with an explanation. “I guess I’m just still a little stunned over what happened back there.” And what Caroline whispered to me. “How long ago did it happen?” Then I added, “The incident where she killed those men?”

      “Four months ago.”

      I was silent for a moment before I asked, “Do you think it’s the same group that attacked me and Rowan? Do you think the guy who got away stole Celeste and the book?”

      “Honestly, Phoebe,” he said breathlessly. “I don’t know.” His lips pressed together, and he looked like he was working through something. “I suppose if I go to the bank, you’ll follow me inside.”

      “Very perceptive of you,” I said with a wry grin.

      He shot me a dark look. “I could order you to stay out.”

      Something in his eyes held the promise of other orders whispered in the dark, and a shiver ran down my spine as every part of my body became hyperaware.

      What the hell was I doing? Get it together, Phoebe!

      I wasn’t sure if my face betrayed my hormones, but I gave him a haughty look. “You better have backup if you plan to issue that directive.”

      To my surprise, he laughed. “You always knew how to put a smile on my face.”

      I sat back in my seat and crossed my arms. “Good to know that’s settled.” Then I couldn’t stop myself from asking, “Was that a performance or were you really into her?”

      He quirked an eyebrow. “What are you talking about?”

      With my chest puffed out, I deepened my voice and let my shoulders sway in the seated approximation of a swagger as I said, “I could use a manly cup of coffee. Got any of that here?”

      For a second he stared at me, stunned. Then his shoulders started to shake. It took me a second to realize he was laughing. At me. And not in a good way. I couldn’t think of anything to do but cross my arms and stare out the window. As soon as he’d stopped the most annoying chortle I’d ever heard, a deep rolling laugh punctuated by little wheezing throat noises, I turned to glare at him.

      “Are you done?”

      “Being amused by how jealous you are of me simply talking to an informant?”

      “Jealous?” I demanded. “I’m the furthest thing from jealous. I’m just trying to figure out grown-up Brandon Cassidy’s moves so I know what to watch for. Note to self: Don’t trust a thing that comes out of his mouth.”

      He frowned. “You think you can’t trust me?”

      “You’re hiding things from me, so why would I?”

      He pulled up to a stop sign, coming to a full stop, and put the car in park.

      “What are you doing?” I asked, casting a glance over my shoulder at the cars now backing up behind us.

      “I’m setting the record straight.”

      “Can’t you do it while you drive?”

      “No, because I want you to look me in the eye when I tell you.”

      “So you can manipulate my mind like you did with Caroline? No, thanks.”

      “Phoebe.”

      I shot another quick look behind us and winced when a car honked its horn.

      “I’m not going to brainwash you. I swear.”

      I let out a huff and turned to face him. “Then hurry up and tell me.”

      A slow grin spread across his face. “I do things in my own good time, Phoebe Whelan. The sooner you realize and accept that, the happier you’ll be.”

      The arrogance of this man! Two more horns blared their drivers’ impatience.

      “And would that be any time soon?” I asked in a saccharine sweet voice.

      He chuckled, clearly amused with himself, before he turned serious. “I will never lie to you, Phoebe. I might keep parts of an active investigation from you, but I won’t lie or trick you to get information. Speaking of which, I know for a fact you have information you’re not sharing with me.”

      I hoped he didn’t notice my shock. What exactly did he know? “How do I know you won’t try that trance thing on me?”

      He studied me for a moment. “I swear to you that I won’t.”

      “And I’m supposed to just believe that?”

      “I give you my word.”

      Another long, loud horn blared. “Okay, can we go already?” The rule-follower in me was itching.

      He shifted the car into drive and drove through the intersection. “For the record,” he said with a smirk, “I’m not interested in her.”

      “So, for future reference,” I said, slipping my attitude back on, “I should accept that’s how you talk to every woman?”

      “It’s how I talk when I sense a woman is attracted to me and I’m trying to get important information out of her. I use it as a distraction. That’s it. I prefer it to putting someone in a trance. Less invasive.”

      I cocked my head and squinted at him. “So you’re telling me that you lead on innocent women to get the information?” I lifted my brows and mocked, “Yep, sounds totally trustworthy to me.”

      “Phoebe,” he growled in frustration. “It’s part of my job.”

      “And I’m part of your job—your investigation—so I suppose I’m fair game too. How am I supposed to know that you’re not using your Mr. Charming magic on me?”

      He pushed out a groan. “I wouldn’t do that. I’ve never lied to you about my goal for this investigation.”

      “But you think my sister’s guilty.”

      “I don’t think any such thing. It’s too early to tell. Is she a suspect? Yes. Would you believe me if I said she wasn’t?”

      My heart fell. “No.”

      “I won’t lie to you, Phoebe. I want to protect you and your sisters, but I’m also going to do my job. Does that sound untrustworthy to you?”

      Rather than answer, I stared out my window, and thankfully, he let it go and turned his attention to the road. Brandon had been a smooth talker back in high school, and I was sure he’d perfected those skills. Perhaps he was using them with me right now. For all I knew, that moment we’d shared during the drive to Pittsburgh had been carefully arranged to get me to trust him with the secrets he knew I held.

      Brandon Cassidy may not have been pond scum, but I was nowhere near ready to trust him.
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      Ten minutes later, we pulled up outside of Pittsburgh Federal and got out of the car. As I hurried to catch up with him, it occurred to me that we hadn’t actually come up with a plan. Then again, Brandon probably expected me to just follow his lead.

      Yeah, I don’t think so.

      “Do you have some masterful scheme?” I asked as I caught up with him, “or are you just hoping to charm the pants off a bank teller?”

      He winked, his face beaming. “Think it will work?”

      After Caroline’s reaction to him, I had a feeling it would, but I sure as hell wasn’t going to tell him that.

      When we reached the entrance, he grabbed the door handle and leaned into my ear. “My elaborate plan involves walking in and asking to speak to him.”

      His breath brushed my neck and I resisted the urge to shiver. “What if he’s not there? What then?”

      “Then we try to find out where he lives.”

      “I could try flirting this time,” I said. What had made me blurt that out? Oh, Mercy Lewis. I was going to make a fool of myself.

      “You think you can do this?” He was grinning from ear to ear. He didn’t believe I could.

      Why was I surprised? I didn’t think I could. My entire job involved interacting with library patrons and giving them straightforward answers to their questions. There was little to no bullshitting required of me on a daily basis.

      “I’m confident I can improvise on the fly,” I bluffed.

      “It’s a woman,” Brandon said as we approached the teller’s window. “Let me handle this.”

      I did want to let him handle it, so I wasn’t sure what possessed me to blurt out in a friendly voice, “Hi. We need your help.”

      Brandon shot me a glare.

      The teller had shiny dark hair, heavy eye makeup, and a black shirt layered underneath a flawlessly matched jacket. Her nails were bright red, and so shiny they flashed under the fluorescent lights as she tapped them rhythmically on the counter. Her engraved plastic name tag read Rita.

      “How can I help you?” She spoke like someone who was fundamentally, perpetually bored. Not just with her job, but with life.

      A disaffected attitude was probably the best thing I could have expected to encounter in this scenario, so I launched straight into it. “We’re looking for Markus.”

      I gave her a soft smile that I hoped looked vaguely apologetic.

      “Who?” she asked, sounding only mildly interested.

      “Markus Bieler?” I said. “He works here?” Had Caroline gotten it wrong?

      “Oh. You must mean Mark. Do his friends call him Markus?” She smirked. “That’s weird.”

      “I’m not sure,” I laughed. “I met Markus at a coffee shop a couple of days ago, and after our chat, he left behind his lucky pen.”

      The teller blinked. “Excuse me?”

      I dug into my purse and pulled out my favorite fountain pen, a gift from Rowan on my last birthday. Rowan being Rowan, she’d teased me mercilessly for loving it, saying I was living up to my librarian stereotype. It looked as expensive as I was sure it cost, which I was counting on for my ruse. “Markus mentioned how much this pen means to him, and I knew I just had to get it back to him. I don’t have his number, but he mentioned that he worked here.”

      Holding out her hand, she said, “Mark has called in sick for the past few days, but if you give it to me, I’ll make sure he gets it.”

      There was no way this was a coincidence. Mark wasn’t sick. He was avoiding work. Maybe he guessed we’d be coming and he was avoiding us. I shook my head. “No. His father gave him this pen for his graduation. I want to give it to him myself.” I leaned closer and lowered my voice. “He called in earlier saying there was a reward for its return,” I lied. “I’d be willing to split it with you if you tell me where I can find him.”

      The teller looked over her shoulder, then back at me. “How big of a reward?”

      “He teared up when he was telling me how much it meant to him, so I’m guessing big.”

      “That’s our manager,” she said, nodding at a man walking out of a glass-walled office a few hundred feet away from where we stood. “This morning he told us that he fired Mark for not showing up. You’re gonna have to catch him at home.”

      “Do you happen to have his address?” I asked. “I can give you part of the reward now since he won’t be back.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “I need to know how much money we’re talking about if I’m gonna risk my job.”

      “The reward is two fifty.” I glanced over my shoulder at Brandon and whispered loud enough for Rita to hear, “Honey, give the lady her reward.”

      His bottom lip pushed out as he reached into his pocket and pulled out his wallet. He slipped a hundred-dollar bill on the counter. Rita didn’t look impressed.

      “Sweetheart,” I said in a cheerful tone. “Don’t be silly. We’re going halfsies with Rita. Half of two-fifty.”

      He slapped another twenty on the counter, and when the teller made no move to reach for either of the bills, he grumbled and handed her two more twenties.

      A grin spread across her face as she slid the money toward her. “Give me just a moment.” Turning toward her computer, she started typing on the keyboard. “I know you just met him,” she said as she scanned her computer screen, “but I feel it’s only fair to warn you that something’s been off with Mark lately.”

      “How so?” I asked.

      “He used to be an outgoing guy, but lately he’s been paranoid, literally watching over his shoulder like he thinks someone’s going to sneak up on him.” She wrote an address down on the back of a blank deposit slip. “Get your reward and get the hell out of there,” she said as she pushed the address toward me and gave me a piercing look. “You didn’t get this from me.”

      “Get what?” I asked and winked. Then I spun around and made my way to the exit, leaving Brandon to follow.

      As soon as we hit the parking lot, he snatched the deposit slip out of my hand and headed toward his car door.

      “Hey! That’s mine!” I protested.

      He opened his car door and shot me a grin. “I paid for it.”

      Good point. Besides, we were both going to the same place.

      “I didn’t know you had that performance in you, Phebes,” he said, resurrecting the old nickname he’d given me way back in the day.

      I knew I should stop him from doing that. It led to familiarity, which was undoubtedly his reason for doing it. All part of his plan to make me trust him. I wouldn’t have put it past him to have purposefully thought about me in the coffee shop, just to ensure Caroline noticed his interest and told me. But that was beside the point at the moment. “I guess all that pretending to be nice at the library paid off.”

      He pulled out of the parking lot. “It was unfortunate he wasn’t there. It would have been good to gauge his reaction to seeing us.”

      “Two people have warned us that Markus Bieler is bad news. I’m not so sure confronting him in a public place would have been a good idea. It sounds like we’re not dealing with a rule-abiding mage.”

      He grimaced, refusing to outright admit I was right.

      “How is it that you didn’t know about Old Man Hess’s family tree?”

      “The Valerian Council is so focused on assimilating they have deemed it antithetical to their purpose to keep detailed records on magical people. They worried the information could fall into the wrong hands. The long and short of it is that when it comes to things like locating a certain mage or witch, I find the internet and local police forces much more useful than the Council.” His irritation with the situation was evident.

      “You make their refusal to keep a record of witches and mages sound like a bad thing.”

      “It is. I often waste valuable time tracking down information I should have at my disposal.”

      I found myself surprised to be in agreement with the Council. “It could be disastrous to keep comprehensive records of every mage and witch in the country. A list of everyone’s names and locations? We’d be giving anyone who wanted to start another witch hunt a blueprint and a road map.”

      “That’s true,” Brandon admitted. “But sadly, I’ve learned there are too many times when we need to hunt down one of our own. It would be really fucking useful to have some way to store the information.”

      “Couldn’t you use some type of protective magic to keep it out of the wrong hands?” I asked, instantly regretting the question.

      His eyes darkened. “Look how well that worked with the Book of Sindal.”

      I decided to ignore his jab. “Do you have trouble getting information from the police?”

      “In my line of work, it’s best if you get in good with the cops. We hide our true purpose under the guise of a nonprofit the Council set up to rehabilitate wayward mages and witches. Law enforcement doesn’t know about the magical part, but the perpetrators usually commit nonmagical crimes as well. They know we’re working to set them back on the straight and narrow and that we generally have a high success rate of making them productive members of society.”

      His tone suggested he no longer wished to carry on with this conversation, so I resumed staring out the window, and we passed the rest of the drive to Markus’s home in silence.

      It was my first time visiting Pittsburgh. It really was a cool little city, nestled in a cradle of rock that had only been made passable because early developers had blown tunnels through the sides of the mountains that surrounded it. Brandon guided the car through downtown and up some winding suburban roads that twisted through a little neighborhood full of hipster shops, outdoor dining areas, and green spaces with playground equipment.

      It struck me how different these people’s lives were from mine. Whereas they lived in a blissful bubble of lattes and seesaws, the well-being of an entire community depended on my sisters and me. I would have to stay put in Mount Vernon to impart my knowledge to a female child and then pass my obligation on to her with my death. The thought made my heart twist, and not for the first time. If none of the three Whelan sisters had children, the book would leave our family. But Celeste’s magic was too fragile to consider adding children to the mix.

      The open areas of the suburb gave way to a heavily wooded area, where the houses grew progressively larger until we were gliding down perfectly maintained streets lined with small mansions. These weren’t McMansions—these houses had stood the test of time. Most featured weathered walls, some covered with ivy. Leaded windows caught the sunlight that filtered through the trees, winking back at me as I catalogued their patterns—diamonds, hexagons, even some spiderweb spirals in their fanlight windows.

      “Here it is,” Brandon murmured as he pulled into one of the long driveways.

      “Hells,” I said, lifting my gaze to the towering home before us. But the number didn’t match the one on the deposit slip. “The numbers don’t match up.”

      “No, it’s right,” Brandon said, glancing from the paper up to the house again. “The address is the carriage house. Likely rented out to Markus by the family that lives in the main house. At one time, I’m sure it was used to house servants. Many of these old estates are large enough to support servants’ quarters—little cottages behind the main property. When the economy busted, even the richest people had to scrounge a little, and these days, the smaller apartments are often rented out for extra cash.”

      “Seems like a pretty ideal spot for hiding out,” I said, peering out the side window as he drove around back, rolling to a stop in front of the little structure.

      “Exactly,” Brandon said, shifting the car into park. He hopped out of the car, and I joined him on the driveway. He recoiled, his nose wrinkling.

      “What?”

      “The smell,” he said, closing his eyes and blowing out a long, heavy breath. “We’re definitely in the right place.”

      I paused for a second and drew in a deep breath, concentrating. There was a trace of a flowery smell, then an undercurrent of burnt pastry.

      He shot me a look. “These spell trails hit me like a ton of bricks. Can’t ever forget what they smell like, or feel like, or look like.”

      A series of numbers in what was probably fake iron identified the carriage house as the correct address. The little cottage matched the look of the main house, with its leaded glass windows, paint mottled by weather and mold, and ivy snaking up the sides. Sunlight filtered through the trees above, angling fingers of brightness down onto the roof. It dappled the whole scene with warmth.

      “I’ll knock, and do the talking,” Brandon said, striding ahead of me without leaving me an inch for argument.

      A half foot shorter than him, I had to trot to keep up. Despite the patches of sunlight on the roof, the carriage house was surrounded by trees, casting most of the building in deep shadow. I thought I saw a flicker of light in one of the upstairs windows, but the next moment, it was gone. I was so tired, my mind was probably playing tricks on me.

      “He’s probably not even home,” I muttered, but Brandon raised his fist and gave the door a strong, decisive series of raps anyway.

      Silence enveloped us, only occasionally punctuated by the chirp of an autumn sparrow. Which was probably why the cat startled me so much.

      A sharp, accusatory meow pierced the air, and I jumped so dramatically I fell against Brandon, nearly knocking him over. The cat was a tortoiseshell with arresting lime green eyes. She was bigger than any cat I’d ever seen—nearly the size of a small beagle.

      Standing no more than six feet from us on the windowsill, her eyes bored into us, accusatory.

      “Do you live here?” I asked, taking a few steps toward her, and was answered with a low, long growl.

      Brandon knocked again, then walked along the front of the house, peering into the windows while I kept an eye on the orange and black hellbeast that hadn’t moved an inch or taken her eyes off me.

      “Definitely a mage’s house,” he remarked. “Windows are blacked out. The light’s charmed to recede from the glass, I think,” he said.

      Great.

      “We can’t let this be a dead end,” I said, feeling panic start to rise in my chest.

      He smirked. “There’s no chance of that, little witch.”

      Instinctually, I narrowed my eyes at him.

      “What?” he asked. “You’re little, and you’re a witch. What would you rather be called?”

      “I don’t know, maybe… and this is kind of crazy… but how about my name?”

      From the look on Brandon’s face, I was guessing nobody had ever challenged one of the nicknames he’d bestowed.

      “Okay, Phoebe,” he corrected, “this isn’t a dead end, because we’re going in, one way or another.”

      As he put on a macho show of cracking his knuckles, swinging his shoulders back and forth, and then backing up, I rolled my eyes and held my hand out toward the door. I pressed my other hand against the necklace that rested at my collarbones, imagining the power that had flowed through my ancestor’s bones flowing through mine. I closed my eyes and spent a second sensing the barrels of the lock, then commanded them to spin and click open.

      Brandon tilted his shoulder down and used all his momentum to run at the door. Just as he was about to slam himself against the heavy wood, the door swung open—thanks to me.

      He fell through the open doorway as the door moved itself out of his path, then tumbled onto the hardwood floor inside, which didn’t even have a rug thrown over it to cushion his fall.

      I winced, and mostly succeeded at stifling the sound of my amusement.

      He sat up and caught the look on my face, putting two and two together instantly. “You could have warned me, you know,” he grumbled.

      I walked up to him and reached down to help him up. “You could have considered that there might be another option for opening the door. I’m not useless. I thought I proved that at the bank.”

      Now standing at his full height, he reached a hand up to my face. It was all I could do to keep my composure as he rested his fingertips against my neck, which betrayed my pounding pulse, and stroked my jaw lightly with his thumb. I knew I should shove his hand away, but I was curious to see how far he’d take this. At least, that’s what I told myself.

      I almost believed it too.

      “No, you’re definitely not that, little…Phoebe.” His plaintive tone was enough of an apology for me, and I responded with a soft smile.

      I stepped out of his reach as we surveyed the dark space around us. Brandon had been right about the magical darkening—it was a simple enough charm for a middle schooler to master, but quite effective. Rowan had started using that particular charm beginning in tenth grade, whenever she wanted to make out with a boy in his car in our driveway but didn’t want our whole family spying. Mom had been prouder of her charm work than she was bothered by Rowan kissing a boy in front of our house.

      “It’s almost completely empty,” Brandon observed. He took a whiff of the air, then pulled a face. “The smell of this spellwork is enough to fill up the space on its own.”

      I breathed in, paying close attention. Just like in our house, the scent of an overcooked sweet treat filled the air.

      “Anybody home?” his voice boomed out.

      I pulled in a shuddering breath when his shout echoed against the empty walls. They were bare, painted white as far as I could see. The living room held two futon couches and a floor lamp. No coffee table, no rugs, no throw blankets lying around. Nothing to suggest this place was an actual home.

      I followed Brandon into the kitchen, where the scent intensified. A search through the cabinets yielded little more than some powdered sloth brain and ground freshwater pearls—simple, legal ingredients for several medicinal potions and definitely not harmful on their own. Wintergreen, lemon rind, powdered snail shells, and other household ingredients filled in the gaps.

      “From what I’ve read, it’s all pretty standard for kitchen work,” I mumbled.

      “Never much trusted potion work,” Brandon said as he looked around. “You can stir something up and never be a hundred percent sure how it’ll affect you. Every witch’s biology and relationship to magic is different, which is why the Council is right to ban it.”

      “That’s like saying people shouldn’t color their hair because they’ll each get different results depending on their natural color.”

      He shot me a dark scowl. “That’s not the same thing at all.”

      In a way he was right, but I couldn’t help but question his vehemence. I’d always presumed potion making was wrong because that was what I’d been taught, but after talking to Caroline, I had to wonder. It seemed unfair that witches and mages whose magic was based on powwow were cut off from it simply because there was the potential to do evil. This family had historically used them for just that, but that didn’t mean most would.

      I could see I wasn’t going to change Brandon’s mind, and no purpose could be solved dwelling on it.

      I left the kitchen, Brandon on my heels, venturing into what served as the dining room. It held an intricately carved table whose polish had been almost entirely worn off by use and age. A lone chair with a threadbare upholstered cushion sat at the end of it. The room was otherwise empty.

      “This is bizarre,” I muttered. “Who lives like this?”

      “To be fair, your house is the definition of ‘cluttered,’” Brandon said.

      “It is not,” I said, moving down the one hallway in the house toward the back rooms. He never lost a step, still trailing close behind me. “It’s cozy. And how could you tell? It was ripped apart when you saw it.”

      “By the amount of debris I had to walk around.”

      Thinking about home brought with it an acute pain. Despite my complicated feelings about the place where I grew up, I already missed the smell of Rowan’s cooking, the sound of Celeste’s laughter, and the sensation of being surrounded by so many good memories. All my favorite sweatshirts, books, coffee mugs, and little idle craft projects were tucked into the corners of that house.

      The bathroom here was pristine, and uncluttered, but the sink and other surfaces were coated with a fine layer of dust, just like the rest of the house. I flipped up the toilet lid.

      “No running water,” Brandon observed.

      “Looks like this guy was either using magic to flush, or doing it manually to stay off the grid. Or maybe he left and wasn’t planning on coming back anytime soon,” I said.

      “Nice detective work, Agent Whelan,” Brandon teased. “But the smell says he hasn’t been gone that long. He was casting spells in this space less than a week ago. I’d bet my life on it.”

      “Maybe, but this seems like it was always a temporary shelter, not a home.”

      The longer we were in there, the easier it was to pick up on the trace scents that Brandon seemed to be overwhelmed by—vanilla and smoke, in particular, seemed to have been absorbed into the walls.

      He paced through the living room, then back through the kitchen. I followed him this time, idly using Grandma Corlew’s power to flick the drawers open and peer inside them one more time. My grasp on the power wasn’t as precise as I’d want it to be, however, and the last drawer in the row slid out with a nearly violent force. As it did, a small square of cardboard came flying out. I snatched it out of midair before it could land on the floor, and trotted up behind Brandon, who was now pacing down the hall, knocking on the walls.

      Almost breathless with the force of the borrowed power, I said, “Look what I found.”

      A matchbook advertising the Cauldron. Two straggling sulfur-tipped cardboard sticks clung to its interior, along with the handwritten inscription—Tuesday 10:00.

      Oh, stars, that was today.

      Brandon held his hand out as if waiting to receive a precious gem or a baby bird. I handed him the matchbook, and he stared at it for an intense second, then folded his fingers around it and grinned.

      “Good job. You just found our next lead.” He grabbed my hand, tugging me to the front door.

      He held my hand all the way to the car, and I had to wonder what game he was playing. Then, in the next breath, I asked myself the same question.

      

      “The Cauldron only serves magical clientele,” Brandon explained as we careened down the driveway, kicking up dust in our wake. “It’s been around since before the Declaration of Independence, passed down from one magical family to another.”

      “Witches?” I asked, loving the idea of generations of women running a bar, of all things.

      “Let me take the lead on this one,” Brandon said. “This place tends to get a little rough, and I don’t plan to announce I’m with the Protective Force. In fact, maybe you should wait outside.”

      “Not a chance.”

      He pushed out a long sigh. “Then will you promise to be careful?”

      I answered him with a grin. The only thing I would promise was that I would do anything to find my sister.
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      After a short ride through two-lane streets lined with vibrant autumn foliage, we approached a roadside clearing preceded by a large gravel rectangle. As we drove onto the rough pavement, I stared at our car’s exterior as it shifted and shimmered under the glamouring spell that must have been placed over the entire property. Birds flitted through the sky, bees buzzed between blooms, and a gentle breeze made everything sway gracefully along with it. What had appeared to be an empty lot grown over with weeds actually held a ramshackle house.

      “That’s some nice spellwork,” I breathed.

      Rowan could glamour smaller objects with insanely intricate detail—she could turn a bike into a sports car, for example, or blend an entire person into the side of a building. On occasion, she could manage a large mirage, but this, masking acres of land, was on a much bigger scale and must have taken more than one witch to accomplish.

      “It’s an old property,” Brandon said. “Guarded by more than one type of magic too. In fact, I bet we could do something like this to your house once we—”

      “Nope,” I said, cutting him off. “It’s not like we’re entertainers of the year, but people would eventually start asking questions about where the hell our house went. I love my house, but I really like my job at the library too. Not to mention interacting with people other than my sisters.”

      There it was again. That wave of sickness rolling through my gut at the thought of my sisters. Would we ever be together again? It already felt so wrong not being able to connect with Celeste. On instinct, I tapped into my connection with Rowan. Not enough to startle her—it could be jarring to have someone suddenly in your head—but enough to do a bit of a long-distance aura check. She was calm, her energy low and her thoughts flitting lazily from one topic to the next. She must be asleep. Even though Rowan rarely napped, it had been a very difficult couple of days. It brought me a measure of relief to know that at least one of us was getting some rest.

      As we walked inside the Cauldron, I tried to remind myself to be positive. We might not be able to connect with Celeste, but our bond was strong—Rowan and I would know if she were dead.

      While standing in the shadows of the vestibule, I looked around, relieved to see several mages sitting at the bar, and only a handful of witches. This meant I had a reasonable chance at holding my own in the questioning department, although some of the men looked pretty rough. A group of them sat around one of the tables, shooting hungry looks in my direction, most likely because they didn’t see Brandon, who stood deeper in the shadows.

      “I don’t like the looks of them,” Brandon said.

      “I’m going to take that last empty seat at the bar,” I announced, hoping my makeup was still okay from when I’d applied it hours ago. I was lucky enough to have naturally dark brows and lashes, and reasonably defined cheekbones, so I didn’t always use the stuff.

      “You’re not doing that,” Brandon said, darting his hand out to grab my wrist. Instantly, I stiffened and whirled back around to face him.

      “What did you say?” I asked, feeling outrage fill every cell of my body. We’d just had this conversation, dammit.

      “Any one of those guys could strike you down dead where you stand,” Brandon said. “I know it’s not my place to tell you what to do, but please, don’t make me stand by and watch you get hurt by one of these idiots.” Anxiety wrapped around his every word.

      This was one instance where I wished I had a nearby relative who’d been blessed with aura magic. Was he being sincere? But all I could do was judge on what I heard and saw, and something in his eyes convinced me that he was at least a little bit worried, enough to make me soften a little. “I appreciate your concern. Truly. But would you talk to a woman if she had a big, muscly man standing in her wake?”

      “You don’t have to do this at all. It’s my job.”

      “It’s my sister and the book is my responsibility, which makes it my job too.”

      He shuffled from foot to foot for a couple seconds, looking like he wanted to come up with an argument but couldn’t. Smart man. He must have realized the only way I was leaving was if he carried me out, which would create a fuss. He scanned the bodies sitting at the bar one more time and, with a clenched jaw, said, “I don’t like this.”

      “Well,” I said, squaring my body to his, “I don’t like not knowing where the hell my sister and the Book of Sindal are, so deal with it.”

      Especially my sister.

      Tension pulled my shoulders back in tight bands. I was willing to bet he didn’t understand my ancestral talent very well, and I hadn’t explained the role of my jewelry in the powers I was able to access. I could fend for myself, but I suspected I’d do well to keep the details to myself.

      I walked away without another word and slid between two men at the bar. The man to my right was dressed in a collared shirt and tie and wore a hairstyle that screamed professional. The man on my left looked blue-collar. Both of them seemed nicer and more approachable than the guys at the table, who were still watching me.

      Every cell in my body wanted to say something to one of the men, to cut to the chase, but I knew it wouldn’t be smart. People in a place like this didn’t take kindly to questions.

      I snuck a look at Brandon. He’d waited a good ten seconds before entering the bar, taking a seat at a table near the rough-looking group. I could see he was trying to ignore me, but he snuck a long, worried look in my direction.

      Well, here went nothing. I blew out a long breath, softly enough that I hoped the men sitting beside me wouldn’t notice. After what seemed like hours, the bartender, a middle-aged woman with apple cheeks, a rat’s nest of blond hair piled on her head, and doughy curves walked over to my seat.

      “What’ll it be, hon?”

      “Flaming Slap on the rocks.” I managed to keep please from coming out of my mouth, thinking a lack of manners would make me seem tougher. It was damn lucky I had a favorite magical drink, even if the name didn’t exactly roll off my tongue. The mixture of Cinna-Stun whiskey and cola was the first drink Rowan had ever made for me, something she’d tried on a trip to Cleveland. I hadn’t felt like myself that night, and the disconcerting experience of losing my inhibitions had put me off alcohol ever since.

      The woman nodded, and with a flourish, spun the bottle of Stun twice before pouring two generous shots into a glass.

      “Nine bucks even,” she said, setting it down in front of me without even the slightest slosh.

      “Oh,” I stammered. “Let me—”

      I’d left my purse and wallet in the car, and I was fairly certain I didn’t have any cash in my pockets. Still, I stuck my fingers in each of them in turn, hoping a ten-dollar bill would somehow materialize.

      “On me,” the mage to my left said. His voice was a tenor, calm and soft, and something about it instantly made me feel serene and warm all over.

      “Thank you,” I said, using this as an excuse to sneak a look at him. He was young, probably twenty-one at the oldest, wearing jeans, a T-shirt, and steel-toe boots. The entire ensemble had a grayish-brown tinge to it, like he’d been working outside all day and only half-dusted himself off before coming in here.

      He considered me for a moment, then nodded his head once. “Haven’t seen you in here, ever.”

      “Just passing through,” I said. “I’m meeting someone, a mage.” I leaned closer and lowered my voice. “He dabbles in magic and botany…”

      “Oh.” He squinted at me. “Hope it’s not Mark Bieler.”

      Hearing his name took me aback, and not only because I couldn’t believe my luck.

      His eyebrows shot up when he saw my reaction. “Hate to be the bearer of bad news, but you’ll be waiting awhile. The lily-livered coward split town.”

      It took me a moment to regain my wits. Lily-livered coward? Had I walked into an eighteenth-century pirates’ tavern? I couldn’t afford to smart-ass my way out of answers, though.

      “He did?” I squeaked, trying to sound disappointed. Brandon caught my eye and frowned, but the slightest shake of my head kept him in his seat. “Damn.”

      “Couldn’t handle the heat, so he got out of the kitchen—took that old-world broad with him and scrammed.”

      “He ran off with a woman?” I translated, mostly for myself. Seven hells. What if he was talking about Celeste?

      The mage’s eyes narrowed, as if he’d suddenly smelled something off about my reaction.

      Took him long enough.

      “Seems strange he wouldn’t have let a client know he was leaving town. Even if he did leave in a hurry.”

      “Well, it’s kind of… confidential,” I improvised.

      His knuckles went white clutching his beer glass as he eyed me up and down. “What kind of confidential?”

      More nervous than I’d ever been in my life, I said, “If I told you, it wouldn’t be very confidential, would it?”

      He looked slightly amused, but then he leaned in close and took a long sniff of my hair.

      I tried to lean back. “Excuse me?”

      “I knew it,” he ground out.

      “Knew what?” I asked, my heart pounding wildly.

      “I’ve told them time and time again they should be more careful about letting rats in here,” the man muttered, glaring at the unsuspecting bartender. He took a long pull of his beer, leaving only a thin layer of foam at the bottom of the glass, then slammed it down.

      “Martha?” he bellowed. The bartender walked up to us and smiled at him like a mother would one of her teenage sons.

      “Yeah, Klaus, honey?”

      “Do me a favor and let me know when the Council scum leave the area.” He got up and strode out, not looking back.

      I was trembling, trying to keep my breaths calm. What the hell? What was this guy’s problem, and how had I given us away?

      “I’m not with the Council,” I called after him.

      “Then why do you smell like their police force?”

      Well, crap.

      Less than a minute later, the mage on my other side finished his drink, slapped cash on the weathered wood bar, and exited the bar as well.

      “Shit,” I said under my breath, staring into my drink. Cinnamon tea could sometimes calm my stomach; maybe cinnamon liquor would also calm my nerves.

      Despite my shaking hands, I lifted it to my lips and took a long sip. I was paralyzed on that bar stool, not sure what to do next, too desperate for more information to retreat.

      Markus Bieler had left town with a woman—an “old-world broad”—possibly running from something, since the mage had called him a coward. Not a neon arrow pointing the way to the man, or Celeste, but not nothing. Still, I needed something more solid to go on.

      The seat next to me wobbled and creaked as someone else took it. I looked up, half-expecting to see a gloating Brandon, and instead found myself staring at one of the ugliest men I’d ever seen. His face was covered with burn scars and his head was covered in thatches of bristly hair. His full attention was on me.

      “I can see you’re new about these parts, so I’ll give you some free advice,” he said in a gruff tone. “Lotta hate for the Council among the mages in this town. Given the current state of things… it’s not smart to walk around here asking questions. Smells like the Protective Force. Town’s rotten with Dark Set mages. Lurkin’ in every corner.”

      I recoiled, trying to make sense of anything he’d said. Dark Set mages were an ugly relic of the past. They were men from the Valeria community willing to do anything, even call forth the dark powers of the Book of Sin, to wrest control of the world’s magical power away from the witches. They’d believed mages were more deserving, and believed it so zealously, they’d revolted against the Council and murdered several powerful witches. Their entire goal had been to enslave the witch population and siphon off their magic for their own. They’d failed, but stories about them were nightmare fuel for young witches.

      But the last Dark Set mages had died hundreds of years ago. Sure, the fact that Artemis had been elected to office proved some of the sentiment behind the group’s rise to power still existed, but we were beyond that.

      Weren’t we?

      “No, that’s not—” I sputtered.

      But he looked me steady in the eyes and said in a voice so quiet his words barely registered, “It is. It’s real, and it’s alive, and if the Council don’t know that already, I’d be surprised.”

      Then he finished his drink and slid the cup forward, indicating he wasn’t planning on another. It was starting to look like I was on track to run off every single drinker in the bar.

      His big eyes shifted back to me. “You got a ride home, miss?”

      The kind look in his eyes assured me he was genuinely worried for my safety.

      And he was right to be. Seconds later, a seething mage with lots of facial hair stalked toward me from the other end of the bar. “Did I hear there were fucking Council spies here?” he shouted.

      I was terrified, but I had two choices—hide in fear and hopefully make it out of here unscathed or confront the bastard. The old Phoebe would have gone with the first option in a heartbeat, but the Phoebe who was looking for her sister was determined not to leave this bar without more information about Markus Bieler.

      “Who said I was a Council spy?” I demanded as I spun around on my seat to face him, acting like it was the worst insult he could have bestowed on me.

      “You’re claiming you’re not?” he asked in a low growl.

      “I don’t have to claim anything,” I said, lifting my chin and hoping it didn’t tremble with fear. “I don’t see any signs stating Council spies aren’t allowed in here.”

      “She’s right,” the bartender said behind me. “There ain’t no sign.”

      I felt a little too smug at having won that argument because the next thing I knew, he’d leaned over and was grabbing my hair. The roots burned with a sudden, agonizing ripping pain as he dragged me off my seat and across the bar’s splintery floor. When my attacker lifted me, I caught a glimpse of a freakishly tall woman quickly approaching who was gearing up to smack my body into the wall like a wrecking ball. Before I could react, my attacker half roared, half screamed, and dropped me.

      I tumbled ass over elbows across the floor, mercifully thudding into a jukebox after two full-body rolls. Groaning, I propped myself up on my elbows and lifted my head despite the pain still burning at the root of each and every hair. Brandon had the short mage who’d attacked me by the throat, dangling a foot off the ground at the end of his strong arm.

      “You okay?” he growled in my general direction.

      I cleared my throat to respond, and at the same time the mage Brandon held muttered something under his breath, then spat in my direction. If I were any closer to him, the bubbling iridescent wad of saliva would have hit my jeans and likely left an impressive hole. What kind of magic was that?

      Powwow magic.

      I wondered if the leather pouch hanging from his neck could be the source.

      His attempted attack reminded me that I had magic of my own—or, more accurately, my ancestors’ magic. I focused on the bones hanging at the base of my neck and, using my telekinesis, picked up a bar stool and slammed it into the back of a mage who was lunging for Brandon. The man crumpled to the ground.

      The Amazonian witch headed toward me with a glare in her eyes and fire on her fingers. I scrambled to my feet, fighting the urge to run as the distance shortened between us. As she closed in, I held my ground, bracing myself, and just inches from me, she swiped at my hair with her flame-tipped fingers.

      At the instant stench of burnt hair, I jerked and, pulling power from Imogene Booker’s elemental magic in the ring on my finger, coated my hair with a fine layer of ice, then sent the hair icicles rocketing up through the witch’s fingertips.

      She jerked her hand back, screaming, “The bitch froze my hand!”

      Something heavy hitting the floor with a loud thud, accompanied by an agonized scream. I whirled around to see Brandon standing over one of the mages, arm outstretched, fingers working the air. The mage cried out, which sounded like a cacophony of out-of-tune screeches.

      Brandon’s face contorted in what could only be pain. A second later, though, he shook it off and bent down to where the mage’s body thrashed against the worn hardwood floorboards.

      “Say that again,” Brandon said, his voice low and bulging with malice.

      With his other hand, he grabbed the mage’s shirt and twisted it in a solid grip, dragging the mage’s head up off the floor so his face was just inches from his.

      “Say. That. Again.”

      The mage screeched a second time, and I realized with amazement that every other patron was frozen in place, staring at the spectacle. No one was making a move to stop him.

      Brandon abruptly dropped the mage’s body. The sound of his skull smacking against the floor sent a shudder through my aching limbs.

      “Let’s get the fuck out of here,” Brandon said, arriving at my side with almost uncanny speed. I, like everyone else in the Cauldron, was frozen in place, but Brandon gripped my arm and ushered me back into the too-bright afternoon.

      As we crossed the threshold, whatever spell he’d set, magical or otherwise, was broken. Shouts erupted, along with the sound of heavy boots stomping our way.

      Harnessing Grandma Corlew’s magic, I slammed the door in their faces and held it closed.

      We bolted for his car and hopped inside. He didn’t waste any time in getting the hell out of there.

      After he’d driven a few blocks, he asked, “Have you changed your mind about the benefits of letting big, muscly men lurk behind you?” He was trying to joke, but his eyes were angry and the words were clipped.

      “I’m sorry. Did someone knock you upside the head and give you a concussion?” I demanded. “I held my own pretty well.”

      “Gods, Phoebe, were you actively trying to get yourself killed?” He was roaring now, his entire body pulsing with rage. “What the hell were you thinking, telling them you were with the Council after I’d expressly told you to keep it a secret?”

      “Excuse me?” I repeated with plenty of venom. “I never said I was with the Council. That asshole smelled you on me.”

      His anger bled away. “What?”

      “Yeah,” I said, slamming my fist into his arm. “I would have been just fine if you hadn’t stomped in there and escalated everything.”

      He looked taken aback, then snapped, “Let me guess, you didn’t get any information.”

      “As a matter of fact, I found out that Markus Bieler skipped town with a woman. Possibly because he was running from something. Oh, and then I heard something crazy about the Dark Set being back.”

      He looked stricken but didn’t try to argue the point.

      “If the Dark Set were back, the Council would know, right?” When he didn’t answer, I sucked in a breath. “Right?”

      “Every few years there’s talk of the Dark Set rising in power. It’s a conspiracy theory that runs its course then dies out. An urban legend.” He almost sounded convincing.

      I narrowed my eyes and glared at him. “Are you kidding? I wouldn’t call a mage-supremacy group that tried to destroy the Council and most of the witches on Earth a few hundred years ago a conspiracy.” Something flickered through his eyes—guilt—and I stared at him in horror. “You knew.”

      “I can neither confirm nor deny—”

      “Cut the damn bullshit, Brandon.” Suddenly it all made sense. The hooded figures that had assaulted both Caroline and Rowan and me. The strange cult-like symbols they wore. Markus Bieler, with his aggressive personality and roots in powwow and potion making. Someone stealing the Book of Sindal. The one thing I couldn’t figure out was why they’d want Celeste. Did they want her for her expression magic? “They’re actively planning another uprising.”

      His lack of protest was all the confirmation I needed. This was what connected all those strange cases he’d mentioned.

      Oh my gods. The Dark Set was back. And they had my sister. And the book.

      This was worse than anything I’d imagined, and I struggled to control my hysteria. But freaking out would serve no purpose. I needed to focus my energy on the task at hand.

      “Did you find out anything in the bar?” I demanded.

      He groaned and rubbed the back of his neck, focusing his attention on the road. “I did, but not enough to act on.” He was silent for several seconds, then caught me completely off guard with his next words. “I think we should go back to the Council, call another Protocol Thirteen, lay out all the—”

      “No!” I said, not believing the words coming out of his mouth. “No. That’s going to take forever, Brandon. Every day—hell, every hour my sister is out there, lost, she is in more danger of being seriously hurt. Or worse.”

      He gave me a sidelong glance but kept his lips sealed when he saw the tears pooling in my eyes. I was more angry and desperate than sad, but he couldn’t know that.

      “You know where he went,” I accused in an icy tone. I wasn’t just mad—I was seething. “Tell me right now.”

      “Kansas City,” Brandon said, as if he’d spoken the words against his will. “But, Phoebe, trust me on this. They said—listen, it’s just not something I feel comfortable dragging you into.”

      “Spit out the rest, Brandon,” I said, trying to inject every bit of anger and frustration I felt into my words. “I assure you that I’m going to find her with or without you. Your choice.”

      Brandon’s shoulders slumped forward, and all of a sudden his whole body looked tired, like I’d somehow defeated him.

      The Dark Set may have failed in their first revolution. But this time… oh gods, this time they had a powerful witch and a book full of evil spells…

      “They can’t get it open,” I said, more to myself than to Brandon, but then I turned to him to make sure he understood. “They can’t get it open with just Celeste. One of the spells keeping it closed requires the blood of all three sisters.”

      His eyes widened. “I never heard of that. Are you sure?”

      “We kept it a secret. One more layer of protection.”

      “You’re sure? Because that could buy us some time.”

      I nodded. “Positive.”

      I wasn’t about to tell him that I knew it firsthand from Celeste. Always curious, last year she’d tried to open it on her own and failed. The only reason Rowan and I had found out was because she’d confessed with one breath and begged us to open it with her in the next.

      “Come on,” Celeste had said. “We’re devoting our entire lives to this thing and we don’t even know what’s in it. What if it’s one big joke?”

      Rowan had looked tempted, just like I’d felt, but I’d put a stop to it. In the end, I’d worried about the evil we might let loose upon the world.

      As long as the Dark Set didn’t figure out they needed blood from all three of us, we’d be safe and they would never crack it open.

      But I kept the story to myself, because it certainly didn’t look good for my sister. Perhaps Celeste was guilty, but I needed more evidence before I betrayed my sister, because no matter how angry she was at us, she would never betray us either.

      He was silent for a moment, then said quietly, “I knew there were pockets of people who resented the Council, but I didn’t expect the kind of anger we saw at the Cauldron. It worries me.”

      “It makes sense if you think about it,” I said. “Their type of magic was built around powwow and potions. If the Council took it from them and weakened them…” I let that set in, then said, “If history’s taught us anything, it’s that oppressed people become angry and rise up. They revolt.”
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      We were silent until Brandon pulled onto the highway, heading west. I couldn’t be sure if he was heading back to Columbus or going straight to Kansas City, but if I’d learned only one thing throughout the day, it was that I wasn’t as much of a weak-willed rule-follower as I’d thought. If he tried to dump me off somewhere, I’d go to Kansas City on my own.

      “What did you do to that mage?” I asked, partially to fill the silence and partially out of curiosity.

      “I can sense auras to help me track spells, but I can also control them to make people feel like they’re in danger. Basically, I gave him an intense panic attack.” He shrugged. “Pretty useless, on the surface, but when it feels like you can’t breathe, it’s more effective than most methods of torture the nonmagicals have been able to dream up.”

      I didn’t say anything. I couldn’t imagine that feeling. Couldn’t bear the thought of someone dreaming up ways to torture my sister. But I was also trying to figure out how to counteract his magic if he ever decided to try it on me. Probably ram something really hard into him. (Thank you, Grandma Corlew.)

      “Then, of course,” he continued, oblivious that I was preplanning a possible attack on him, “I pulled a simple stunning spell on everyone else in there so we could get out. Never been in a room that full of witches and mages wanting to pummel me.” His eyes flicked my way, then back to the road, as though trying to read my silence. “I’m not proud of it. I try not to use that panic-attack technique, trust me. It’s no excuse, but I wasn’t myself in there. I just…couldn’t let him get away with saying shit like that.”

      His grip tightened on the steering wheel.

      “Like what?” I asked as gently as possible.

      “Either someone on the Council isn’t adhering to the magical secrecy clause, or whoever took the book is out there bragging. Those assholes in the bar were going on about a power shift in the magical world. They’re practically fucking drooling for it.”

      “I still don’t understand why you punched him.”

      “Because he called you a stupid, meddling cunt, okay?” His face was red, his eyes apologetic when they looked into mine, like he was pissed off he’d had to repeat the words and ashamed they’d come out of his mouth, all at once. “Sorry.”

      Anger and embarrassment heated my cheeks, but I forced my breathing to stay even. “Can’t you get reprimanded for that?”

      He scowled. “Probably. A lot of people hate the Protective Force, so we prefer to save the violence for more important things.”

      “So then why’d you do it?”

      He shot me a dark look. “I really wish I knew.” But the protective look in his eyes said he knew exactly why.

      Was this another trick to get me to trust him? Would he really risk his reputation and his career like that?

      He swallowed, then said in a grudging tone, “I know I need you to help me find Celeste and the damn Book of Sindal, but you’re more than an investigation to me, and I don’t know what to do about that.”

      I gave him a look that suggested I wasn’t buying it, even if my heart tripped at his declaration.

      “I know you don’t trust me,” he continued. “Hell, your aura screams it, but I’m not feeding you bullshit, Phoebe. I swear on my father’s grave. I had a thing for you back in high school, but your sister threatened to de-man me if I so much as touched you.”

      “She did what?”

      He shook his head. “Look, I get why she did it. I had a new girlfriend every two weeks. She was looking out for you, and maybe it was because I liked you so much that I obeyed her and kept it to flirting. I was nowhere near ready for anything serious, and you, Phoebe Whelan, are the kind of woman a man wants to spend the rest of his life with.”

      My mouth dropped open in shock.

      His hand gripped the steering wheel so tightly I was surprised it didn’t snap in two.

      “I don’t know why I’m telling you this now. The timing couldn’t be worse, but when I saw that mage manhandle you…” Rage covered his face. “I lost my shit.” He cast me a quick glance, then turned back to face the road. “I handled everything wrong back there because of my feelings for you, and if I’m honest, I’m worried they’re going to continue to get in the way of this investigation. I’ll keep worrying about your safety instead of focusing on finding your sister and the book.”

      I studied him through narrow slits. “So what exactly are you saying, Brandon?”

      “I want to drop you off with Rowan.”

      I held my tongue, trying to figure out what the hell he was up to. I wished again for a relative with aura-reading magic, but I was going to have to figure this one out on my own.

      “So… you’re saying you don’t want me to come,” I said without any hint of emotion.

      His mouth twisted to the side. “Would you agree to that?”

      I was surprised to find part of me actually believed him—he truly had looked anxious over my safety in the bar—but the rest of me saw this as a trick. Perhaps he thought he had enough of a lead to find Celeste without me. There was a strong possibility he hadn’t shared all the information he’d gleaned at the Cauldron. The problem was I wasn’t sure how to play this. Phoebe Whelan wasn’t cynical. She wasn’t calculating. And yet I found myself in a position in which I had no other choice.

      “Phoebe?”

      Should I head to Kansas City on my own? I only knew one magical family in the Kansas City area. Would I be able to find any leads on my own? Even if I did, would I really be able to save my sister from the Dark Set on my own?

      The Dark Set. I still couldn’t believe they were involved in this, and when I let my mind dwell on it, terror shot through my veins. Hundreds of witches had been murdered during their attempt to take control. If they had truly risen again, Celeste’s fate was only one of many hanging in the balance. Brandon might be willing to sacrifice one witch to save many. My sister needed someone to be her advocate… to save her.

      “No,” I said, my voice shaking with irritation. “I’m going to Kansas City with or without you. Your choice…I’m good either way.”

      He cursed under his breath, his hands wringing the steering wheel.

      We rode in silence after that, stopping outside of Columbus for gas and more greasy fast food. I almost protested another high-fat, meat-centric meal—Rowan would have been horrified—but getting a decent meal would take an hour and we didn’t have time to spare.

      We hit the road again, settling into an uncomfortable silence. Brandon seemed irritated with me, but I saw the sidelong glances he gave me from time to time that suggested he was also thinking of other things.

      The sun had begun to set, and as I watched the slow deepening of the broad brush-strokes streaking the sky, from salmon to tangerine to flame, I thought about how much Celeste loved sunrises and sunsets. She had on more than one occasion dragged me out of bed to see a particularly beautiful sunrise.

      One morning a few months ago, we’d sat on the front porch watching the horizon change colors through the trees and Celeste had quietly said, “As much as I love having witch’s blood, and the talents that come with it, I realize it’s only one kind of magic. Nature—the changing days and seasons—that’s a whole other kind of magic, one blessedly just out of reach of our kind.”

      I turned to her in surprise. “Do you love your power, Celeste?”

      She gave me a nervous smile as she cupped her mug of tea, her gaze lifted to the horizon. “I’ve come to appreciate it more than I used to.”

      Her response had surprised me at the time. Now I was left wondering whether there was any way she’d created the pentacle on the ground. What had spurred her to begin to appreciate the power she’d always claimed felt like constant chaos in her head? Whatever it was, would it make her thirst for more power?

      Had someone from the Dark Set reached out to her? What was their motivation? Then a new thought hit me, and I turned to Brandon. “How did the Dark Set find out about the Book of Sindal?”

      He gave me a startled look. “What?”

      “The only people who supposedly know the Book of Sin still exists are members of the Small Council and a small group within the Protective Force. At least one of them has to be involved in this.”

      He remained quiet, and then it hit me.

      “You knew word had gotten out.”

      He pushed out a long breath but didn’t answer.

      “What else aren’t you telling me?” I demanded, sitting up straighter in my seat.

      “Phoebe, this is an active Protective Force investigation,” he said, but he sounded defeated.

      I wasn’t sure what to make of that. “Do you still think Celeste’s guilty?”

      His jaw tightened, and he looked exhausted in the glow of the dashboard lights. “I have a choice, Phoebe, follow my heart or follow my directives, and I find myself questioning the one thing that’s made sense in my life for the past six years.”

      My mouth parted as I held back a gasp of surprise. This could be an act, but my gut told me otherwise. Real conflict was waging on his face.

      “Six months ago, we were conducting a routine check of your magic logs in regard to the book. Something about Celeste’s magic looked… off.”

      “How so?” I asked, shocked he was sharing this with me.

      “It’s hard to describe,” he said, leaning over the steering wheel. “She’s always been vague in what she records, and I’ve—we’ve never pushed it. Expression magic is vague, and frankly, hardly anyone understands it. So we’ve let her do her thing, but we kept a closer eye on the ritual as her magic became more and more erratic. Then, two months ago, something changed.”

      “What?” I asked, horrified at what I was hearing and equally shocked that he was telling me.

      “Her power suddenly appeared more controlled.”

      Two months ago would have fit in with my sunrise conversation with Celeste. Two months ago, she’d begun to appreciate her magic. Two months ago, she’d nearly killed the man in the factory too. “Controlled” is not how I would have described Celeste. Unless she’d known exactly what she was doing.

      “Did you investigate?” I asked, my stomach in knots.

      He rubbed the back of his neck. “Not to any great extent. I decided to watch the property during last month’s fortification ritual, but I didn’t want to get too close to any of you.” His face flushed. “I was in the woods and I was closer to the graveyard than I realized. I accidently saw you strip and shift into a deer, and I nearly hightailed it out of there.”

      “Why?”

      He gave me a long look before turning back to the road. “For one thing, it was a violation of your privacy, albeit an accidental one. I didn’t want to be there when you shifted back, because that wouldn’t be accidental at all, and you deserve better than to have some man lusting after your body when you have no idea he’s even there.” He paused, then shot me another look, darker and full of desire. “I told myself the next time I saw your naked body, you would be fully cognizant of how much I wanted you.”

      The breath left my lungs in a whoosh and a raging inferno of lust shot through my body.

      He shifted in his seat again, looking uncomfortable. “The fact is, I didn’t stay much longer after that. I cut my investigation short. I was mostly there to observe Celeste, and I never made it to her circle to see what she was up to.” He paused. “I let my personal feelings overshadow my investigation. I can’t help thinking that if I’d stayed, I could have stopped it from happening.”

      “Stopped her from taking the book, you mean?” I asked quietly, not as angry at his conclusion as I told myself I should be.

      “I know you think I suspect her, Phoebe, but I don’t. It’s obvious that she was tricked into letting someone from the Dark Set create a weakness in the protections, at best.”

      He didn’t say what the “at worst” was.

      “If I’d gathered the evidence I’d been looking for,” he continued,” I could have petitioned the Small Council to move it.”

      “Move the book?” I asked in horror.

      “It obviously wasn’t safe where it was,” he said, some of his attitude returning.

      “How about sharing your concerns with Rowan or me?” I shot back.

      Anger set his jaw. “And what would you have chosen to protect, Phoebe? Your sister or the Book of Sindal?”

      He had a point and I didn’t feel like arguing with him anymore. My feelings toward him were so conflicted, and on top of everything else, it only added to my exhaustion.

      A road sign ahead announced an exit with gas, food, and lodging, and to my surprise, Brandon hit the turn signal.

      “Do you need to stop again?” I asked.

      “I’m exhausted. You’re exhausted. The best thing we can do is get a good night’s sleep and tackle this fresh in the morning.”

      I couldn’t believe he would back off the trail so easily. “Do you already have part of your team in Kansas City trying to track them down?”

      “The only member of the Protective Force going after this is me. You’re right. Someone who knew that the Book of Sindal was on your property took an active role in removing it, and while it could have been a member of the Small Council, I suspect it’s someone on the force. So I’m watching my team and going after this on my own. If one of them starts heading for Kansas City… let’s just say it might make it easier for me to root out who’s involved this way.”

      “All the more reason to keep going,” I said.

      “No. We need sleep, or we’ll put ourselves and everyone else in danger when we try to deal with the Dark Set.”

      Logically, I knew he was right, but it felt so wrong to not push on. Celeste needed me, and I was checking into a hotel room to sleep.

      He pulled off the highway, then parked in the lot of a nicer hotel than I’d expected him to choose since we were only there to sleep. After he parked the car, we hopped out and he grabbed two bags out of the back—mine and one for him, although I wondered where his had come from—then we headed toward the front doors.

      “How do you have a bag?” I asked.

      He looked taken aback. “What?”

      “How do you have a bag?” I asked, motioning to his pack. “You went straight from the Council meeting to our house.”

      He scowled. “We always keep bags packed and ready to go. My agents brought it to your house in case.” He paused, then added, “And just so you’re not caught off guard, I’m requesting one room. I’m not trying to pull one over on you. I would feel better being close to you in case something happens. We need to stick together, not to mention that setting and maintaining a protection charm on two rooms is much more difficult—”

      “Okay,” I agreed, realizing it made sense, but there was no denying the whole thing made me nervous. I was attracted to Brandon Cassidy, and for the first time since this all started, I felt like our objectives were nearly the same. And, fool that I was, I believed he cared about me. But sleeping with him now would only complicate things, and things were already complicated enough. “One room. Two beds.”

      “Of course.”

      It wasn’t until after we’d checked in, when we were riding the elevator up to our room, that I let myself feel nervous. The two of us alone in a hotel room…

      I wasn’t worried that Brandon would try to take advantage of me. Somehow I knew he wouldn’t. I was more worried that I would be tempted to take advantage of him.

      Silence hung between us as we let ourselves in with the key card and Brandon dropped our bags onto our respective beds.

      One peek at the gorgeous marble-encased bathroom made me ache for a shower. I gestured to the restroom. “Do you need to go? I want to take a shower.”

      “I’m good,” he said. “Go ahead.”

      Unzipping my bag, I pulled out my toiletry bag and headed into the bathroom.

      A stand-up shower with double heads greeted me, and in the opposite corner, a large jacuzzi tub held trays full of lotions, bath bombs, and other beauty products. The bathtub at our farmhouse was claw-footed and much shallower.

      My thoughts meandered to what it would feel like to soak in that tub, and then, unbidden, an image of Brandon in the tub with me popped into my head. I started a bit, but hells, the fantasy only became more detailed and elaborate—I could see every muscle of his back, arching up gracefully into the tendons of his neck. His shoulders were high, not sloping down like some men’s did, and I imagined him turning in the tub, displaying his strong chest. And his abs? Well, apparently my imagination wanted to leave something for me to discover for myself, however unlikely that was to happen, because in this particular delirious daydream, they were below the waterline of the tub.

      My thighs clenched together against a sudden surge of sensitivity between my legs, and I shut my eyes reflexively, huffing out a breath through my nose.

      Brandon started to cough on the other side of the door. They didn’t sound like the type of coughs that came from a chest cold—more like when shock leads you to take in a sharp breath and you end up coughing to catch your breath. Given that intruders could be at the door to our room at any time, I panicked and opened the bathroom door.

      “Are you okay out there?”

      He sat on the edge of the bed and gave me a startled look. “Fine. I drank some water that, uh, went down the wrong pipe.”

      I shut the door and turned on the multiple shower heads.

      A shower turned out to be exactly what I needed. An expensive hotel apparently meant exquisitely strong water pressure from both shower heads—something I wasn’t used to with our low-pressure well water. When I finished, I was clean from head to toe and feeling somewhat relaxed. But as soon as I stepped out of the shower, I realized I’d left my clean clothes in the room. I refused to put my dirty ones back on, so I wrapped a towel around myself and walked into the room, heading purposely toward my bag.

      Brandon sucked in a lungful of air, then said in a casual tone, “Have a good shower?”

      “Yeah,” I replied, pretending like I pranced around in a towel all the time, which I actually did, just not in front of men. After grabbing a clean cami top, panties, and a pair of pajama shorts, I started for the bathroom.

      It took me a few minutes to get dressed and brush my teeth. Brandon had moved to the desk by the time I emerged, and he glanced up from his laptop to look at me.

      “Your phone’s been buzzing with texts. Rowan.” Then he quickly added, “I didn’t read them, just saw her name on your screen.”

      “Thanks.”

      I picked up my phone, realizing it was almost dead and would need to plug it in soon. Rowan had sent multiple texts asking for an update, and then, when I hadn’t immediately responded, she’d demanded I call her at once.

      I wasn’t going to call her with Brandon listening, so I opted for a text after trying to use our coven bond and realizing the distance was too far for conversation. I could feel Rowan, safe and healthy, but she was too distant to reach this way.

      I’d barely started tapping when Brandon said, “Don’t tell her where we are or where we’re going.”

      My back stiffened. “Now you don’t trust Rowan?”

      “No, Phebes, that’s just it. She’s being guarded by my agents. If one of them is behind this, they could use the information against us.” He paused. “The less everyone else knows, the better.”

      His reasoning made sense, but I was still uncomfortable. “The fact you don’t trust your men and they’re currently watching my sister isn’t exactly putting me at ease.”

      “Judah Hardcastle is there. He’s a good man and he’ll protect her at all costs. She’s safe.”

      I could have argued with him but saw no point. Instead, I sent Rowan a text. Still on the road. Watch your back. Trust no one. Love you.

      I sat on my bed, realizing as I pushed send on the text that it had been hours since I’d last tried to connect with Celeste through our coven bond. I closed my eyes and focused on my sisters. Rowan blipped onto my radar again. But Celeste… I felt nothing.

      “What do you know about coven bonds?” I asked as I opened my eyes.

      Turning his desk chair to face me, Brandon gave me an appraising look. “Care to be more specific?”

      “My mother taught us everything we know, but honestly, we’ve never really tested ours much. We live together, and we rarely travel. But Mom told us that if one of us died, we’d know. For most covens, the effect would be a sucking loss, deep in the souls of the remaining coven members. For our family, so tight-knit because of our responsibility to protect the book, the effects would be physical as well. I’m sure that’s what killed my father and my mother’s sister only a month later.” Our aunt had been ill already—cancer—but died much sooner than anyone had expected.

      Our parents’ relationship hadn’t been the best when our mother had died—the late-night conversations, always about Council matters, had grown increasingly heated—but coven bonds ran far deeper than small arguments. It was how I could be so different from my sisters and so close to them at the same time. I tried not to think about what that might mean for Rowan and me if Celeste were actually dead. The thought was immediately replaced by guilt.

      He leaned forward, resting his forearms on his thighs, and asked softly, “Is that what you feel now? A sucking loss?”

      “No,” I said. “That’s just it. I feel nothing. No loss. No presence. It’s like she’s simply been erased.” I searched his worried face. “Do you know what it means?”

      He took a breath, clearly hesitating.

      “You do.”

      “Phoebe…” He sat up, but his green eyes still held mine. “It usually means the coven member has purposely broken her or his bond.”

      I took a second to let his words sink in.

      “I’m sorry.”

      It was the sincerity in his eyes that broke me.

      Tears welled in my eyes. “So she really did betray us.”

      Brandon got up from his chair and sat down next to me, wrapping an arm around my back, tugging me closer. “Not necessarily, Phebes.”

      “How can you say that?” I asked, starting to cry. “You’re the one who thinks she played a part in stealing the Book of Sin.”

      He pulled my head to his shoulder, hugging me tighter. “I don’t know what to think anymore.” His voice was rough. “But I do know the three of you are close. I can’t see her actively betraying you. Which means she might have broken her coven bond to protect you.”

      “If she was kidnapped?”

      “Or if they did convince her to join the Dark Set… she could have broken the bond so you wouldn’t put yourself in danger by trying to find her through the connection.”

      I cried even harder, because if she’d actually turned to the Dark Set, she would have likely done that very thing.

      Why? Why would she turn to them? But the answer was so clear, I’d been stupid not to realize it sooner.

      What if the Dark Set offered to help her with her expression magic? What if they’d given her the peace she so desperately sought?

      I’d failed her. She’d been acting out, needing help, and I’d failed her.

      I turned to Brandon. “If she agreed to help them, I don’t think she realized what she was doing. If they offered to help her, that’s likely all she was thinking about. They must have tricked her, coerced her. She’d been… tired lately. I think she wanted to use the Book of Sindal to help her better control her magic. We wouldn’t even help her open it. If the Dark Set promised to…”

      Brandon lifted his hand to my cheek, brushing away a tear with his thumb. “We’ll find her, Phebes. I promise.” He placed a tender kiss on my forehead, a gesture that was meant to give comfort, but it made me acutely aware of how close he was and how much I wanted him.

      I pulled back and stared up into his face. He eyed me with a gentleness that stole my breath, but his expression changed when he saw the hunger on my face. His gaze shifted, his eyes becoming hooded with lust.

      He tried to pull away, but I locked my arms around his waist, keeping him close.

      “This is a bad idea. I need to walk away before I do something I regret.”

      “What if I want it?” I asked, my voice going husky. If I did this, it would be the first time I’d kissed a guy first, rather than him kissing me. Realizing that sent a flush of pleasure through me, and I knew then there was no other path I’d rather take. I reached up and brushed his lips with mine.

      He released a groan and tried to pull away, but I held on tighter, leaning back to study him.

      “Phoebe” he said, my name sounding painful on his lips, “you have no fucking idea how much I want you—how long I’ve wanted you—but now is not the time. I refuse to take advantage of your vulnerability right now. The last thing I want to do is make you hate or resent me.” He placed his finger under my chin and lifted, his eyes pleading with me. “I meant it when I said you’re the type of woman who makes a man want more. I don’t want to fuck that up.”

      Maybe I was a fool, but I believed him. In that moment, I believed he wanted a shot at happily-ever-after with me and not just happily-for-now, which was why I only let go of him so I could straddle his lap, wrapping my arms around his neck.

      He held his breath, as though scared to move. “What are you doing, Phoebe?”

      I shifted my right hand to cup his cheek. “For the first time in my life, I’m thinking about what I want, not what’s best for my sisters or for the damn Book of Sin. I want you too, Brandon, and I have no idea where this might go—I neither expect nor want any promises from you, other than that you’ll show me the best night of my life. Tomorrow, we’ll get back to finding the book and my sister, and when this is all done, we can sort this out.” I gestured back and forth between us. “But for now, I want to just live in the moment, and I know beyond a shadow of a doubt I want to do that with you.”

      His mouth crushed mine and his arm slipped around my back, hauling me closer so that I was seated over his erection.

      We both groaned, and his tongue prodded my parted lips, then plunged into my mouth, exploring and demanding more.

      I reached for the hem of his shirt, jerking it up and over his head, our mouths breaking contact for a second before he captured my lips again. Without pulling away, I slid my hands from his shoulders to his pecs, then down to his abs, reveling in the feel of his firm muscles beneath my touch. His stomach was hard and ridged, mouthwatering and thrilling. Even in my daydreams, I hadn’t imagined his body would be this gorgeous.

      He groaned again, breaking our kiss so he could yank the cami over my head.

      Leaning back, his gaze fell to the swell of my breasts. “Gods, you’re beautiful.”

      I gave him a shy smile and glanced down, but he lifted my chin and held my gaze.

      “You’re a beautiful woman, Phoebe Whelan. I intend to make sure you know just how beautiful you are before tonight is over.” His chest rose and fell as he reached for my breasts, cupping both in his hands, then brushing my nipples with his thumbs.

      I sucked in a breath, his touch awakening a deep need that had lain dormant for years. I needed Brandon in every sense of the word and that scared the crap out of me. I’d never needed anyone but my sisters before, but they were the last two people I wanted to be thinking about right now.

      I slid off his lap. A look of disappointment filled his eyes, but he quickly covered it and said, “If you’ve changed your mind…”

      I didn’t answer, just slid my pajama shorts to the floor, leaving me standing in front of him in only my underwear.

      Brandon tugged me closer and placed a kiss on my panties, right above my pubic bone.

      I pushed out a soft breath of pleasure.

      Wrapping a hand around the small of my back, he placed kisses over my thin panties, trailing down until I felt his warm breath over my nub. A deep ache filled my core. “Bran…”

      “Bran, huh?” he said, looking up at me with a wicked gleam in his eyes. Call me Bran, he had said once in high school, all my friends do. But I had been far too shy back then to call him anything at all.

      “Bran,” I said again, trying to pull him back up to me.

      “Patience, my little witch,” he teased, tugging my panties to the floor.

      “I thought we’d discussed little witch?” I asked, laughing. It sounded so different now that we weren’t arguing. I wasn’t sure I’d ever be able to argue with that nickname again with the way he said it now, so full of lust.

      He led me to the bed and pushed me down on my back, then buried his face between my spread legs.

      I cried out, instinctively reaching for his head.

      He pushed my feet up onto the bed, spreading me even wider for him. His mouth and tongue coaxed and teased me until I was panting and begging.

      “What do you want, Phoebe?” he asked. Then his tongue flicked my nub again.

      My back arched. “You. I want you.”

      “Not until you come,” he said, “and then I’ll make you come again with me deep inside you.”

      His promise, along with his skilled tongue, pushed me over the edge. Wave after wave of pleasure washed over me, and Bran lapped up every bit of it.

      My breathing came in rapid pants as I watched Bran get to his feet, unbuckle his jeans, and shrug them to the floor, bringing his underwear with them. His erection sprang free and I couldn’t keep my eyes off him. He was definitely bigger than my last two boyfriends. I had never been fully appreciative of the fact that witches didn’t need to use condoms—we used an array of charms to prevent any undesired illnesses or unplanned children.

      He lifted me up higher on the bed, then knelt between my legs. I expected him to enter me, but instead he leaned in and captured my mouth with his. I tasted myself on him and my heat rose again. I instinctively lifted my hips off the bed.

      Grinning against my mouth, he said, “Not yet, my little witch. Not until I drive you mad with wanting.”

      I gave him a mocking grin. “Someone seems full of himself.”

      He laughed. “I don’t promise what I can’t deliver.”

      His mouth skimmed down my neck to my breast, licking and sucking my nipple while his hand gave my other breast equal attention.

      I squirmed underneath him, the tension in my core winding tighter.

      His hand slipped between my legs, sliding through the wet folds. His fingers entered me as his thumb found my nub, and I became lost to everything but his touch. His mouth and hand pushed me higher and higher until I heard myself plead, “Please, Bran. I need you.”

      “Say it again,” he whispered huskily before he gently nipped my breast.

      “I need you.”

      He rose up, a satisfied look filling his eyes as he grabbed my hips and lifted me, his erection prodding my entrance.

      I arched my back as he plunged in deep.

      He groaned, leaning his head back. “By the gods, Phoebe Whelan, you were meant to be mine.”

      My head was too addled with lust to fully process what he’d said, but part of me knew he was right. He was mine and I was his.

      At least for tonight.

      He took his time, thrusting in slowly, withdrawing, and then plunging in again. He leaned over and fondled my breast, bringing another gasp of desire from me.

      That made him pick up the pace, finding a new, more urgent rhythm.

      My body responded by joining him, my pelvis lifting to take him deeper.

      He leaned over me, resting on his forearm. His mouth covered my nipple, sucking hard as he flicked the tip with his tongue. His hand slipped between my legs, his fingers swirling and probing as his thrusts became shorter.

      I cried out in frustration. I was climbing higher and higher, breathless and desperate for Brandon to give me what I needed.

      As though sensing my thoughts, he lifted his face, his mouth capturing mine as he plunged in deep, his tongue mimicking the action.

      His hand slid under my ass and pulled me higher off the bed, his thrusts becoming shorter and deeper, harder than before.

      “Oh, Bran…,” I moaned.

      “Give yourself to me, Phoebe. Give me all of you.”

      I wrapped my legs around his waist, desperate to be filled by him, while he readily gave me what I demanded, until I felt myself on a precipice. Then I fell, crying out over and over while Bran pounded into me and then finally found his own release.

      When he finished, he lay down at my side, engulfing me with his arms and holding me close. I couldn’t help thinking that while I would never be sorry for tonight—Bran had given me the best sex of my life—this could never last. But I knew I’d be okay.

      What a pretty little lie.
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      I dozed off in Bran’s arms, and I woke to him picking me up.

      “What are you doing?” I murmured, relishing the feel of his naked skin against mine.

      “I need to take a shower,” he said, gently lowering me onto the other bed, the covers downturned. “You sleep. You need it after those two shifts this morning and everything else. I’ll be out in a few minutes.”

      Something about what he’d said sounded off, but I was too sleepy to figure it out. Instead, I burrowed into the covers. “You’re gonna sleep with me, right?” I asked.

      “Phoebe, from this moment on, I won’t miss a single opportunity to have your naked body pressed to mine.”

      I smiled with my eyes closed. “Then hurry.”

      I started to drift off as I listened to him moving around in the bathroom, but I realized I needed to pee. Since the water hadn’t come on yet, I got up and started to knock on the door to ask Bran if I could go to the bathroom before he took his shower, but the sound of his voice stopped me.

      “Are you aware of what’s going on?” he asked in an insistent tone. He paused for several seconds, likely listening to the person on the other end of the line, before he said, “That’s not good enough.”

      Who was Brandon talking to and did it have anything to do with my sister?

      My phone started to vibrate on the nightstand, but I wanted to listen to more of Brandon’s conversation, even if I felt guilty for eavesdropping.

      “Why are you making this difficult?” he asked in a demanding tone.

      Who was Brandon talking to? One of his agents? Lucia?

      My phone stopped vibrating, then immediately started again. What if it was Rowan? Frustrated, I walked over to my phone, leery when I didn’t recognize the number on the screen. My usual policy was to let unknown callers go to voicemail, but with so much up in the air, I pressed accept and said, “Hello?”

      “Phoebe.”

      My breath caught in my throat and I sank onto the bed. “Celeste?”

      “You don’t know what you’re mixed up in.”

      “Where are you, Celeste?” I whispered. “I’ll come get you.”

      “No,” she said insistently, whispering herself. “Go home, Phebes. I’m scared for you if you find me.”

      I wanted to ask her what had happened, to her and the book, but instead, I said in a hushed tone, “I can’t feel you through our coven bond.”

      “I know…” Her voice broke, and she started again. “It was to protect you and Rowan. You have to let me deal with this, Phebes. Go home.”

      “No,” I pushed through the lump in my throat. “Brandon Cassidy is the head of the Protective Force now. We’re coming to find you.”

      “You can’t trust him, Phoebe. You can’t trust anyone in the Protective Force. This goes deep, much deeper than I even guessed.”

      Her words shocked me. “What do you know?” I asked, keeping my eye on the door, worried that the water still hadn’t turned on. Was Bran listening to my call like I’d been listening to his?

      “I have to go,” she said. The fear in her voice chilled my blood. “Go home and I’ll call or come to you later.” Then the call cut off.

      Staring at my phone, I considered trying to call her back, but I suspected she’d stolen someone’s phone to call me. I didn’t dare risk getting her into trouble.

      The shower started in the bathroom. I told myself the timing was a coincidence, but I lay back down and went over the conversation, trying to figure out what Bran might have overheard.

      I still wasn’t certain if Celeste had left willingly, but her statement about this going “deeper” than she’d ever guessed made me believe she’d known something about the Dark Set before our last ritual. Had she gone with them to root them out from within?

      Two things were certain—one, I wasn’t going to stop looking for her, and two, I wasn’t as sure about trusting Brandon Cassidy as I had been before, especially after overhearing part of his conversation.

      There was nothing I could do about it now, but I struggled to shut my mind down and get the sleep I so desperately needed. When Bran emerged from the bathroom five minutes later, I closed my eyes and pretended to be asleep. I felt the bed dip, and then his arm wrapped around me, pulling my backside against his naked front.

      We lay like that for a few moments before he asked, “Phebes, are you okay?”

      I rolled onto my back and stared up at him in the dim light filtering through the crack between the curtains.

      He lifted his hand to my face and lightly stroked my cheek with his fingertips. “I know it’s hard to know who to trust, but I swear to you that I will never hurt you.”

      My mouth parted in shock. How did he know that I was questioning my trust in him? Did he know I’d talked to Celeste?

      He placed a soft kiss on my lips. “Maybe I’m off base, but I realized that I left you alone right after we made love, and I know you’re worried about your sister.” His hand slid down to cup my jaw. “I wish you were near an ancestor who could read auras so you could see my heart, Phoebe. You can trust me. I promise.”

      I placed my palm on his bare chest. He could have been lying to me, sensing my distrust and trying to rein it in, but somehow, I knew he wasn’t. He did care about me. “Thank you.”

      He scooted closer, his front pressed to my side, and I felt him stirring again.

      I couldn’t stop my chuckle. “Already?”

      His face nuzzled my still-damp hair. “You underestimate what a beautiful woman you are.”

      It suddenly seemed wrong to be feeling all this happiness and contentment while Celeste was gods knew where. How had she gotten to a phone? What if she was hurt but hadn’t told me?

      That new thought filled me with guilt. How could I have considered she’d turn to the Dark Set? She knew what they’d done before. She knew their capacity for evil.

      “What if they kill her?” I whispered, a tear leaking out of my eye and running down the side of my face and into my hair.

      “They won’t,” he said, shifting into a less intimate position. “If they took her, willingly or not, they want to use her magic. Killing her would serve no purpose. They might resort to torture, but they won’t kill her.” He paused. “Sorry. That was probably too brutally honest.”

      I couldn’t suppress a shudder. “I can handle brutally honest. I need it.”

      His face rested on the pillow next to my head. “Did you know I have a brother?”

      “No,” I said, pulling back half an inch, trying to meet his eyes.

      He hummed through a slight nod. “Donall,” he said. “Eight years older than me. I was a surprise,” he said, confirming my immediate suspicion. “My mom always said I was the best thing that could have happened to him. I learned to walk with him holding on to my hands. There’s video.”

      The image made me chuckle softly, which a slight squeeze of his arms told me he liked.

      “When I went to kindergarten,” Bran continued, “I got picked on. A lot.”

      “Oh no.” Even as my heart broke for tiny five-year-old Bran, I struggled to imagine it. He’d always seemed so popular, so untouchable, and now he certainly didn’t struggle with confidence.

      “I was a clumsy kid,” he said. “Tripping over my own two feet. Pudgy and awful at anything playground-related, which is pretty much half of kindergarten. My brother would pick me up after his classes let out, and we’d sit together while all the other kids’ parents were coming to get them. I’ll never forget, he’d ask me to point out which kids had made fun of me that particular day.”

      “Kids can be mean,” I whispered, remembering how I’d endured my own share of teasing during those two years in middle school when I’d worn both glasses and braces.

      “That’s what he always said. Girls bite with their tongues, but boys attack with their fists,” he added quickly. “Back then, it made me feel better. We’d just sit there and Donall would glare at every single kid who’d given me grief. Then we’d play basketball and he’d always pretend that I beat him.”

      “He sounds sweet,” I said.

      “Maybe he was, when we were kids. As we got older, he started going down a darker path. Talking trash about the Council, hanging out with guys who thought our laws were handcuffing them. Lots of really disrespectful talk about the leadership. Especially the witches,” Bran said, his tone hardening. “Maybe he hoped I would follow his example, but it had the opposite effect. I’d never had any real structure in my life. I joined the Protective Force to help keep the peace of our people. I don’t know what Donall’s up to anymore. I can only hope he tempered his views as he got older.”

      “You don’t talk?” I couldn’t fathom the pain of not talking to one of my sisters, no matter how much we disagreed.

      He shifted a little, and I hoped I hadn’t gone too far—hadn’t made him want to pull away from me.

      “Our dad died,” Brandon said.

      “Oh, I’m sorry.” I turned onto my side to face him. “How did I not know?” Losing both parents had caused me more pain than I ever could have imagined.

      “It was before you and I met, before we moved to Mount Vernon. Mom got remarried to a guy who wasn’t a mage, which caused quite a scandal among our immediate family. Donall was furious, and after he left for college at eighteen, he pretty much dropped out of both our lives. Mom and my stepdad moved us to Mount Vernon soon after. It was hard. I missed him. I still do.” His voice grew thick with emotion. “I was collateral damage.”

      “Gods, I… Bran, I didn’t know.”

      “How could you? I never talked about it.” He paused. “The truth was that my father and brother were weak in both magic and character. They couldn’t deal with it and they blamed everyone around them rather than accept it.” He shot me a glance. “And I couldn’t deal with their scapegoating."

      It was selfish, but seeing Brandon’s pain made me consider what it would feel like to be estranged from Celeste. I just couldn’t wrap my head around it. The concept of living a lifetime without her was just unfathomable.

      I pushed up on one elbow and leaned over him, kissing him lightly, then grew bolder.

      Brandon kissed me back, hard, then flipped me onto my back. I sensed desperation in him, as though I’d opened his trunk full of ghosts and demons and he was eager to put them back in. His hand slid between my legs and quickly brought me up to speed before he entered me. Our first time, he’d set a slow pace, gradually increasing the tempo, but this time he was hungry for me. My body answered his call, readily climbing with him until we both cried out. Brandon called out my name, and then we both collapsed into each other’s arms and quickly fell asleep.
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      My life back at the farmhouse was simple. Each morning, I would wake up and drink coffee, sometimes out on the deck. The sounds of the birds building nests and squirrels chittering as they searched for food etched the morning light with texture and shape. Maybe I’d get ready for work, or maybe I’d spend the day reading a book or tending the house. No, it wasn’t exciting, but it belonged to me. To my sisters and me. My family.

      In my dreams that night, I was on my deck on one of those perfect early fall mornings, clutching a steaming mug of coffee, cocooned in one of the living room blankets that Rowan always scolded me for bringing outside. As I watched the tree line in my dream, though, something different was added to the mix.

      Crows.

      Just one at first, starting off as a black dot and speeding toward our house, pitching down into the trees and sending squirrels and birds scattering. Then two more, moving in tandem, landed on a branch and cawed something that sounded like a devious plan. Another group descended on the forest, then a whole murder of them. Their caws wove together and then screeched dissonantly in waves, making it impossible to ignore them. The sound rang in my ears, jumbling my thoughts until I couldn’t stand it anymore. I jumped to my feet and my coffee sloshed hot over my thighs, soaking my pants and steaming in the cool air.

      “Shut up!” I screamed.

      Immediately, they did exactly that. But the softly warming autumn sky turned dark at the edges, like we’d skipped the entire day and sunset was already barreling toward us. Orange to pink to magenta to purple to deep, inky blue, which bled over the sky in mere seconds.

      Then, with their eyes fixed on me, the crows, a hundred of them, cawed in unison.

      “Rise, the Dark.”

      The sharp, unmistakable words stabbed into me a hundred times, making my flesh prick and ache in tiny points all over my body. Then everything went pitch black, saturated so thickly I couldn’t see my hand in front of my face. I didn’t even have a second to panic because Rowan’s voice sliced through the opaque air.

      “Bee? Bee?” Her alto voice, usually so measured and calm, pitched up, its reediness betraying her panic. “Bee, where are you?”

      “I’m right here!” I called, feeling more frantic every second. Then a high-pitched scream erupted from the woods—one that was unmistakably Celeste’s.

      I screamed too, groping in the black, desperate to find the rail of the deck, a chair, anything to help me get to Celeste faster. It was a lost cause, because on my second scream, someone dug their fingers into my upper arms and yelled my name, right into my face.

      “Phoebe!” the deep voice boomed in my ears.

      Something about it made the light come back. Slowly, the corners of my vision brightened, and seconds later, when the voice repeated my name, my thoughts answered with another name. Brandon.

      I was sitting upright. The room was dark, yet infinitely brighter than the terrifying world of my dreams.

      “Phoebe, it was a bad dream.”

      But it was like no dream I’d ever had before, incredibly vivid but with events more surreal than had ever before featured in my subconscious visions.

      Brandon tugged me back down, enveloping me in his arms. “It’s okay,” he whispered into my ear. His hand rubbed comforting circles on my back. “Was it about your sister?”

      I nodded again, still trying to catch my breath.

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      Did I? Was the dream a message or was it my subconscious trying to sort out the events of the last several days? “No,” I finally said. “I’m already forgetting what I dreamed.”

      Not true, but I saw no point in rehashing it.

      “Go back to sleep,” he said, burrowing his face into my shoulder. “You’re safe. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      His words comforted me, because I believed him. I’d seen him in the Cauldron. He’d broken rules because some slimy mage had insulted me. I couldn’t imagine what he’d do if someone actually tried to hurt me.

      I reassured him I was really okay, and before long, he was lightly snoring.

      My mind refused to settle down. It may have only been a dream, but I couldn’t shake the worry about my sisters. I reached out to Celeste and felt nothing—not surprising, but hardly reassuring. I reached out to Rowan next, expecting her to be asleep. Even though we were too far apart to have a conversation, I should have been able to sense that much. But when I reached out to her, something felt off.

      Something was wrong.

      I told myself that I was overreacting, but when I tried to go back to sleep, the nightmare replayed in my mind and I was even more certain my instincts were right.

      Wouldn’t Brandon’s team have called him if there were trouble?

      Not if they were the source of the trouble. He’d already admitted some of his agents might be traitors.

      Brandon mumbled in his sleep and rolled over to his side, freeing me from his grip. I had to pee, so I got up and went into the bathroom, taking my phone with me.

      I tried to call Rowan, but she didn’t answer her cell phone. She usually had the ringer on vibrate, so I wasn’t too concerned until I called the home phone line Rowan insisted we keep in case the internet went out and she needed to fax something. (Which had never once happened.) The only calls we received were from telemarketers, which we often ignored, but Rowan would surely have picked up the phone in the middle of the night.

      She didn’t.

      I started to go back to bed when my phone vibrated with a text from the number Celeste had called me from.

      Bee, are you awake?

      Oh my gods! Celeste? Yes, please tell me where you are, CeCe! Let me come get you.

      You can’t tell Brandon what I’m about to tell you. Swear it.

      It felt wrong, but my sister came first. I swear.

      Is he watching you now?

      No. He’s asleep.

      After a long pause, she sent, I’ve come to get you.

      I sucked in a breath. You’re HERE?

      I’m in the hotel lobby, but they’re after me so I can’t wait long.

      Let me tell Brandon. He can help you.

      No! You can’t trust Brandon!!! You can’t trust ANYONE. If you tell him, I’m leaving without you. He’ll take me to the Small Council. They might kill me, Bee.

      Execution was rare, yet it did happen in extreme cases. Surely they wouldn’t kill her, but now that the fear had been planted in my head, I couldn’t get it out. They would likely accuse her of stealing the book, and it was within the realm of possibility that they would call her a traitor to her own kind.

      There was a pause before she sent, I’m scared, Bee. I need you. Help me save the Book of Sindal from the Dark Set.

      My breath stuck at her last text. I’d let her down so many times. Could I let her down now? I didn’t want to run off and leave Bran, but what if she was right? What if I couldn’t trust him after all? She’d been with the Dark Set. Maybe she knew something I didn’t. Once I got her far away from the Dark Set and I was sure that I could trust Bran, I’d call him. But if she was really in the lobby, I couldn’t let her leave without me. Okay. I’ll come with you and I won’t tell him.

      Thank you. Please hurry! I’m scared.
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      I grabbed my bag off the other bed and took it into the bathroom, dressing quickly in jeans and a T-shirt. My hands shook as I slipped on my shoes.

      Brandon was still asleep when I walked out of the bathroom. I snatched his car keys off the dresser, thinking he might not be able to chase after us if he couldn’t start his car, then quietly let myself out the door. I almost expected him to open the door and call me out for leaving, but I made it to the stairwell and pushed out a sigh of relief when the heavy metal door closed behind me.

      Our room was on the fourth floor, so I had plenty of time to think as I walked down the stairs. By the time I reached the first floor, I was having second thoughts. How had Celeste even found me? I couldn’t feel her through our bond, but could she somehow still feel me?

      Taking a deep breath, I walked out the door, wishing Celeste hadn’t broken our coven bond so I could sense where she was. The lobby was brightly lit but empty. Even the front desk was unmanned, not that I was surprised. It was a little before four in the morning.

      “Celeste?” I called out in a loud whisper.

      Suddenly I was pitched into darkness—a thick, choking, consuming dark, like the one that had surrounded me in my dream with the crows. The air was fine to breathe, but the shock of being plunged into sudden, inexplicable blackness made me panic all the same.

      Someone was here, and it wasn’t Celeste.

      I scrambled to come up with a plan, telling myself that I wasn’t helpless even if I felt that way. I closed my eyes against the suffocating dark, trying to figure out how to use Great-Grandma Imogene Booker’s elemental magic.

      I could make magical light.

      I held up my hand palm-up, and was about to call forth light when I felt a presence behind me. A leather gloved hand clapped over my mouth.

      Shit.

      “Shhh, not a word,” a thin, sinuous voice said an inch from my ear. “Remember the first stupid rule of the Valeria. Blend in at all costs. A suddenly blind, helpless girl staggering through a hotel lobby won’t blend in very well, now will she?”

      So the lobby hadn’t gone dark. He’d blinded me, which brought on a whole new level of terror, but I couldn’t let it get the best of me.

      Think, Phoebe. Think.

      I did my best to catalogue the facts, hoping it would help me identify the bastard later. He was a man, of course. His voice had a trace of an accent, but one that was difficult to place. He smelled like sweat and sawdust, or like a cedar closet.

      He was also very dedicated to trying to make me feel helpless, small, and terrified. Terrified, okay, but I was neither small nor helpless.

      The ring with Grandma Whelan’s strands of hair and stapes bone encased in it tingled against my knuckle, like it knew I needed its help. At the same moment, my muscles sucked in energy from the tiny points of electricity in the room’s circuitry, the motion of the lobby’s revolving door, and even from the people sleeping in the beds above my head. There wasn’t time for me to so much as think an apology at them before I let the borrowed motion of our surrounding atoms propel outward from my body.

      The man rocketed away from me with an electrical jolt, and in the same instant, the powerful darkness spell he’d cast over me shattered. The sudden ability to see was almost as startling as its loss, and so was the sight of the large, dark-cloaked man writhing on the floor.

      Other than using that ice trick at the Cauldron, I’d only used this ancestor’s power a couple dozen times, usually at Rowan’s insistence. I’d caused more than one woodland creature, small and large, considerable pain by blasting them just like I had my attacker. I’d pulled some energy out of Rowan once, and she’d taken more than a day to recover.

      I’d hated those sessions so much, but now I was grateful for her insistence.

      The mage was strong, though, and struggled to his feet in a few moments.

      His expression morphed from shock and pain into a rage-filled snarl.

      Darkness started to creep in at the edges of my vision again, and I pushed my shoulders back, tensing all my muscles, as if that would somehow help stall the onslaught.

      It didn’t. He was upon me in a second, his hand at my throat, and the strength I’d gathered from the room’s kinetic energy wasn’t enough for another blast. Not yet. But magic wasn’t the only way to get out of a stranglehold. I reached up and wedged my fingers under his, bending them back until I felt a snap. He cried out and dropped his grip.

      The air rushed back into my lungs like a tidal wave, and I stumbled backward, the wall breaking my fall.

      The sickening sound of bone hammering flesh filled the lobby, and I lifted my gaze up to see Brandon pummeling the cloaked mage. Brandon was a couple inches shorter, and yet he countered or dodged every punch the mage threw his way.

      I lifted my hand to my necklace, my fingers ghosting once more over the bones there. Grandma Corlew’s spirit invigorated every cell of my body with an incredible strength, stronger even than the borrowed power I’d used to fend off the last cluster of hooded mages and witches. It felt as though I were fortified somehow, down to my very soul.

      With Grandma Corlew’s talent, I shattered the glass of the lobby’s revolving door like it was as thin as a wine glass. I gasped in amazement as every single shard slowed down and came into hyperfocus. Somehow, my talent had amplified to a level I’d never experienced before. I felt in control of each and every individual fragment of sharp glass. I wiggled my fingertips and stared, mesmerized, as the shards wobbled with the motion.

      I’d planned to hurl them at the hooded mage, but Bran was behind the big man, locking his arms behind his back and holding him immobile. I wasn’t sure I could control my newfound strength well enough to stop the shards of glass from penetrating through his body and hitting Brandon too.

      “Get out of here, Phoebe!” Brandon yelled, his face red and contorted with the effort of holding the hulking mage in place.

      “I’m not leaving you with this lunatic!”

      Bran’s eyes darted to the hovering mass of glass shards, which I controlled with one hand poised in the air, my other hand on my necklace. His face grew even redder as he twisted the mage around and drew his knee up, sharp and fast. The mage crumpled to the floor again, the fabric of his cape pooling around him on the shiny hotel floor. Brandon darted away, taking cover behind one of the large stone columns that studded the lobby, and with all my concentrated energy and a precise flick of my wrist, I shot a door’s worth of glass shards into the circle of fabric on the floor, pinning the perimeter of the cloak to the floor to trap him. I only noticed after I’d done it that the fabric was rippling oddly.

      My heart stopped in utter shock and confusion when I realized the cloak had gone flat against the floor. A tiny creature struggled to stand in the center. Its shiny black head popped out a second later, and turned to me, revealing a sharp beak and tiny, piercing, beady eyes.

      A crow.

      My heart twisted and dropped into my stomach.

      “Rise, the darkness!” it cawed, exactly like in my dream, down to the intonation of every single syllable.

      It shook its body again, and I watched, horrified, as it spread its wings. I lunged for it, trying to trap it with my body, but before I could reach the bird, it took three tripping steps, then took flight, sailing through the door I’d just broken in an attempt to stop it. To stop him. Was the talking crow the mage? Was it a spell?

      In an instant, Bran was beside me, holding me tightly to his chest.

      “Are you okay?” he asked, his voice shaking.

      I nodded.

      He held me at arm’s length, looking me over. “Are you sure?” His voice sounded gruffer this time.

      “Yes.”

      As soon as he was assured of my safety, his eyes lit with anger. “What the fuck were you thinking, Phoebe? Where were you going?”

      Tears filled my eyes. “Celeste.”

      “What about her?”

      “She told me she was in the lobby. She said she wanted me to help her protect the book from the Dark Set.”

      “Why the hell didn’t you tell me?” he asked, getting angry again. Then his eyes widened with understanding. “You were going to sneak out on me? After… everything?”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “You’re sorry,” he said, his tone sounding flat.

      I turned from him, feeling guilty, and stared down at the cape, the glittering emblem of the Dark Set mocking me. I’d been so stupid. Had the phone call been real? Had Celeste willingly set me up?

      He squatted next to the cape and picked it up, the fabric ripping where the shards of glass pinned it to the floor. “The Dark Set wants you now. They’ve figured out they need you to open the book.”

      I sucked in a breath. “Rowan.”

      He stood and grabbed my upper arm, tugging me to the elevator.

      “I tried to call her,” I said, the words falling out of my mouth as I tripped over my feet. “I called her cell and the landline before I got the text to come to the lobby, and no one answered.” Tears burned my eyes. “They got her.”

      “Don’t panic. We don’t know that.” He sounded kinder than before, but his fingers still dug into my flesh as his other hand retrieved his cell phone from his pocket. When the doors opened on the fourth floor, he pulled me down the hall to our room, and as soon as he shut the door, he placed a protective spell on the door and then placed the call.

      “Sit,” he ordered as he held the phone to his ear.

      Part of me rebelled at the order, but the reasonable part of me complied.

      Bran was quiet for so long with the phone to his ear that I wasn’t sure anyone was on the other end. He stood there for nearly a half minute before he asked, “But Rowan’s okay?”

      My heart slammed against my chest. Had Rowan been attacked too? Was that why she wouldn’t answer before?

      “I’m sure she wants to talk to her too,” Brandon said, then held out his phone to me.

      I snatched it from him and pressed it to my ear. My throat was tight, so I pushed out, “Rowan?”

      “I’m fine. I swear.”

      “The cloaked people tried to get you?” I figured it was better to keep the name Dark Set out of it, especially if any of the agents who were supposed to be watching over my sister were involved in the group.

      “They tried, but Bran’s friend, Judah, stopped them. I’m okay. Are you okay?”

      “Someone showed up here too, but I’m fine and he’s gone.” I glanced up at Bran. “Did any of the cloaked people do anything… odd?”

      “You mean other than try to kidnap me? Yeah,” she said. “They turned into crows and flew away. They must have some kind of shifter magic.”

      “All of them?”

      She was quiet for a moment. “Now that you mention it, that is odd.”

      But not so odd if they were getting magic from another source.

      Like Celeste.

      “Stay safe and call me in the morning,” Rowan said. “I’ve got an even bigger mess to clean now.”

      I considered telling her about the call I’d gotten earlier from Celeste, but it would only upset her. Especially if she concluded Celeste had really set me up. I’d tell her after I sorted everything out. “Love you, Ro,” I said, my voice breaking.

      “Love you too, Bee. Stay safe.”

      I hung up and handed Bran his phone. “What happened?”

      He shoved the phone into his pocket, then placed his hands on his hips, glaring at me so hard it was a wonder he didn’t grimace in pain. “I don’t know, Phoebe. Why don’t you tell me?”

      I sighed. I deserved that. “I’ll tell you, I promise, but I need to hear about Rowan first.”

      I expected him to protest, and from the look on his face, he considered it. He watched me for a few seconds, then finally said, “Five hooded figures appeared out of nowhere and broke into the house.”

      “Didn’t you have it warded?” I asked in dismay. “I should have spelled the house with Rowan before we left. Our coven bond would have made it stronger.”

      “We wouldn’t have let you do that,” Brandon said, shaking his head. “The agents were still investigating. Your wards would have interfered with that. Besides,” he added, “your coven bond is broken. It’s not as effective with only two.”

      Nothing I didn’t already know, but it hurt all the same.

      “So the Dark Set got inside the house?”

      “They incapacitated the two guards on watch duty and made it to Rowan’s room. Judah Hardcastle stopped them as they were about to take her out through her bedroom window.”

      “Was she hurt?”

      He grimaced. “When Judah confronted them, they put up a barrier of some kind and sliced Rowan’s right palm.”

      “They cut her?” I felt light-headed when I realized the implication. “They took blood from the hand she uses for magic.”

      He squatted in front of me and picked up both of my hands, examining my palms. “Did he cut you?”

      I shook my head, tugging my hands free, then reached for my bruised neck. “No, which doesn’t make sense. Why did they only send one mage for me?”

      “They likely knew there were multiple agents guarding your sister and they planned to lure you away from me by tricking you with a text from Celeste. Obviously, they thought you were more malleable.” The last sentence was uttered with a snort.

      I could see why they’d thought so. I was the quiet, meek sister. And of course, I’d fallen for it. “So you think they wanted to kidnap me?”

      He nodded. “Just like they tried to kidnap Rowan. But they didn’t get your blood, so they still can’t open the book. Yet.” He gave me a wry look. “I take it you thought you were meeting Celeste?”

      I glanced down, too embarrassed to face him. “Yeah.”

      He was quiet for several seconds, piecing things together. Then he lifted his chin, his eyes narrowing with simmering outrage.

      “Have you been in contact with your sister since we left your house this morning?” he said tightly.

      “She called me while you were taking a shower.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” he asked bitterly.

      “She told me I couldn’t trust you. That I couldn’t trust anyone.”

      He turned his back to me and walked over to the window. Pulling back the drape a few inches, he peered outside. “Did you tell her where we were?”

      “No. I asked her to tell me where she was, but she told me to go home.”

      “Why did you go to the lobby?”

      “After my nightmare, she sent a text telling me to meet her down there. She claimed she was running from the Dark Set and needed me to help her protect the book.” I pulled out my phone and unlocked the screen. “Here,” I said, handing it to him. “Read them yourself.”

      He took my phone and scanned it. I felt better knowing I’d tried to convince her to trust Brandon. But he scowled as he read it, then handed the phone back to me.

      “We need to go,” he said with a hard look in his eyes. “Pack up. I want to be out of here within five minutes.”
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      Bran was withdrawn while we were packing up, and silence hung between us as we loaded up the car and left.

      “I’m sorry,” I said again.

      He gave me a stiff nod.

      “Look, I know you’re pissed at me, but I have something I need to ask you about the magic that mage used, and not just changing into a crow.”

      That caught his attention.

      “He made me blind. And then for him to shift? Do you think he has ancestral magic too?”

      “He made you blind?”

      I nodded.

      He was quiet for a moment. “I don’t know. Maybe. The only thing I know is that the Dark Set wants you now. We’ll have to be even more vigilant. I’d put you in a safe house, but…”

      “You don’t trust me.”

      “I thought we were working on this together, Phoebe. I thought you trusted me.” He didn’t sound angry. He sounded hurt.

      “And I thought you trusted me.”

      “You’re the one who took off!” he shouted.

      “You’re right, I know you’re right, but… can you honestly tell me you wouldn’t have done the same? Seriously, Brandon. Would you have just ignored a cry for help like that? Celeste is my sister. She is my family, my blood. You can’t—I can’t forsake someone I love like that.”

      Brandon stiffened, clenching his jaw, and I instantly regretted my rash response. I was being unfair.

      “I’m sorry. I know your…family situation is different than mine.”

      “Family is family, Phebes, but I have to know that you and I are on the same side or I’ll have to take drastic measures.” His words didn’t match his tone, though—his mouth had quirked up and he sounded devilish now.

      My eyebrows rose. “Like what?”

      He shot me a wicked grin. “Like handcuff you to me.”

      That caught me by surprise. “You have a pair of handcuffs on you?”

      “Not on me, but in the glove compartment.” His grin spread, his eyes filling with lust. “Let’s just say the thought of cuffing you brings to mind all kinds of ideas I shouldn’t be entertaining right now.”

      It did for me too. Focus.

      “Does this mean you forgive me?” I asked.

      He reached over and took my hand. “I understand, Phoebe. I do. But please don’t shut me out next time. We have to do this together.”

      “Does that mean you won’t ditch me at some point?”

      He gave me a grim look. “No. You’re more a part of this than ever. I’m sure they want your blood to open the book, and I need to make sure that doesn’t happen. I’m still trying to figure out the best way to handle it.”

      Something about his choice of words felt off. Like it was a response he would have made to anyone, but maybe I deserved some attitude after ditching him.

      Anxious energy crawled under my skin as Brandon gunned it down Highway 70 toward Kansas City.

      “I’m worried about Rowan,” I finally confessed after several minutes. “It feels wrong to leave her after she was attacked.”

      “She’s safe,” Brandon said. “Besides, they got what they needed from her. You, on the other hand, are in even more danger now. They failed at their attempt to kidnap you and will likely have more manpower the next time they try.” His lips thinned as he pressed them together, and his anger, which had been simmering below the surface, slipped through his tight control. “Did you even once stop to consider that text might be a trap?”

      Shame washed through me. “No.” And that made me feel stupid.

      He pushed out a sigh, his expression turning contrite, then said, “They were counting on that. I understand why you did it, but I need you to consider another possibility.”

      My chest constricted, already knowing what he was about to suggest. “And what is that?”

      “Celeste called you from an unknown number and then, hours later, the Dark Set used that same number to text you. She could have set you up.”

      Guilt swept through me because I did consider it, but then immediately dismissed the possibility. I’d been wrong. Celeste would never purposely put me in danger. My back stiffened. “No. No way.”

      “Phoebe…”

      “This is why I can’t completely trust you, Brandon. Because you’re so quick to place the blame on her.”

      “And that’s the reason I can’t completely trust you,” he said, defeat in his voice. “Because you refuse to consider that she might not be the angel you think she is.”

      He was wrong. I had no delusions that my baby sister was an angel. But she was no demon either.

      We rode in silence for a few minutes before he said, “I can’t help but wonder if I should tell part of my team where we’re headed so I have more people to help guard you.”

      “You said you trust Judah Hardcastle, but he’s the one who saved Rowan. You need to leave him where he is.”

      “Phoebe…”

      “No. We can’t leave Ro unprotected. Besides, the last two times we’ve been attacked, the two of us have handled it fine.”

      “Okay. I’ll agree for now.” After a few moments of silence, his mouth lifted into a grin. “You call her Ro, and she calls you Bee. And you call Celeste CeCe?”

      I bristled for a moment, wondering how he knew that. I was certain I hadn’t called her that in front of him. Then I realized he’d seen our texts. Gods, I was acting paranoid. He was trying to change the subject. “Yeah,” I answered. “I was barely three when she was born. I couldn’t say her name and Rowan already called me Bee. The names stuck.”

      “I confess, I expected you to be married with kids by now,” he said, stealing a glance at me. “That’s part of the reason I never looked you up.”

      I shook my head. “I’ve barely dated since college. And when you consider my obligation to the book…”

      “But your parents were married and guarded the book. Your aunt too. And the other women in your family history. Why not?”

      “I know, but after my parents died… it just seemed impossible to add a man to the mix. Neither Rowan nor I felt like we could leave Celeste. It wouldn’t be fair to whoever had to stay behind. And what man wants to deal with an erratic sister-in-law?”

      His eyebrows shot up. “What about your sisters? Do they want families of their own?”

      I knew what he was asking. Could Celeste have secretly wanted a husband and children and found a way to clear the path? But surely he could see that aligning herself with the Dark Set was no way to get a white picket fence, two-point-five kids, and a minivan.

      “Rowan is too busy building her YouTube audience and working on her freelance stuff to think about a family right now, and Celeste… she’s always been more concerned with staying sane.”

      “But if Celeste weren’t an issue, would you want a family?” he asked. “A husband and kids?”

      My heart panged. “Of course. It’s not like I get my life’s fulfillment at the library. And while Rowan and I are close, she has her own things, which are different than mine. And Celeste… But like I said, it doesn’t seem fair to drag a man into our mess, let alone kids.” I shrugged. “Besides, the only people we could seriously date are mages, and we’ve purposely stayed away from witch and mage gatherings. We’ve been trying to protect Celeste.”

      Or more like trying to hide her. It was easy to pretend that things weren’t as bad as they were as long as it was just the three of us.

      He nodded, smiling gently. “I get it.”

      “Yeah? Have you, um, ever…” I hated asking this question, but I’d already committed to it and I really wanted to know. “Was there someone you wanted to settle down with?”

      He shrugged. “I’ve dated a few women, but nothing serious. I’ve made work my first priority. Getting appointed to the Small Council was a huge honor, but it was one I had to work my ass off to earn. Lately, I’ve sensed something off in the Valaria community so my focus has been on rooting it out.”

      “Does the Small Council know?”

      “I haven’t brought it to the Council, but Lucia is aware of the situation, which is why she sent me to investigate the missing Book of Sindal.”

      “So you’ve known the Dark Set has returned and you haven’t done anything about it?” I asked, getting pissed. If they’d stopped this months ago, maybe my life wouldn’t have been upended.

      “We think the Protective Force is compromised. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t worried about the Small Council too,” he said, appearing unruffled by my anger, “but we have no proof and it might just be my paranoia. It’s far more likely to be contained to the Protective Force. There have always been subsets of disgruntled mages and witches. We can only pull them in if they break magical laws. The circle Caroline Fontenot stumbled upon is the first hard proof we’ve had that they’re up to something, but the Council considered it overreacting to officially declare that the Dark Set had risen. So I’ve been working the case on my own.”

      “Does the Council know what we’re up to now?” I asked.

      “No one knows what we’re up to now. Not even Lucia.”

      “What about the person you were talking to on the phone last night?”

      He froze for a half second, and if I hadn’t been watching him, I wouldn’t have seen it. “You mean Judah?”

      I lifted my brows and crossed my arms. “Were you talking to Judah while you were in the bathroom? Because I thought he was your friend, and it didn’t sound like a friendly conversation.”

      He shifted in his seat. “I was talking to one of my men.”

      “One you don’t trust?” I asked pointedly.

      His face darkened. “It was an official call, Phoebe. You’re eavesdropping on my calls now?”

      “No. I was about to knock on the door because I had to pee, but I heard you talking on the phone. Then I got a phone call of my own.”

      “From Celeste,” he said with a glower.

      I’d stalled any progress we’d made toward getting over what had just happened. But he hadn’t proven himself completely trustworthy either. He may have been talking to one of his agents, sure, but there was more to it… a lot more. And he was keeping it from me. “You know this will never work if we’re hiding things from each other.”

      “You’re giving me that speech?” he asked, sounding incredulous. “After you tried to run off with your sister?”

      “I know you’re hiding information from me, Brandon. There was a whole hell of a lot more to that call than you talking to one of your agents.”

      “It was official business, Phoebe.”

      “So much for that pretty speech about me being as much a part of this as you.”

      “Just because you’re involved up to your neck doesn’t mean you get access to everything.”

      I shook my head and turned to glance out the window.

      He groaned. “Phoebe.”

      I didn’t answer. Part of me wanted to confront him with the fact that he expected me to share everything with him while he was still entitled to keep secrets, but what was the point? He’d use his official title as justification, and old, rule-abiding Phoebe would agree, but this new version of myself—the one who defended herself and faced danger—was feeling stifled by the rules. Especially in this.

      We both stewed for a bit, but the silence, my lack of sleep, and the lull of the car made me tired. I closed my eyes and drifted off to sleep.

      I woke slowly, swimming back to the surface of consciousness. Tendrils of sleep still clung to my mind, trying to drag me back under, and I kept my eyes closed while I decided whether to let them.

      Far off, the sound of Bran’s voice relaxed me.

      “No. That’s never going to happen…” Bran shifted in his seat, and the radio went up a few notches. “I’ve gotta go.”

      My eyes drifted open, cobwebs of confusion sliding away, and I realized the sun had completely risen.

      “Good morning,” Brandon said without looking at me.

      I hadn’t made a sound, which told me he must have sensed me waking up. His phone was on the console between us, the screen dark. A frown pulled at my lips. Had I imagined him talking?

      “Where are we?” I asked, gazing at the never-ending stretch of yellow cornfields out my window.

      “Illinois,” Brandon answered. “You slept about three hours, give or take.” He looked perfectly innocent, intent on driving, yet I could tell he was hiding something from me.

      Could I really trust this man? Did I really have a choice? I had to find my sister, and I’d stick with him and find out what I could, until I thought he was a danger to her.  I might have a strong attraction to Brandon, but I’d pick my sister over a man.

      Every time.
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      Soon after I woke, Bran pulled off the highway to stop at a gas station. After he filled the car’s tank, he went into the station with me. He stood guard outside the bathroom door while I peed. Then we grabbed coffee, water, and snacks before hitting the road again. I offered to drive, which earned me a dark look. If the SUV hadn’t been an official Protective Force vehicle he’d taken from his coworkers, I would have accused him of loving his car as much as Rowan loved hers. But I knew it had nothing to do with the car and everything to do with being in control…just another reminder that he was in charge and I was only along for the ride.

      We rode in relative silence for several more hours, stopping for lunch and more gas just outside of St. Louis. Bran insisted that we eat at McAlister’s Deli—a compromise between fast food and a sit-down restaurant. An uncomfortable tension had settled between us, and as I nibbled at my sandwich, I racked my brain trying to figure out how to fix this. Bran was right—I should have told him about the call and the texts, but I wasn’t sure how many ways there were to apologize. Besides, our partnership was still lopsided. My only hope was that we’d find Celeste and the Book of Sindal, and then Bran and I could see if there was anything left of our tenuous relationship to salvage.

      That was, if he wanted to salvage it… There was no denying that in high school, he’d been known for discarding girls like old magazines.

      He set down his sandwich and lifted his gaze to mine, his green eyes warm and full of reassurance. “Truce?”

      His unexpected olive branch caught me by surprise. “You’re angry with me for not being honest with you. But I’m not the only one who’s kept secrets.”

      Instead of becoming defensive, he gave me a soft smile. “We’re headed into a dangerous situation, Phebes, and we need to be on the same page. To trust each other.”

      I nodded. I could see the truth in his words. “But how can I trust you if I know you’re hiding things from me?”

      He sighed. “I know. And I’m sorry, but maybe this will help you understand that you can trust me to have your best interests in mind.” He paused to make sure he had my attention. “I know we’re after the book and your sister, but if we get into a dangerous situation, your safety will be my highest priority.”

      I blinked, sure I’d misunderstood. “What?”

      “You heard right.”

      The blood rushed from my head. “Bran, what the hells are you talking about? The book of Sindal has the power to bring the world as we know it to an end. Besides, it’s your job. You can’t do that.”

      “I can and I will, Phoebe.” He turned to glance out the window, emotion swirling through his eyes, before he turned back to me. “If we are in a dangerous situation and it comes down to saving me or the book, which do you choose?”

      Ice filled my veins. “That’s not fair, Bran.”

      “It is,” he insisted, reaching over and snatching my hand as though keeping me from escaping the conversation. “I’m not asking you to choose me over your sister. I would never do that. I understand choosing family over duty. We’ve been taught practically since birth that family trumps all, that history has shown us we need to rely on ourselves first, family second, then the Valeria community third.”

      His words were scaring me. “You’re not talking like the captain of the Protective Force, Bran.”

      He let go of my hand and sat back in his seat. “No, I suppose I’m not, but this whole situation is making me question my job and what it actually means.”

      My eyes narrowed as I struggled to keep up. “I don’t understand.”

      “For the past six years, I’ve put my job before everything else, Phoebe. But in my gut, I can feel that the Council is setting me up to fall.”

      My sharp intake of breath stung the back of my throat. “What?”

      He glanced around, then started scooting to the edge of his side of the booth. “This isn’t the place for this conversation. Let’s go.”

      The thought of the Small Council turning on us made me lose my appetite anyway, so I joined him at the end of the table, then let him put his hand at the small of my back as he led me toward the SUV. He surprised me by stopping at a patch of grass in a median, about ten feet from the car. When I gave him a questioning glance, he looked grim.

      “I’ve been thinking about how they managed to find us last night, and I think they’re tracking our car. It’s possible they even spelled the car so they can listen to our conversations.”

      “What?”

      He shifted his weight. “In fact, the more I think about it, the more I think it wasn’t Celeste who called at all, but someone who’d spelled their voice to sound like her.”

      His words washed over me like a bucket of ice water.

      “When they stole the book, they didn’t kill you and Rowan; they spelled you both to sleep for twenty-four hours.” He paused and gave me a sympathetic look. “Phoebe, that further implicates Celeste.”

      I held up a hand and took a step back. “Whoa! How does that implicate my sister?”

      “Because these people think nothing of killing people. Why didn’t they kill you two?”

      Why hadn’t they? They weren’t afraid of punishment and they had no moral compass. Killing us would likely have been easier and would have bought them a whole lot more time before the book’s disappearance was discovered.

      Horror stole my breath and I shook my head. “No.”

      “Yes. Celeste loves you and Rowan, and she would never hurt you. Leaving you two alive and spelling you to sleep for an entire day bought them more time to get away, but we both know they could have gotten much more time. Or maybe they took Celeste by force, but she only agreed to cooperate on the condition they didn’t hurt her sisters.”

      “But Celeste knew she couldn’t open the book without our blood. Obviously she didn’t tell them if they’re just now trying to kidnap us.”

      “You’re right. And she must have held them off a couple of days before they figured out they couldn’t open it without the blood of all three sisters.”

      “Which proves she didn’t help them willingly,” I insisted.

      He frowned, not admitting I was right, but not contradicting me either. “However long it took them to figure out that they needed your blood, they failed in their attempt, which means they are still after you. And since I think they might be tracking us through my agency car, we need to get a new one.”

      I cocked my head. “And how do you propose to do that?”

      He pulled his phone out of his pocket. “Rent one.”

      He quickly found the nearest rental car agency and reserved a car, then called Uber to pick us up and take us to the agency.

      A half hour later, we were back on our way to Kansas City, and I was more worried than ever.

      “What do you know about the Salem witch trials?” I asked after we’d gotten through St. Louis.

      He inhaled sharply and shifted in his seat. “The Dark Set was behind it.”

      “Every witch and mage knows that. Do you know anything that’s not public?”

      “What makes you think I would?”

      “Because you’re the leader of the group charged with rooting them out. Know your enemy and all that.”

      He grimaced. “I know they were trying to locate the Book of Sindal, whose existence is only rumored and speculated by most witches and mages.” He cast me a glance. “They burned witches they thought would know the location.”

      “But they never found it,” I murmured, looking out the window at the suburb on the western edge of St. Louis. There’d been one after another for the past forty-five minutes.

      “No. The witches refused to give up the location. They knew what would happen if the Dark Set gained possession of those spells.”

      “But why then?” I asked, turning to face him. “America was in its infancy. And why here? They’d been in Europe for centuries.”

      “And after centuries, they’d still failed to gain a foothold. The Dark Set saw an opportunity to claim the New World as their own. They hoped to make America a country ruled by the Valeria, with mages at the top of the pecking order above witches and everyone else—meaning nonmagicals as second-class citizens. No more hiding. No more worrying our secrets would be discovered. But the Council disagreed, which only made the Dark Set more determined to find the book. They started burning powerful witches as a scare tactic.”

      I’d never heard this version, not that I was surprised. The Valerian Council believed in sanitizing the past to maintain a united community. “Obviously it didn’t work.”

      “But it did at first. What the Council doesn’t want people to know is that the Dark Set infiltrated the Council and ruled for nearly a decade before the witches regained control.”

      I stared at him, slack-jawed. That had definitely not been in my parents’ history lessons.

      “My mother’s family came to the New World before the mess in Salem. They lived in Virginia at first, but Mom said the family of one of my many-great-aunts had moved up to Massachusetts. The Dark Set thought she had the book. She was one of the first to be accused.”

      “Sarah Osborne,” he said gravely. “She had the book, Phoebe.”

      I jolted at his comment. “What?”

      “The Valerian Council had settled in New England and they thought it best to keep the book close. But suspecting she wouldn’t make it out of prison, Sarah Osborne smuggled the book out with a group of witches who smuggled the book out and brought it back to the rest of your family in Virginia. I was told your mother’s family moved around to keep it hidden, but they and the book settled in Ohio in the late 1700s. Your many-times-great-grandmother Edna felt an affinity to the land your family home is on. The book has resided there ever since.”

      “Until it was stolen.”

      His grim look was enough of a response.

      We were quiet for a few moments and I thought about the fact that Sarah Osborne had been in possession of the book. How had I not known? All witches and mages learned about her, of course, and I’d known she was a family member because my mother had insisted I learn about as many family members and their magical abilities as possible. Our father used to say that girls with such a noble heritage owed it to the future to learn how to harness and control its power.

      “We were lucky she’d thought to sneak the book out when she did, then,” I said. “She was old and infirm and died in prison before she even made it to trial.”

      His eyes darted to me, brow raised. “That’s not what killed her.”

      “Oh my gods,” I gasped.

      He nodded, as if to acknowledge what I was beginning to understand.

      I pressed a hand to my mouth, dread and horror making me nauseated. “She was murdered. Not by the Puritans…

      I turned to him, dread and horror making me nauseated. “That’s why she was accused. Not by the Puritans for suspected witchcraft, but by the Dark Set for possession of the book. Not only that, Sarah Osborne had expression magic.”

      Just like my sister Celeste.
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      “Shit,” Brandon cursed, then added a few more choice words. He turned to face me, his entire body wired with tension. “How many other grandmothers or aunts have had expression magic in your family?”

      I could barely form the words to answer. “Sarah Osborne. An aunt in Denmark in the 1500s.” I breathed in and out, telling myself it would be okay. “Celeste.”

      “Fuck.” His hands gripped the steering wheel. “The Dark Set started an uprising in Denmark in the 1500s.” He shot me an anxious look. “We’ve got to find Celeste. They need her magic for something, but gods be damned if I know what. They killed Sarah Osborne, probably thinking they could use expression magic from any witch, but it likely has to be from a guardian of the book, and at that point, Sarah was no longer a guardian.”

      My hands shook in my lap.

      “The good news is I’m even more certain they won’t kill Celeste,” Bran said, reaching for my hand and squeezing. “At least, not until they use her to get the book open. They only killed Sarah thinking they could just take the book from her, and they learned the hard way. They needed her alive. As far as I can tell, all magical hell hasn’t broken loose just yet. We’ll find her, Phebes. I promise.”

      The gesture reassured me more than the promise. I was scared to death for my sister, but at least I wasn’t dealing with this on my own. “Do you have a plan for when we get to Kansas City? There are an impossible number of suburbs here. The whole damn city is like an hour from one side to the other. They could be anywhere.”

      He was silent for a moment, then shot me a guilty look.

      My stomach felt like it was filled with a ten-pound weight. “What?”

      “I wasn’t entirely truthful, Phoebe. I got a better lead at the Cauldron.”

      My eyes flew wide. “What?”

      “I heard Markus Bieler had a meeting in a hotel, but I didn’t know it was in Kansas City until I found out in the Cauldron.”

      I gritted my teeth. “What hotel?”

      “The Phillips, downtown.”

      “And how do you know it’s downtown…?” Gods. I felt like an idiot. “You looked it up already.”

      “Phoebe…” His tone was apologetic, but then his back stiffened. “Do you blame me after your stunt with Celeste?”

      “Oh, no,” I said, pointing a finger at him. “Don’t you even try that. You looked it up while I was in the shower at the hotel.”

      He didn’t respond, which was answer enough. So was his lack of apology.

      I was so tired of having to constantly evaluate whether I could trust him, and how much. Even after I’d slept with him.

      “Do you have a plan?” I asked sounding as exhausted as I felt. “One that you’re willing to share at least a scrap of information about?”

      “Phoebe…”

      “No! Don’t you try to patronize me. You just made some pretty speech about how we’re in this together—Brandon and Phoebe against the world—yet you keep treating me like your clueless sidekick.”

      “Phoebe, that’s not true.”

      “You keep saying things like that, Brandon, yet actions speak louder than words.”

      We hit the edge of Kansas City and, after that, the suburbs—Blue Springs and Independence, which flowed right into the city itself. The few high-rises in the city center greeted us from miles away, and I wondered if one of them was the Phillips Hotel.

      A few minutes later, we were finally pulling off the highway into the heart of the city. After a few turns, Brandon pulled up to a building with an intricately carved façade and a modern-looking overhang that held half a dozen huge globe lights. Gold letters proclaiming this the “Phillips Hotel” reflected the setting sun.

      “Fancy,” I remarked. “Do you think Markus Bieler is selling his potions to pay for this?”

      “We don’t know that he stayed here,” Bran said as he put the car into park. “Only that he was meeting someone here. We’ll find out in just a moment.” He got out of the car and handed his keys to the valet, explaining that we likely would be heading back out very soon, then grabbed our bags out of the trunk. I got out and met him on the sidewalk, apprehension filling my marrow. Not only was I nervous about Celeste, I was now uber suspicious of Brandon.

      Great.

      We entered the massive, marble-encased lobby and walked up to the counter. A woman was helping another couple, but a young man in his twenties was free and greeted us with a welcoming smile. His name tag read Austin. “Welcome to the Phillips Hotel. How can I help you?”

      Brandon wrapped an arm around my waist and snuggled me to his side. “We’re checking in. The reservation is under Tom Jones.”

      The desk clerk turned to his computer. “Right away, Mr. Jones.”

      I gave Brandon a sidelong glance and rolled my eyes. Tom Jones? Like the old singer? But obviously the clerk was too young to notice.

      Bran gave me a devilish grin.

      “I have your reservation here for one night in a king corner room. I’ll just need your ID and a form of payment.”

      Brandon smoothly reached into his pocket and pulled out his wallet, handing over his driver’s license and a credit card.

      I expected the clerk to protest the disparity between the names, then realized Bran had glamoured both, something any semi-competent mage could probably pull off with a nonmagical. A Valerian would see right through it.

      “My girlfriend and I are meeting our friends here,” Bran said in a nonchalant tone. “Can you tell me if they’ve checked in yet? The reservation will likely be under Markus Bieler.”

      “Once I get this squared away, I’ll be happy to look that up for you,” Austin said in his best people-pleaser voice. Seconds later, he slid a paper across the marble counter and said, “Sign at the X’s, Mr. Jones, while I look up your friend.”

      Brandon grabbed a pen and started signing while Austin tapped on the keyboard.

      “Oh dear,” the clerk said in an apologetic tone. “It looks like Mr. Bieler checked in last night and out this morning.”

      Brandon groaned and shot me a glare. “I told you they were arriving last night.”

      The asshole was throwing me under the bus in his fake story. Well, I could play along. “And you told me that we were having a romantic trip alone. Not with your friends.”

      Making an even more dramatic groan accompanied by an eye roll, Brandon turned to the clerk. “Can you tell me which room he stayed in? We had a bet that he’d end up on the ninth floor.”

      Austin looked surprised, then said, “I’m sorry. I’m not allowed to divulge that information.”

      “That’s okay,” Brandon said. “I’ll just text him.”

      Austin handed Brandon a small envelope with the room keys. “You’re on the eighteenth floor. The elevators are on your left. And feel free to ring the front desk if you have any questions.”

      “Thanks.” Bran ushered me toward the elevators.

      “Won’t knowing which room Markus stayed in help us track him down?” I asked. “I know you can go through each floor, walk down every hallway, but…”

      “I already know it,” he said with a smug grin as the elevator doors opened.

      “But how?” I asked as I walked into the elevator. He followed me in. “Did you use—”

      I abruptly cut off my question at the sight of an older woman hurrying toward the now-closing doors.

      “Hold the door please!” she called out to us, looking panicked.

      Bran blocked the door and stepped to the side, letting her in.

      “Oh, thank you,” she said, pressing her hand to her chest as she huffed and puffed. “I’m running so late to get changed for dinner.”

      “Happy to help,” he said with that smile he used to charm people—figuratively, not literally… right? “What floor?”

      “Seven. Thank you.”

      Bran pushed the button for our floor—eighteen—and hers as the doors closed, then wrapped an arm around my back and tugged me close, staring down at me with a hungry look that had nothing to do with food.

      The older woman watched us intently, and my face flushed. I made a move to pull away, but he refused to release his hold. The only way to get away was to make a scene, and I wasn’t ready to do that.

      He leaned into my ear and whispered, “I’m sorry, Phebes.”

      His breath blew a few strands of hair against my neck, sending a shiver down my back. I was fully aware of his body pressed to mine, and something deep inside me ached for him.

      The doors opened on seven and the older woman gave us an approving glance. “You two lovebirds have fun.”

      She quickly exited, and the doors closed behind her.

      Now that we were alone, the pull to him was even stronger. I nearly accused him of using some kind of magic, but I knew this was real, even after the lies and distrust… Now, not only did I not trust Brandon—I didn’t trust myself around him.

      Bran grabbed my other hip and slowly turned me to face him.

      “What are you doing?” I asked breathlessly, unable to meet his gaze. I was trying to control my now-surging hormones, and I was fairly certain all it would take was a look into those sexy green eyes to make me forget propriety.

      He chuckled. “If you have to ask, I must be doing it wrong.”

      “Bran…”

      He dropped his hold on one of my hips and placed a fingertip under my chin, slowly lifting it until my gaze met his. His face beamed with his sexy-as-sin smile. “That’s better. I want to see that gorgeous face.”

      My gaze locked on his and my core tightened. Some part of me protested when he lowered his mouth to mine, but the rest of me forgot why I was mad at him. Locking my arm around his neck, I sank into him, reveling in his languid kiss as his tongue explored my mouth.

      The elevator doors opened, and I barely noticed, lost in Bran’s kiss. He lifted his head, still wearing that sexy grin. “Let’s go find our room.”

      Our room was at the end of the hall. It was small but bright and airy, with only a few small decorative pieces. He dropped our bags on the luggage stand and turned to take me in his arms again, but I took a step back. “No. We’re here to find the Book of Sindal and Celeste. We’re close, Bran, I can feel it in my bones. I need to focus on my sister.”

      Guilt filled his eyes and he nodded. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

      I inhaled, expanding my lungs as if the rush of air would give me answers to all my questions or, if nothing else, give me more than enough oxygen to think. “So what do you need to do to find Markus? Go to his room?”

      “Ideally, yes, but by pure luck, we’re in the room right above his.”

      I propped a hand on my hip. “Pure luck, huh?”

      “Yeah.”

      My father had told me that there was no such thing as luck in this world—you either created your own luck or some magical being spun things in your favor. His statement had puzzled me as a girl, but after his death, I’d come to understand his perspective. He’d made no secret that he’d been relentless in his pursuit of our mother, and Mom had jokingly suggested that he’d used his power of persuasion to make her fall in love with him. We all knew that wasn’t true—magic couldn’t make a person fall in love, which made powwow and voodoo love potions fraudulent—but someone with an aura gift of persuasion could make a person interested in someone they would normally ignore.

      My parents had been total opposites. Whereas Mom had been a homebody, content with her job teaching at the local elementary school and guarding the Book of Sindal, our father had been more ambitious, periodically suggesting that our mother use her position as head of the coven that guarded the book to help nudge him toward a seat on the Small Council. He had ideas to preserve our history while moving us forward, he’d say. He’d tease us that there were so many witches in charge of stuff, why shouldn’t a mage or two use his incredibly powerful wife and daughters to get ahead a little? We’d indulged him with smiles, but those conversations had always left Mom a little icy. He’d managed to finagle a seat on the Large Council for himself, but the Small Council had always been his prize, and he’d never stood a chance. Not without my mother’s intervention.

      I had never given myself a chance to think about it all that much, but I wondered sometimes, maybe in the back of my mind or in my darkest moments, if maybe he’d married her because of the Book of Sindal, trying to create his own luck. Only to have it kill him in the end.

      But one thing was certain: Bran was lying. He’d created his own luck, using his magic to influence the clerk to give us this particular room. So why wouldn’t he admit it?

      It was obvious he’d tried to distract me in the elevator to keep me from pursuing my questions about how he’d chosen our room. The disappointment weighed on me more than I’d expected.

      Time to grow up, Phoebe Whelan. Deal with your issues with Bran later. Find your sister first.

      “How does your spell tracking work?” I asked. “I know it’s different for every witch or mage. Has it changed at all now that you’ve identified the mage?”

      “Well, first I hope that he actually used magic in his room,” Bran said, looking relieved that I’d changed the subject. “Or at least stored the potions so they weren’t airtight. I doubt he sold them in his room, so my hope is to catch a whiff and track him down to where he had his meeting.”

      “Like a bloodhound,” I said.

      He made a face. “Not exactly like a bloodhound.”

      “Yeah,” I said with a serious face. “Like those dogs with the long floppy ears and saggy bellies. They track scents like nobody’s business. You’re just like that.”

      He looked slightly taken aback.

      “Give me a second before you get started,” I said, perching on the edge of the bed. “I want to pay attention to what you’re doing.”

      He looked confused, but I didn’t bother explaining myself. I turned my attention on Grandma Imogene’s ring and used her magic to amplify my reach as I sought out any ancestors who might be buried in the vicinity. It was too much to hope to find someone with aura magic, something to help me read through Brandon’s bullshit, but maybe someone would have a useful talent for me to borrow.

      To my surprise, there was a cemetery about a mile away, and an ancestor immediately made herself known to me, as though she’d been waiting for over a century to use her power again. Like the man in Galena who’d guided me in using the statue as a torpedo, she was upset. She was also young. Fourteen. Her name and the rest of her story came to me in a gush of emotion from her spirit. Josephine Anderson’s brother had been known as Bloody Bill Anderson. He’d joined forces with William Quantrill, who had gathered a violent band of pro-Confederate guerrilla fighters to attack Union patrols, sometimes even killing Unionist civilians. In retaliation, the Union had imprisoned the female relatives of the infamous Quantrill’s men, including Bill Anderson’s two sisters, Josie and ten-year-old Mary Pearl. Unfortunately, the makeshift prison collapsed, killing Josie and several other women and permanently disabling Mary. Quantrill, in his fury, had brutally attacked the city of Lawrence, Kansas, killing over one hundred citizens.

      I wished I had time to hear the full story, but I heard her message loud and clear: Josephine felt responsible for the massacre and wanted to help me prevent another one.

      Her power began to flow into me, slow and steady like cold molasses. A quick glance at Bran told me he’d already started his trance. His deep evergreen irises had disappeared, leaving only the whites and a tiny black pinprick of pupil. He stood stock-still, like an unmovable mountain, his pupils quivering in the white expanse of his eyeballs, seeing things I couldn’t imagine. Until I did.

      As Josie’s power flowed through me, my eyes drifted shut, and before them danced the vaguest images of spellwork—a man turning into a cockroach and prowling these hotel walls, a woman casting glamours over herself and a companion before heading down to the bar, a man in a dark suit and black tie using invincible strength to pin another to the wall, choking the other man and leaving him gasping for breath.

      Then, like a slap to the face, it hit me—the sickly-sweet scent I remembered from Markus’s house and my own living room. An image filled my head of Markus Bieler standing in the hotel room below, opening a vial and making motions with his hands. A redheaded woman sat on the bed, her eyes wild with fear. My eyes flew open a second before Brandon’s did, green again.

      I felt unsettled as I snapped out of the semi-trance and came back to reality.

      Who was the woman? The one who’d supposedly left Pittsburgh with Markus?

      “I have a track on him,” Bran said, his brow crinkling in confusion as he studied me. “Did you…do something?”

      I wanted to see what he’d tell me, so I gave him an innocent look. “Like what?”

      He blinked, his eyes narrowing at me as he took a step closer. “You’re different. What are you doing right now?”

      “Nothing,” I semi-lied. I wasn’t doing anything right now, but Josie’s power still flooded my veins.

      “Are you using your magic?” he asked. “Did you find an ancestor nearby?”

      “What makes you think I’m using magic?” I countered.

      Frustration clouded his eyes.

      I slid off the bed, wondering where his hostility was coming from. Could he feel Josie’s magic? He probably could, so why wasn’t I admitting it? It only made me look untrustworthy to him, but I still found myself protesting. “Are you saying you don’t trust me?”

      He blinked. It was obvious he knew something was up, yet he wasn’t admitting to it.

      “What did you see, Brandon?”

      “I picked up a scent. Let’s go.” He turned and headed toward the door, stopping with his hand on the knob.

      I started to release Josie’s magic, but she shouted in my head, No!

      Was she reluctant to leave because she’d been bound to her grave so long, or did she sense I needed her? Whatever the reason, I saw no reason to cut her off, especially since I hadn’t quite figured out what talent she’d possessed. Spell tracking or some kind of parasitic magic that allowed me to siphon someone else’s magic for my own use? Either way, it seemed useful.

      Bran opened the door and I walked through, letting him follow behind me. We were halfway to the elevator when I felt him lock on to Markus Bieler’s magic, tracking traces of it from the floor below.

      I pushed the down button and glanced back at him. He was watching me intently, already out of his trance.

      Could he sense Josephine?

      No, Josie whispered in my head. He can’t sense me now, but he doesn’t trust you. Be wary.

      Her warning chilled the blood in my veins and I released an involuntary shiver. I knew he didn’t trust me, but why didn’t she trust him?

      He noticed but remained silent.

      “Is something wrong?” I asked.

      “No.” The word was clipped.

      The elevator doors opened, and once inside, he pressed his palms against the paneling, and I felt his power reignite. He was reading the magic still clinging to the elevator’s wooden walls. A string of people flashed through my mind, each using some type of magic—a woman dimming the lights inside the elevator; a man glamouring himself as a beautiful woman stepped inside. Those images were slightly faded, but the next one came through as clearly as if it were happening in front of me. Markus was in the elevator with the redheaded woman, who stood with her back pressed into one of the corners. Just as I’d seen in the vision I had in the hotel room, the woman appeared terrified. The doors opened, revealing the lobby, and when Markus and the woman didn’t get off, an older man with an umbrella stepped in, casting a suspicious glance at them.

      “Get off,” the woman warned in a desperate voice as the doors started to close. “Save yourself.”

      He gave her a bewildered look. “Are you okay?”

      “Gwen. Shut. Up,” Markus grunted through clenched teeth. She reached for her neck with panic in her eyes.

      The older man started to back out, but the elevator doors slammed closed at an unnatural speed. I knew that Markus had closed them.

      “What is the meaning of this?” the man shouted, his hand splayed at his sides, ready to use his magic in defense.

      “Just give me the scroll, Terrance,” Markus said in a dull tone. “And no one else has to get hurt.”

      “She’s getting hurt,” he countered, pointing to Gwen, whose face was now red.

      “Her usefulness has served its purpose. Yours has only just begun. Now give me the scroll.”

      The older man studied Markus’s face. Then recognition filled his eyes. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said, clutching the umbrella tighter.

      Markus’s gaze drifted toward it. “Do you know what is wrong with the Valerian Council, Terrance?”

      “Why do I think you’re about to tell me?” he asked in a curt tone.

      “The Council thinks any threat can easily be plucked, like a weed in a well-pruned garden.” An ugly smile spread across his face. “But perhaps your garden isn’t as well-pruned as you thought. Sometimes weeds look like flowers.”

      A symbol filled the air, made of dark mist, and I recognized it at the same time Terrance did.

      The Dark Set symbol.

      Fear filled Terrance’s eyes, but he quickly masked it and tried to assert his authority. “The rise of the Dark Set is only a rumor. A fantasy.”

      “No longer,” Markus said, pulling a vial out of his pocket. “It is now fact.”

      Terrance’s eyes widened.

      “We have the book. Now we need the scroll.”

      “Never,” Terrance shouted, then hurled a conjured glowing ball at Markus.

      Markus batted it away as if it were no more than a dirty handkerchief. “Terrance, I’d hoped it wouldn’t come to this. You were my mentor, so I feel I must give you one more chance to see reason. Join our cause. Magic has become weak and useless. We plan to bring it back to its original purpose, but rest assured, we will do it with or without you. What is your decision?”

      “Go to hell, Markus.”

      “He’s going there anyway,” Gwen said in a grunt, her face not as red as before, but her hand hadn’t shifted from her neck.

      Terrance’s gaze shifted back to the other man. “Never.”

      “Wrong answer,” Markus said, then uttered words to a spell I’d never heard, in a language I didn’t recognize. Terrance crumpled to the floor in a heap, fear and confusion on his now-dead face.

      What kind of spell had Markus used to kill him?

      Markus leaned over and plucked up the umbrella, barely turning to glance over his shoulder as he said, “Come, Gwen.”

      The elevator doors opened, and the brightly lit lobby appeared, and then I was back to my reality, in the still-descending elevator car.

      Whoa. What kind of magic had Josephine Anderson possessed when she was alive?

      The kind you need, she said in a short tone.

      Why had Markus stolen an umbrella?

      Josie seemed less inclined to help me with that part.

      Brandon turned back to me, his hand still sucking in the magical memories embedded in the wood. “Are you using magic, Phoebe?”

      “Do you feel me using magic?” I asked.

      He released a low grunt, then dropped his hand.

      “Did you read anything?” I asked.

      “Bieler was here,” he said.

      “And…?” I prompted.

      He shrugged. “He exited into the lobby.”

      Nothing about Markus murdering a man to get his umbrella. Nothing about what his vision had confirmed: the Dark Set had the book and wanted some sort of scroll.

      The doors opened to the lobby, just like in my vision I’d just had of Markus. Without thinking, I reached out my own hand and searched for lingering magic, shocked when a new scene popped into my head. Terrance was crossing through the lobby with a determined expression on his face. The umbrella flickered slightly, and I caught a half-second glimpse of a scroll. He’d glamoured the scroll, whatever it was, to look like an umbrella and Markus had killed him for it.

      Brandon gave me a suspicious glance but remained silent as he ushered me into the hotel bar with one hand at the small of my back while holding his free hand at his side, his fingers splayed and waggling to follow the trail of Markus Bieler’s magic. He glamoured his fingers to look normal.

      When we entered the bar, Brandon paused, still searching for traces of magic.

      Did he know about the scroll? I couldn’t see how it could have escaped him.

      “How about you tell me what’s going on?” I demanded.

      He shot me a glare. “I could suggest the same thing.”

      If the Dark Set wanted the scroll, then it likely held dark spells. That must have been Markus Bieler’s “meeting.” Had he planned to ambush Terrance all along, or had he genuinely hoped to convert him?

      And where was Markus now?

      This was too important to be petty, keeping things from Brandon. One of us needed to choose to trust the other first, and it might as well be me. “Find out what you need,” I said, “and then we need to talk.”

      “Agreed. Wait here.”

      Brandon started to walk around the perimeter of the bar, holding out his hand as he searched for lingering magic.

      I could feel the magic too, and Josie urged me to follow. Scenes flashed through my head, filling it with images. A mage using aura magic to swindle a nonmagical out of money. Glamouring for dates and even to hide a speakeasy. And then dark magic on the back of the room. Some of the traces were older, but a fresh image appeared from the night before: Markus and the redheaded woman, Gwen. They’d had an argument, although I couldn’t make out the words. He moved to hit her, but she blocked him with magic. She grabbed the umbrella and tried to run off with it, but he ran after her and slapped her this time. A security guard headed toward them, and Markus glamoured the two of them to hide them from sight. He wrapped his fingers around her neck and got into her face.

      “You can’t stop me, Gwen.”

      “It’s wrong,” she forced out. “Evil.” Then a bright flash filled the room, and when my vision returned, Gwen was gone and Markus was holding air.

      He looked down at the umbrella in his hand, then headed toward the elevator as the vision ended.

      At first I thought Markus had killed her—I certainly wouldn’t have put it past him—but I could feel her magic now. It had been hidden from me in the scene in the elevator, overpowered by his ability. His power felt manufactured with potions and spells, whereas hers was an ancient magic as old as the earth.

      His magic seemed to have disappeared, leaving no trail to follow, but Gwen’s was a different story.

      Someone bumped into me from behind and I realized Brandon was watching me with a dark expression. He quickly approached me. “Let’s go.”

      I almost asked him where we were going but decided not to tempt him into leaving me behind. I knew what he was planning. He was going to track down Gwen.

      When we reached the lobby, he said, “I’m having the car brought around. Do you need anything from the room?”

      “You plan to take me with you?”

      His jaw tightened. “I can’t leave you here, now can I?”

      I propped a hand on my hip. “Why are you so pissed, Brandon?”

      “We’ll discuss it in the car.”

      Gwen’s magic was there in front of me, like a magic trail of breadcrumbs, even though I could feel her attempt to hide it. Had she done a better job of concealing herself from Markus?

      “She’s not in the city,” I murmured to myself.

      Once again, I wondered what kind of magic had Josephine Anderson possessed.

      “You’re right,” Brandon agreed. He didn’t look happy about it, but he didn’t argue either.

      It only took a few minutes for the valet to get our car, and then we were back on the highway.

      Bran was quiet until we were out of downtown and headed to the Kansas countryside, which took less than ten minutes.

      “What kind of magic were you using, Phoebe?” he finally asked.

      “What did you see in the elevator?” I asked.

      “I saw Bieler head to the bar. What did you see?”

      “A hell of a lot more than that.”

      “Again, what kind of magic were you using?” he ground out.

      “I’m not really sure, and that’s the truth. I found an ancestor at a cemetery about a mile from the hotel. She was eager to help.”

      “What did you do with her talent?”

      “I could track magic. I saw memories of witches and mages who performed the spells.” I watched him closely to see his reaction. “I saw the scroll.”

      He was slow to react. “What else did you see?”

      “I saw Markus Bieler kill to get it.”

      Brandon was quiet, chewing on the inside of his cheek, as if uncertain how to respond. Finally, he said, “Terrance.”

      I arched a brow. Was he actually volunteering a breadcrumb of information? “Yes,” I said, prompting him to continue.

      “Where do you think we’re going now?” he asked. “To get the scroll from Bieler?”

      “I sure as Hades hope not. We need to go after Gwen.”

      “Gwen?”

      “The woman he tried to kill outside the bar. She tried to steal the scroll.”

      “She didn’t get it,” he said. “Why would we go after her?”

      I gave him a look that suggested he was crazy. Was this a test? “You’re not serious.”

      “Why would we go after her, Phoebe?”

      “To find out what we’re walking into when we track Markus down. To find out if she knows where he went since his trail went cold. I don’t know, to hold her accountable if she’s partially responsible for this whole mess?”

      He scowled, but after a few seconds, he asked, “Which relative helped you see all of that?”

      “One I hope to get to know better, but her power won’t reach this far, so I only have the relatives I’m wearing to help us, unless I’m lucky enough to find another relative close to where Gwen is hiding.” I turned in my seat. “Did you feel Gwen’s magic?”

      “Of course I felt her magic,” he said defensively.

      “I meant, did you feel that it’s different?”

      His shoulders relaxed slightly, but he still held the steering wheel in a tight grip. “Yeah.”

      “Do you know what it is?”

      “I have my suspicions, but I’d prefer to meet her first before I admit to them.”

      “More secrets, Brandon,” I said in disgust.

      “Not a secret, Phoebe,” he said with a sigh. “I don’t want to look like a fool for suggesting it, because it’s not very likely.”

      I hadn’t expected that admission, but now I was really curious to know what he was thinking.

      We pulled off the highway about twenty-five miles outside of the city, cruised through some twisting country roads, and eventually came to a stop in front of a sign that announced we’d arrived at Weston Bend State Park.

      “She’s here,” Brandon muttered. “But why is she here? It seems pretty random.”

      “Maybe they were partners before she tried to steal the scroll and took off, which means she likely makes potions too. Maybe she’s meeting someone here?” Josie’s power had faded, forcing me to trust that Brandon would keep me informed.

      The roads grew winding and quiet. We passed campgrounds and a few small cabins before turning a bend and finding a single yurt standing alone in a small clearing.

      “Here,” Bran said. “I can feel her magic. You stay in the car.” Then he got out before I could answer.

      Part of me wanted to comply. Gwen had blocked Markus Bieler’s magic, which meant she was likely powerful in her own right. Which also meant she was dangerous. But ultimately it didn’t matter—there was no way he was going in without me.

      My stomach flipped as I got out and gave the yurt a once-over. Brandon was already halfway to the door when a man walked out the front door.

      The man stopped in his tracks when he looked up and saw us.

      “I’m here by the authority of the Valerian Small Council as a member of the Protective Force,” Brandon said in an authoritative tone. “We need to speak to Gwen.”

      The man’s whole body stiffened, and his fingers curved out in preparation to cast a spell. I had just caught up with Bran as he was coming to a stop, and his arm shot out in front of me, pushing my entire body behind his.

      “Who’s asking?” the mage called back. His body was tense, coiled, silently warning us against coming closer.

      “Henry? Is everything al—” a delicate voice preceded a slight woman out the front door.

      She froze.

      “Everyone stop and take a moment,” Bran said, still preventing me from moving out from behind him.

      Over his shoulder, I caught a better glimpse of the woman. She was the same woman from my visions. Her hair blazed bright ginger in the sunlight, and she was dressed simply in a hooded tunic, leggings, and tall lace-up hiking boots. She wore no makeup or jewelry, and held a basket filled with greenery slung over one arm.

      Bran held his arm out in a nonthreatening gesture. “All you have to do is tell us where we can find Markus Bieler, and we’ll be done here.”

      I knew that wasn’t true. If Bran found out these people were even tangentially responsible for the theft of the book and the abduction of my sister, there would be hell to pay—from us and from the Council.

      In a heartbeat, the woman’s basket dropped from her arm, and she let out a soft cry. The man she’d called Henry turned and rushed to her side. Bran broke into a rapid stride in their direction and I followed.

      “He’s telling the truth,” the woman was saying as she looked imploringly up into Henry’s eyes. “We have to help them.”
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      “We’ll do anything we can to help,” Gwen insisted.

      “And you are?” Brandon asked, angling himself so he once again stood in front of me.

      I took a step to the side so I could see her better.

      “Gwen Callaghan.”

      “And what is your association with Markus Bieler?”

      “A stupid one,” she mumbled. “You can relax. I don’t mean you any harm.”

      “Forgive me if I don’t quite buy it yet,” Brandon countered. “We know you were with Markus Bieler at the Phillips Hotel. We know that you witnessed Terrance Posner’s murder. What is your part in stealing the Book of Sindal?”

      She blinked, her face losing color. “I had no idea he’d stolen the book,” she finally said, her voice sounding strangled. “I never would have helped him if I’d known that was what he was up to. That book unleashed evil I never want to see repeated, not if I lived a thousand lifetimes.”

      Shock covered Henry’s face. “My Gwennie would never be part of stealing such an evil thing,” he said, but he looked like he was trying to convince himself as much as he was trying to convince us.

      “What role did you play in this, Gwen Callaghan?” Brandon asked.

      She flinched. “I want to help you. I’ll tell you what I know, but I’d feel better doing it inside. We’re too exposed here.”

      Go inside so she could ambush us?

      Brandon shot me a sharp glance, then turned back to her. “Out here is just fine. Or we can take a trip to the Protective Force satellite office in Kansas City.”

      “No,” she said, fear in her eyes. “Here works.”

      “Why did you help Bieler?” Brandon asked.

      “Don’t answer that,” Henry warned, looking like he was about to launch himself at Brandon.

      “And you are?” Brandon asked.

      “Henry Callaghan. Her brother. Who the fuck are you? You’ve made a lot of claims, but you haven’t given us a name.”

      “Brandon Cassidy, captain of the Protective Force. And I recommend you don’t try to harm me or my co-investigator, or I’ll be forced to haul you before the Small Council. With everything else your sister is involved in, they won’t deal with you lightly.”

      “I’m telling you, she didn’t do—”

      “I did, Henry,” she said softly. “I helped.”

      He deflated, staring at her as though she’d become a stranger to him.

      “We’re losing our way. I had to protect our people’s history. So I helped him, but I had no idea he’d take it so far.” She turned to us, her voice becoming firmer. “I had no idea he’d steal the Book of Sindal. I had no idea he’d use my potion work to steal the Book of Sindal or I never would have agreed. He told me we were strengthening magic.”

      “You made potions for him?” Brandon asked.

      She nodded with terrified eyes. “But I had no idea the lengths he planned to go to. I swear.”

      “Not only was the scent of your spellwork at the site where the book was stolen,” Brandon said, “but also found at a murder scene months ago.”

      Her eyes widened in terror. “Murder scene?”

      I realized Brandon was referring to the circle Caroline had stumbled upon at her ex-boyfriend’s.

      “How long have you been associated with Markus Bieler?” Brandon asked.

      Tears filled her eyes. “Not long. Maybe six months.” Resolve hardened her face. “But I had no part in any murder. I swear it. I was making potions for Markus. He told me he was using them for practice.”

      “What kind of potions?” I asked, earning a disapproving glare from Brandon. Too bad. I was part of this too.

      “Amplifying potions,” she said. “They give spells an energy boost, but I swear I had no idea what he was really doing until he killed Terrance Posner in the elevator.”

      Brandon studied her with a level gaze. “I don’t think that’s quite true, Gwen,” he said in a smooth tone, filled with power. “Try again.”

      “I realized it on the way to Kansas City,” she said. “I heard him talking to someone on the phone. He asked if the book was still safe and promised he’d soon have the scroll. He said they’d be ready for the ceremony tomorrow night when the Grand Master arrives.”

      “Who was he talking to?” Brandon asked.

      “I don’t know,” she pleaded, then turned to face me. “I swear it.”

      “Who is the Grand Master?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “I don’t know who he is, but I know it’s a he. I think he was out of the country.”

      Out of the country? I shot a questioning glance to Brandon.

      “What makes you think that?” he asked.

      “He said he had to get through customs, but he was bringing someone who could help deceive the customs agents.”

      “Why would you get mixed up with someone like that, Gwen?” Henry asked, sounding pissed. “The only thing you told me when you showed up at my door was that you’d had a bad breakup with your boyfriend.”

      “That part is true,” I said. “When your boyfriend tries to choke you to death twice in a span of five minutes, I’d call it a bad breakup.”

      Gwen’s eyes widened in fear. “How did you know that?” Then she narrowed her focus on Brandon, spitting out in disgust, “Damn Protective Force aura readers.”

      It struck me that Brandon looked as shocked by my revelation as Gwen did. What exactly had he seen?

      “Your brother asks a good question,” Brandon said. “Why did you get mixed up with him? You said you wanted to preserve your ways. What ways?”

      “Careful, Gwennie,” Henry warned.

      Brandon pointed a finger at him and grunted. “You be quiet or I’ll haul you in for obstructing an investigation.” Then he turned to Gwen and barked, “What ways?”

      She flinched but held his gaze. “You tracked my scent. Markus and I both worked the potions, but my magic was dominant. What did you smell?”

      He hesitated as though wondering if this was a trap, then said, “Something sweet yet burnt.”

      She nodded with pride. “That’s how many describe the scent of sessile oak.” She paused and held his gaze. “It’s a marker of a Druid spell.”

      I gasped. “Druid?”

      But Brandon didn’t seem surprised at all. No wonder he didn’t want to confess his suspicions to me. Druids were supposed to be extinct.

      Just like the Dark Set and a certain book.

      Gwen gave us the slightest of smiles. “There aren’t many of us in practice, but yes. Some stories of the old Druids are horrible—human sacrifice in exchange for power, things like that—but I believe those are rare exceptions. Being a Druid has always been about using nature to define, shape, and aid the lives of others—nonmagicals, witches, and mages alike.

      “Henry and I are descended from one of the most prominent Druid witches of the second century. Very few of us can trace our lineage back that far, but those of us who can, and learn at the foot of one of the old English sessile oaks, carry the spell signature of our ancient bloodline. For the Druids, the oak is the tree of life and expels one of the purest, oldest earthen scents. Rare back then, even rarer now, but we carry it with us through the memory of those spells. A talented tracker would have been bowled over by it.” She nodded toward him. “You must be powerful indeed.”

      Brandon didn’t look moved by her compliment.

      I was still struggling to accept that I was face-to-face with not one, but two Druids.

      My sisters and I had learned about Druids as children, in the same way we’d learned the rest of our magical history. They were primitive, our parents had told us, and their power was dependent on fluctuations in nature—the life of the forest, the cycles of the moon, and the ebb and flow of the tides. But when they did work magic, it was more powerful than any of us witches or mages in the contemporary age could imagine. The Druids of old had been known to move mountains, bring the dead back to life, beat back evil itself, and call forth pure light and goodness.

      Gwen’s wide eyes pooled with tears. “But to steal a book filled with dark magic?” She shook her head. “I had no part in that. The Druid practice is dedicated to facilitating a connection between nature and humanity here on Earth. Our purpose is to facilitate goodness, to let light into a world that is so in love with darkness.”

      Bran looked so fed up with her he wanted to either shake her or punch a tree. She gracefully glided toward him. “Markus didn’t start out like this. His family was from the Powwow tradition, and each generation grew weaker and weaker without their potion making.” She gave him a rueful smile. “But trust me on this, most families haven’t given up the old ways. They merely hide it well. Still, the secrecy has weakened their power and Markus was frustrated, especially since he came from a respected family. He felt he’d lost everything.”

      “But that’s not entirely true,” I interrupted. “Didn’t his grandfather murder a mage for his spell book?” Then it hit me that Markus was repeating history, only this spell book was deadly.

      “One man from a long, long line,” Gwen protested. “Markus’s family legacy was dying.” She flung her hand toward me. “I can feel your magic, and it’s strong. Stronger than most. What would you do if the Valerian Council tried to take your magical power away? What would you do to preserve it?”

      Nausea roiled in my stomach. Hadn’t I been faced with something similar when my sisters and I had fought to guard the book six years ago? What lengths were we willing to go to now?

      “What in the gods names did you hope to accomplish?” Henry demanded.

      She glanced over her shoulder. “I hoped to enlighten the Valeria community that potions and spellwork have their place in our world. That stifling a witch or mage’s talents is just as harmful as the dark magic they can use their craft for.” She gave Brandon a look of challenge. “I’d go so far as to suggest that outlawing nonelementary potion making and spells only drives the practice underground and makes it less traceable. The work’s still going on. It’s just happening in secret.”

      “And Markus’s purpose?” I asked.

      “It started out the same as mine,” she said ruefully. “Then he made some new friends a few months ago, and he began to change. He grew more intense. Moodier.”

      “Darker,” I suggested.

      She nodded. “I realize now that was when he must have joined the Dark Set.”

      “Did you sell your potions?” Brandon asked.

      She shook her head. “My scent is too distinguishable. A skilled magic tracker could find me. That’s why I have no idea how it ended up at the scene of a murder. I swear it!”

      “You said you worked potions together,” Brandon said. “Could Markus have used potions you’d made?”

      She hesitated. “I know he’s capable of committing murder now—but not back then.” Her eyes lit up with recognition. “I do remember Markus saying he’d shown their potential to another mage. He said he demonstrated how to use them only once, but I wonder if he sold them. Now that I look back, he started to have more cash about four months ago.”

      “Do you know if Markus had any contact with a witch named Celeste Whelan?” I asked, earning a very dark look from Brandon.

      She gave me a pensive look. “The Whelan sisters guard the Book of Sindal.”

      I gasped in shock.

      A slight grin played on her lips. “The secret’s not as well kept as you might think.” She tilted her head. “You’re her sister, aren’t you? You’re Phoebe.”

      Brandon shot in front of me, stopping directly in front of Gwen. “How do you know these things?”

      “So she is a Whelan sister. It was only a guess.” She sounded pleased with herself.

      “Who knows they guard the book?” Brandon demanded.

      She shrugged. “Markus knew, and yes, he’d been in communication with Celeste. She struggled with her magic, and he offered the use of our potions to help her.”

      I moved around Brandon and asked, “Do you know what kind of magic she possesses?”

      She shook her head. “Markus refused to tell me.” She turned introspective. “Which should have been my first clue he was using me. But at the time I believed he was trying to help her and she’d sworn him to secrecy.”

      “Markus and the Dark Set are behind this,” Henry said, moving closer to us. “Gwen was fooled into helping, but the Dark Set has been secretly laying the groundwork for a revolution for years now. They’re the reason I left Pittsburgh. Trouble’s coming.”

      Trouble was already here.

      Brandon frowned, then said, “Register your location with the local Protective Force office, and if you leave the area, notify us about your new location. We need to know your whereabouts in case we have to bring you in for further questioning.”

      “Or detain us,” Henry grumbled.

      “The truth of your guilt or innocence will come out,” Brandon said. “If you try running, I will be able to track you down.”

      “Then why have us register?” Henry protested.

      Brandon flashed a humorless smile. “To save me time.” With that, he turned around and headed for the car.

      I started to leave, but Gwen grabbed my arm and whispered, “This man, Brandon Cassidy. Don’t trust him.” She shot a dark look at his back. “Maybe he’s helping you with this search for the book. For your sister,” she added softly. “But his roots draw him to those who would harm you.”

      “What?” I asked, my heart sinking. But then I reminded myself that she might still be helping Markus, despite her protests to the contrary. What better way than to cause division in the people investigating him?

      “Please believe me,” she said, her eyes searching mine. “Druids…we are connected to the Earth, to the body, to the blood pumping in and out of the hearts of every living thing. This Brandon Cassidy is one step removed from your family’s doom.”

      “Phoebe.” Brandon’s voice was full of anger. At me? At Gwen? He was too far away to have heard her. Had either of our auras given off a hint of distrust?

      I left her and got into the car, still telling myself that Gwen was wrong. That she was pitting us against each other, yet her words kept tumbling through my head.

      Was Brandon one step removed from my family’s doom?
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      Our car ride was silent until we reached the highway.

      “What do you plan to do next?” I asked. “Go back to the hotel and try to find Markus Bieler?”

      “He’s not there, Phoebe. He covered his trail with Gwen’s. I can’t find any trace of him.”

      Was he telling me that to throw me off? Or maybe my worry that Brandon would sell out Celeste was influencing my willingness to believe Gwen.

      “So you plan to give up?” I asked.

      “What part of that insinuated that I was giving up?” he demanded.

      “How about the part where you didn’t volunteer what you planned to do next?” I said in a snotty tone.

      “Dammit, Phoebe! I am not the enemy here! How can you believe a Druid witch over me?”

      I stared at him in shock. There was no way he’d heard her. I was sure of it. Which meant…

      “Wait until we get back to the hotel,” said Bran gruffly, shooting a glance at me. “We’ll discuss it there.”

      It was dark by the time we pulled in front of the hotel. Brandon handed the keys to the valet, and we headed to the elevator in silence. He reached for me when the doors closed, but I backed away, keeping a suspicious gaze on him. I let him get out first, then followed him to our room, wondering if being alone with him was really a good idea.

      He turned back to face me with so much pain in his eyes that I knew.

      I knew.

      Brandon Cassidy was also a mind reader.

      His face crumpled. “Just come inside and let me explain everything.”

      I took a step back in horror, my mind replaying our every interaction over the past few days. Angry tears flooded my eyes. “You knew everything. No wonder you wanted me to come. I thought you wanted me to help you.” I released a bitter laugh, then ran a hand over my head. Gods, I’d been so stupid.

      He looked devastated. “You’re not stupid, Phoebe. And I wanted to tell you.” The sound of an opening door down the hall caught our attention. “Please come in and we’ll discuss it in there.”

      “There’s nothing to discuss,” I whisper-hissed as I moved closer, stabbing my finger into his chest. “You used me. You lied to me. You’ve been reading my mind since the moment you laid eyes on me in the Small Council.” Horror washed through me. “Oh my gods. Since high school. You knew I had a crush on you!”

      Was it possible to die from mortification?

      His eyes pleaded with me. “Don’t be upset. Please. I had a crush on you too.”

      “Only I never knew,” I said. “And you knew everything.”

      He shook his head. “No. That’s not how it works for me. Can we go inside? Please?”

      “No.”

      He sucked in a breath, then said, “Phoebe, my whole life, it was just a whisper of a talent. Nothing, really. I’d pick up a word here or a feeling there. Sometimes, when someone had a super strong emotion like terror or despair or deep, deep love, it would come through stronger. But never anything that would make me an automatic CIA recruit or anything. But then, you.” His eyes bored into mine, deep and imploring, and the intensity made me want to distance myself even more. “From the first moment I saw you in the hallway of that stupid high school, I heard you. So clearly. So plainly. Your thoughts and feelings were so pure… I fell for you hard.”

      “Fell for me? You never once insinuated any such thing.” I shook my head. “That’s how you knew I was a witch? Not that stupid story you told me about Celeste glamouring my hair? Another lie.”

      His face flushed. “No. At first, I thought maybe you were just a nonmagical whose wavelength I was tuned in to, or something. The glamour only confirmed it.”

      I folded my arms over my chest. “Go on.”

      He hesitated.

      “I already know you can read my mind. You owe me what’s on yours.”

      Nodding, he said softly, “Then I heard you thinking about fortification spells, your sisters, worrying about the Book of Sindal. From such a young age, you were so dedicated, so filled with love for your family, so unabashedly accepting of being a witch…you were part of the reason I joined the Protective Force. Partly because of my brother, but also to protect people like you.”

      “Bullshit,” I spat out. “You never had anything to do with me after we graduated. You never once attempted to contact me.”

      “I was scared to get too close to you,” he said. “I’d have had to confess I could read your mind, and I could only imagine your reaction. Especially after high school. But I did everything I possibly could to get a spot on the force, a seat on the Council.”

      “To spy on me?”

      “No!” he barked, his voice echoing down the hall. He dropped his voice. “Can we go into the room? Please.”

      “Feel free to go inside,” I said, “but I won’t be staying in there with you.” I lifted my chin. “How far away do you have to be to not hear what I’m thinking?”

      His face hardened. “If you think I’m leaving you alone…”

      “Fuck you, Brandon Cassidy. Gwen was right. You’re using me to get to my sister, and I won’t be a party to that any longer.”

      I spun around to march down the hall, but he grabbed my arm and hauled me to his chest, wrapping me up in his arms.

      “Please, Phoebe. Try to understand.”

      “I understand plenty.” I jerked against his hold and then stiffened when I realized I couldn’t break free. “Let me go, Brandon,” I said in a deadly cold voice.

      Reluctantly, he released me. “I can’t read your mind when you use the magic from the ancestor you just discovered earlier.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “You expect me to believe you?”

      He gave a slight shrug, looking defeated. “I don’t expect you to believe anything.” He paused. “The answer to your previous question is ten feet. I couldn’t hear your thoughts in the Small Council meeting until I was standing next to you.”

      I knew he could be lying, but for some reason I believed him.

      “Thank you,” he whispered.

      Dammit.

      “I’ll stay outside the room,” Brandon said. “The bed’s far enough away from the door I won’t be able to hear your thoughts, but I’ll be concerned for your safety. I’ve gotten used to hearing you, and it gives me comfort knowing that you’re safe.”

      “Deal with it,” I grumbled, then waggled my fingers at the door as I harnessed Grandma Corlew’s magic. The lock clicked, and the door opened. I stepped inside and shut the door behind me, leaving Brandon in the hall.

      I moved as close to the window as possible, wondering if I was being too hard on him.

      No, Josie answered, unbidden, which unnerved me. Gwen was right. He was not to be trusted. And yet…Josie was here, reading my mind, and I wasn’t angry with her.

      But I’m not hiding that fact either, she said.

      Nevertheless, my heart protested, and I spent the next minute crying before I shook myself out of it. Celeste and the book were my priority. Not my hurt feelings over a man.

      We’ll deal with them all tomorrow, Josie said.

      Yes, we most definitely would. Tomorrow, I would be leading my own investigation, Brandon Cassidy be damned, and I knew exactly where to start.

      Somewhere Brandon would never think to go.
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      “You want to go where?” he asked the next morning after I let him in to take a shower and change clothes.

      Josie had assured me that he wasn’t lying, that her magic really did prevent him from reading my mind.

      “The library.”

      While I worked in a nonmagical library, I’d been granted access to the Witch National Archives database after I’d completed my degree. A quick search the night before had revealed that the satellite library in Kansas City had a journal that had been donated to the library around the early 1900s. The journal contained information about the earliest magical founding families, but the very fact that it contained a genealogy as well as a list of magical talents meant the journal was under lock and key. I was hoping the journal gave me enough information to at least get a snapshot of the first witches and mages to settle here from Europe—populations that might possibly include Druid blood.

      It had only taken a call to Xenya, who’d been happy to contact the satellite office of the National Archives to access a journal.

      Brandon gave me a suspicious look, not that I blamed him.

      “I could hide this from you,” I said, “but I’m not stupid enough to think I can protect myself from the Dark Set alone. And the library’s close enough that I think I can channel Josie and block you from reading my mind. But I need you to tell me the moment you so much as get a peep of what I’m thinking.”

      “Agreed,” he said, reaching for me, but I stepped back, out of reach.

      “This is a tentative truce,” I said. “We’re not doing… that.” But how my heart ached for him to hold me.

      Dammit.

      He didn’t show any sign of having heard me.

      I told you it would work, Josie said.

      Brandon spent less than five minutes in the shower and was ready to go after only a few minutes more. In an attempt to hurry, he’d forgone shaving, leaving a sexy stubble on his face that made my fingers ache to touch him.

      Priorities, Josie grumbled.

      I quickly remembered Josie had been fourteen when she’d died. There would be no impure thoughts while she was in my head.

      I ain’t all that innocent, you know.

      Nope. Not going there.

      As soon as I knew he was ready, I burst out the door, eager to get started with my research.

      “Why are we going to the library?” Brandon asked, hurrying to keep up.

      “Because I think Markus needed Gwen. He needed a Druid for some kind of ceremony. There aren’t that many of them, but I think there might be others here in town. Which means Markus might have contacted them.”

      “What makes you think there might be more of them here?” he asked in surprise as the elevator door opened.

      I stepped onto the elevator car and he followed. “Because Henry lives here. He said he felt right here. Gwen mentioned the same. Druids gain power from the land. I’m telling you, for whatever reason, they need a Druid.”

      “What about the Grand Master who is coming tonight?” he asked. “Maybe he’s a Druid.”

      I shook my head. “I thought about that too. He’s not, otherwise why would he have roped in Markus and Gwen?”

      He was silent until we got out in the lobby. “I think you’re right, but I’m going to need coffee. I hardly got any sleep sitting on the floor outside your room.”

      A twinge of guilt hit me, but I pushed it away. “Didn’t someone say anything to you?”

      “You think I’m an amateur?” he asked in a teasing tone. “Glamour.”

      Did he think that sexy smile would soften my anger?

      Dammit. I’d have to rein in my hormones.

      He had the car pulled up to the entrance, and when we got inside, he asked, “Seriously, where are we headed?” Then he quickly added, “Which library?”

      “The Valerian National Archives,” I said, as if it were obvious.

      “Aren’t the National Archives…in Cincinnati?”

      “Yes, the big ones are. But there’s one in every city that’s had a strong influence on the settlement and development of North America.”

      “I think this is a waste of time. We should be out there talking to local witches and mages, seeing if they know anything about Bieler.”

      “I figured you’d try to separate Markus’s magic from Gwen’s,” I said.

      He pursed his lips. “I did. He fused it so tightly it can’t be separated. I can’t track him.”

      “Then why don’t you go talk to witches and mages and let me do my research? I’ll be safe in the archive.”

      “I could make you come with me,” he grunted.

      I turned to him and glared. “Let’s get one thing straight right now. If you think that you’re going to boss me around, then you’ve got another think coming.”

      He rolled his eyes and locked his jaw, looking out the driver’s window, presumably so I wouldn’t see his irritation. Didn’t matter. I knew he was pissed off, but so was I.

      “So you’re telling me you’re going to be flipping through dusty old books all day.”

      “No,” I said.

      His eyebrows shot up in tentative excitement.

      I couldn’t help feeling a little evil when I said, “There’ll be lots of digital and microfiche too.”
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      Hours later, I was in the second basement of the National Archives at University of Missouri, Kansas City, surrounded by old books with cracked bindings and yellowing pages, plus one of the archive’s research laptops I’d managed to beg off the lady at the front desk.

      After the librarian showed us to the journal, I’d taken careful notes, then pulled other books about the human, nonmagical history of Kansas City.

      Brandon paced the perimeter of the small room, occasionally grunting or muttering a single word under his breath, probably his thoughts on what we should be doing instead. Nothing seemed to jump out at him enough for him to try dragging me out of the archives, though, so I kept going.

      Even though he was flustered, I was reading, researching, deciphering.

      The history of this area was fascinating. The Kickapoo, the Iowa, the Potowatomis, plus the Sak, Fox, and Miami tribes were all moved from their far-flung Midwestern homelands onto tiny Kansas reservations during the middle half of the 1800s. German settlers arrived not long after that, largely in response to the Land Act, which gave them land for homes, farms, and businesses for free.

      That was when things started to get crazy.

      According to Council records and the journal, the ratio of magic people had been much higher in Kansas City in the late 1800s than in any other early American town. It wasn’t even close. At that time in history, there was usually one magical family for every one hundred nonmagical ones in any given settled area. But there had been twelve known families with strong magical talent in their bloodlines in a single Kansas town, within a sixty-mile radius.

      As I arranged the family trees I’d hastily sketched on notebook paper across the large library table, the picture became even clearer. The twelve families were all descendants of two families—Mayer and Kaiser.

      I slammed my palms on the table in excitement, startling Bran. He crossed the room, probably expecting to see me frustrated or panicked, but found me grinning like a fool instead.

      “What do you know about the Mayer and Kaiser families?” I asked, my words rushing out.

      Brandon screwed up his face. “Old American families. Came here not too long after Salem, and made their way from the East Coast inward.”

      “Yes,” I encouraged. “And the names tell you they’re from—”

      “Germany,” Bran said. “Those names are titles of power in old German. German, not Druid, and if you’re tracking family trees, you’re wasting your time. There’s no magical census to track witches and mages.”

      “Sure, with the magical census,” I said in dismissal. “But not the U.S. census.”

      “It won’t tell you their magical ability,” he countered.

      “No, but we’ll know who’s still here and what talents their ancestors possessed.”

      We flipped through a few books until we found the family histories we were looking for. Searching through magical books was a much easier prospect than doing the same with plain paper books, crumbling with age. One of the Council’s rules was that records must be written on specially crafted and charmed paper that could never be erased nor destroyed. It was a real treat to be here, surrounded by old archives and some official. Every breath that passed my lips was full of gratitude for the opportunity, if not the circumstances surrounding it.

      We searched awhile in silence before I found what I was looking for. “Okay. So the Mayer family lists talents with healing via herbs, encouraging crops’ growth, animal communication…even some skinwalking. Over and over, just a bunch of witches and mages with green thumbs and animal whispering. What about you?”

      “Same with the Kaisers,” Brandon said.

      “Twelve families, all of them German, all with strong elemental magic. I don’t know about you, but they sound like the descendants of Druids to me.”

      “Could be,” Brandon said. “But why here? The Druids mostly got their power from their ancestral lands. Never could move around that much. Kind of like you, actually.” Brandon tilted his head, considering.

      “Yeah, but you know which group could have drawn magical power from this land, right here?”

      Brandon arched an eyebrow and drew in a long, labored breath. “Native Americans.”

      “So, say the Druid families want to create their sources of power in Kansas. They plant oak trees and mistletoe, the two plants most commonly associated with their branch of magic. Look,” I said, drawing up a couple of maps I’d found showing the preponderance of oak trees and mistletoe in the area. “The tribes teach them how to commune with this nature, and they start to rebuild the Druids. Quietly. Because it took thousands of years to sink deep roots into Scotland, Ireland, England.”

      “You’re telling me this whole time that the Council has been monitoring magical activity in America, there’s been a secret sect of Druids sucking magical power from the earth?” he asked.

      “Exactly. The Druids have been rebuilding that magic while flying completely under the radar. They were farmers, fabric dyers, tanners, anything where their magical talents could make them the best at what they did. Look at this—Mayer Muslin Creations. A corn farm. This ranch belonged to the family of one of the Kaiser girls. Here’s a picture—”

      My words caught in my throat as I stared at the picture of a farmer and his wife standing beside a freshly branded cow. A symbol was burned on its backside, and even though the picture was old and grainy, there was no mistaking it—the symbol I’d first seen on the way to the Protocol Thirteen Small Council meeting.

      The symbol on the cloaks of the people who’d tried to kill me, more than once.

      The idea that the symbol had meant something to some others in my community for so long, and I’d had no idea, felt like a punch to the gut. My hands shook as I reached once again to sift back thought the records so widely available to the public.  I took little comfort that the Small Council and Protective Force seemed unaware of it too.

      “Look for ads,” I hurriedly instructed Bran. “For their feed stores, for their farms, anything. The Mayer and Kaiser families. Labels from bottles, bills of receipt.”

      In my trembling hands, I offered him a book on early immigrant business endeavors. I kept the one about farms. Silently, we flipped through them, his fingers much clumsier than mine with the pages.

      “Ah!” I stabbed my finger at a page like it crawled with spiders. “Mayer Family Maize Growers. Look!” Atop a single stalk of corn in the logo was that symbol of two interlocked triangles.

      “Here we have the Kaiser General Store,” Bran said. “The name is actually written inside that triskelion.”

      “What did you say it was?” My eyes darted up, frantic for Bran’s answer.

      “It’s a triskelion,” he said, shrugging like he’d thought it was common knowledge. “Three interlocking shapes—spirals, swirls, whatever. Norse mythology used them for three fates, or the three creator gods—”

      “Odin, Vili, and Ve. Okay. But that’s not Druid.”

      “Not yet.” Bran shrugged. “But people and their religions like things in threes. Heaven, Earth, and Hell. Past, Present, Future. Father, Son, Holy Ghost. Maid, Mother, and…”

      “And crone,” I finished for him. “Right. So you’re saying this was used by the Druids too?”

      “I think I remember they had one, but it was swirly. Spirals twisting out of a center. This is not like that at all, although it’s definitely a triskelion. For Druids it would have been Earth, Water, and Air, I believe. “

      “So if the interlocked triangles are the symbol of the Dark Set,” I said, pacing, “and triskelions are a Druid thing, does that mean the New Druids revived the Dark Set?”

      Shit. He’d probably been right about Gwen and Henry, after all.

      He frowned at me, not gloating like I would have expected. “Let’s not jump to conclusions, but they could be. Gwen isn’t from here, remember. She just feels compelled to stay.”

      “Okay, but why did her brother choose to come here, of all places?” He shrugged, indicating he had no answer for that. “What do we do now?”

      “Exactly what you said we would,” Brandon said, approaching me and wrapping me in his arms. “Research. Let’s spend some time trying to find some of your ancestors’ bones.”
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      It could have been worse. After driving a short loop around the city, I found ancestral ties in the area that included aura magic—which wasn’t quite as good as mind reading but would help me in a fight—another skinwalker, and an elemental witch, but with less power than my grandmother, Imogene. The best I could probably hope for from her would be to kick up some dust. But combined with the telekinesis and the other talents I had lugged along, I felt reasonably confident I could defend myself if anything went awry. And that didn’t include the talents of the other ancestors scattered around. Maybe they’d have something even better.

      But it all depended on where Markus, the Bbook, and my sister were located. The witch with aura abilities did me no good if she was twenty miles away.

      “It’s late,” Brandon said. “Let’s get some dinner, then figure out where to go from here. Maybe we go back to talk to Henry about other local Druids.”

      I nodded, agreeing on all accounts.

      We headed to a restaurant and the meal eased the headache lurking in my temples. Brandon was paying his check when my phone rang with an unknown number.

      “Hello?” I asked.

      “I found the book,” a woman whispered.

      “Gwen?” I asked in shock. “How did you find it?” I quickly dissolved my link to Josie so Brandon could listen to my thoughts.

      If I’d had any doubt about whether Josie truly blocked his ability to hear me, the look of shock on his face was all the confirmation I needed.

      “One of Henry’s friends said he saw someone who looks like Markus out on an old farm. I’m sure the book is with him. Thomas said the magic there is dark.”

      I gave Brandon a glance. “Where is it?”

      “Your mom was a good witch,” she said. “Truly good.”

      “You knew her?” I choked out.

      “Met her, once, while we were passing through. You weren’t born yet. I remember thinking to myself that I could never be stuck in one place my whole life, guarding something like that. I wasn’t supposed to know about the book, of course, but we Druids knew… Your mother, she seemed happy.” She paused a moment, as if collecting herself, and when she spoke again, her tone was more brusque. “The book is in Stull, Kansas. I’ll text you the address.” Then she hung up.

      I stared at Brandon, confused. “Do we trust her?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “That just seems too easy. Too convenient.”

      “I know,” he said, his brow furrowed. “Yet I can’t ignore it either.”

      “Do you think she told me the part about my mom to make me trust her?” I asked.

      “I don’t know,” he said softly. “I’d like to think she was being sincere, but…”

      “Yeah, my thought exactly.”

      “There’s a strong likelihood it’s a trap.”

      “But we’re going anyway, aren’t we?” I asked.

      “You don’t even have to ask.” He stood, then reached out a hand, pulling me to my feet. “Let’s go find your sister.”
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      True to her word, Gwen texted an address. I plugged it into my GPS.

      “Stull, Kansas, huh?” Brandon said with a grim look. “The locals say it’s one of the seven gates to hell.”

      I snorted. Nonmagical people were always coming up with crazy theories about our world based on weird weather, spooky graveyards, sickness they wanted to blame on the supernatural, you name it. The truth was that there wasn’t much someone nonmagical could do to make something supernatural happen, including communicating with the dead, casting spells, performing incantations, or even accessing other planes.

      Still, it said a lot about Stull, Kansas, that people were creeped out enough to call it a gate to hell.

      “I’m guessing whatever Dark Set scum set up shop there chose it because of the low population and the distance from the Council,” Brandon said. “And because they generally love drama.”

      “Anyone who wears a black cloak and goes to the trouble of embroidering a half-assed retconned symbol on it loves drama,” I conceded. “Celeste loves drama too.” But even as I said the words, I regretted them.

      No. There was no way she was involved in this.

      Right?
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      My GPS led us to an old farmhouse.

      The thing hadn’t been painted in at least a decade, and the porch sagged. Absolutely no light came from the windows, making it look abandoned, but I could feel the presence of heavy magic.

      “Something about the magic feels off,” Brandon said in a tight voice. “Could be the whole weird Druid thing, or that these Dark Set assholes have poisonous magic. But it could also be a trap.”

      Both of us seemed to agree on the latter, but we were still here. What did that say about us?

      “That we’re determined,” he said, watching the farmhouse through the windshield, not even pretending not to hear my thoughts. I was too far away from Josie to use her as a shield, and surprisingly I hadn’t been tempted to try.

      Grasses grew wild in the field next to us, tall and waving slightly in the gentle breeze. The soft whisper of the stalks filled the night air. The windows had long been knocked out, and the stones that formed the root cellar on one side were partly crumbled away. Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked, marking the only interruption in an otherwise static scene. It might as well have been a painting.

      Except for the smell.

      It was faint at first, but the closer we drove, the more pronounced it became—that scent we now knew as the sickly-sweet smoke of a cured sessile oak.

      Brandon pulled up to the house, parking a mere hundred yards from the entrance. I raised an eyebrow at him. His intense caution and overprotectiveness was really easing up.

      “If they’re in there, they’ve already figured out we’re here. Doesn’t matter if we try to sneak up on them,” he explained, taking in the house with a steely gaze. “I want you to stay in this car, and if anyone or anything comes near you, throw it in reverse and get the hell out of here. Do you understand me?”

      “I understand you,” I said, seething, “but I’m not agreeing to this macho bullshit.”

      “It’s not macho bullshit if it makes sense,” he said, his jaw clenching as he tried to keep his cool. “I’m trained in fighting. You have considerable talents, but you haven’t spent hundreds of hours in simulations and in the field like I have. And if I’m thinking about your safety, I’m less likely to recover the book and your sister. Please.”

      “My sister is in there.” Just saying the words seemed to activate our coven bond, searching blindly for her and coming back empty. Desperate energy shot through my veins. “I’ve tried to keep her safe her entire life. She’s right there, and she needs me.” I shook my head. “I can’t just sit here and do nothing.”

      Bran turned the car off and closed his eyes, taking in a deep breath. Then he turned to me and cupped my face in his hands. “Don’t you get it? I’m falling in love with you, Phoebe, and I’m not going to lose you because you had to be the one to rescue your sister. Let me do this. It’s my job.”

      I sucked in a shuddering breath. I wanted to tell him that he wasn’t playing fair, that high-stakes moments were no time for declarations of love. I wanted to slap him for thinking his feelings were more important than mine.

      Most of all, I wanted to make him understand that protecting the book was my job, even more so than it was his.

      Yet before I could say anything, the look in his eyes softened, and he leaned in, planting his lips on mine in a hard, hot kiss. One breath later, he’d hopped out of the car and glamoured himself to shimmering translucence as he approached the house.

      One second after that, my whole world turned inside out and upside down.

      Celeste was in my head—the real her, through the bond that connected us.

      I was becoming her, feeling her pain, despairing in her immobility, her weakness. Her hopelessness. Something slid, clean and smooth, sliced across my forearms, splitting the skin and letting hot blood trickle down my—her—arms.

      I stumbled out of the car, tripping once and falling to my hands and knees. The pain intensified to the point that I was surprised that no blood darkened the dusty path beneath me. Celeste’s second scream ripped through my brain, leaving me heaving on my knees while my body shuddered with pain.

      Only this scream wasn’t just in my head. It filled the night sky.

      Our coven bond had taken over, stronger than I’d ever felt it. In a distant echo, Rowan’s voice begged, Get up, Phoebe. Get up and help her. They did something to her. She’s dying.

      How I could hear Rowan this clearly so far away was a mystery, yet I had no doubt I was really hearing her voice. It must have been the same magic that made me feel Celeste more strongly than I had in my life. I could only imagine what Rowan was going through, so far away and utterly helpless.

      I had to be here for the both of us.

      I’d never thought I’d leave the bubble of safety that was our home. But with every staggering step I took closer to that farmhouse, each one stronger than the last, I realized that I had always known I would do anything for my sisters. To protect them, and to protect witchkind from suffering the horrors of 1600s Salem ever again.

      Our coven bond drew me to the house like a magnet—I couldn’t have strayed from its path if I’d tried. As I gathered more will, Rowan sent me a flush of power and strength that made my feet move faster. The pain faded to a dull ache, persistent but no longer debilitating. The whimpers and whines no longer existed only in my head—I could hear my baby sister making those horrible noises, so close.

      Then she let out another scream, and once again, the skin on my own arms felt as though it had been sliced open.

      When I looked down this time, there was blood trickling down over my palms.

      Phoebe! Rowan shouted in my head. What’s happening?

      I ignored her. I wasn’t even sure what was happening. How could I explain it to her?

      I gritted my teeth, knowing I was strong enough to sustain a little damage. Unlike Celeste, who had already been through hell these past several days.

      Crouching, I followed the pull around the house, staying near the foundation. I had no idea whether the glamour I’d attempted to cast was actually helping me blend in, but it ultimately didn’t matter. I was going to my sister, no matter what.

      A big, booming laugh, with the same deep timbre as Bran’s, floated through one of the busted-out windows in the back. “I can’t believe you brought her right to me! Just like that. Baby brother, you are too soft for females. Always were.”

      My stomach twisted and flipped at the certainty that Bran had been wrong about his brother. Donall wasn’t some weak mage panting and begging at the Dark Set’s bootheels—he had done this.

      No matter what Donall thought, his brother wasn’t in on any ruse.

      At least, that’s what I told myself before Bran replied with a dismissive laugh.

      “It was easy to find you. Too easy.” Brandon’s smooth voice felt like a smack to the face. “You didn’t think to put better protection spells on the book that holds the most powerful secrets known to witchkind? Some Druid wannabe sensed it and told Gwen.”

      Donall laughed. “I planted that lead for Gwen. It was much too easy.”

      Brandon was silent for a moment, then said, “Clever.”

      My stomach heaved, but I sucked in cool, clean Kansas air through my nose, keeping myself from retching. He’d claimed he was falling in love with me. He’d been so solicitous about my well-being all along. I wanted to believe in him, but a voice in my head whispered I barely knew him, that he had ties to the Dark Set, however flimsy.

      He’d given me plenty of reasons not to trust him, yet I kept lapping up his reassurances like a starving kitten at a bowl of fresh milk.

      What a damned fool.

      “Yo, Don,” a man said. “We gonna use this bitch’s blood to open the book or what?”

      I frowned. They had Celeste’s blood and Rowan’s, and they knew I was here, presuming I was waiting in the car like the good girl I was supposed to be. Waiting to be slaughtered.

      Run, everything inside me screamed. If I ran, they couldn’t open the book. They couldn’t unleash dark magic upon the world. But my feet froze to the ground. I couldn’t leave my baby sister.

      “One minute,” Donall said in annoyance.

      The new guy seemed irritated. “Look, we’re happy your brother showed up with the second Whelan and all, but you’re wasting your time on him. He’s nothing but a Council watchdog. We should kill him now.”

      A sudden stillness fell over the farmhouse, one that lifted all of the hairs on my arms. There were at least two Dark Set mages in there, and there were likely more. How were we going to do this?

      How was I going to do this, if Bran fell victim to the bonds of family after all?

      In the loneliness of that cool dark night, it occurred to me that Brandon and I were both facing a choice—family or duty. I was choosing family. Would he choose the same?

      A moment later, dark spellwork thickened the air. Clouds gathered in the sky and thunder rumbled, but it couldn’t quite conceal a scream of pure, blood-curdling pain that sounded male from within the farmhouse.

      Holy hells, had Donall hurt his own brother? Could I save Brandon and Celeste and the book? Did I want to save Brandon?

      My heart stuck in my throat and I cast a quick amplifying spell to hear better.

      “Question me or my brother again and you’ll get worse,” Donall whispered in a voice that promised it was a bad idea. “Heal his faithless ass. I can’t afford to be short a pair of hands for the ritual. Not after Markus defied me. I had to kill him.” He said it as an afterthought.

      Brandon laughed, a distant, cold, unfamiliar sound. “Nicely done, brother. You’ve been practicing.”

      Relief washed through me that it wasn’t Brandon, quickly followed by disgust. If Brandon was playing his brother, he was very convincing.

      Donall responded with a cackle filled with evil underscored by exhaustion. “Practicing. Sure. You could call it that.”

      Underneath my pain, confusion, and hurt, I couldn’t help but wonder what that meant. Bran had said his brother wasn’t a particularly strong or talented mage, but what I’d overheard in the past five minutes suggested otherwise.

      “The Book of Sindal is the key to the resurgence of power and respect for males in Valeria. To us assuming our rightful place,” Donall ranted. “Magic should be tended like a meticulously planned, well-kept garden, not a field of wildflowers. We can’t leave the preservation and development of our talents to pure chance. Especially since so many witches seem to be getting stronger by the generation without even trying.”

      “What do you mean, the key?” Brandon questioned. “Have you found a way to open the book?”

      “If you’re really on board with me, brother, we could be unstoppable. I wasn’t sure until you picked up the trail I laid down. You came so quickly, it gave me hope that you’d join me.”

      Heavy shoes stomped against creaky floorboards and Donall’s voice lowered. His words renewed my belief—my hope—that Bran was playing along, looking for an opening. At the very least, he hadn’t been in on any grand scheme from the start.

      I bit my lip. But family was family. And I was a woman he barely knew.

      As my mind whirled, a stab of pain shot straight to my gut, and Celeste screamed again. She was just around the corner, and I only knew one thing to be true in that instant—I had to be with her. I could get her out of this. I focused on my ring charging myself with Grandma Imogene’s elemental power and preparing to do battle.

      As I rounded the corner of the house, the bond tugged on me harder and harder with every second. Celeste’s whimpers were unmistakably hers, and though they tore my heart in two, I found a glimmering sense of gratitude that at least she was still alive.

      I snuck into the house through a rickety screen door lazily flapping open and halfway shut in the wind. A few more steps, and I would be there. In frantic whispers, Celeste begged whoever was putting her through this hell to stop, and I breathed a sigh of measured relief. There was still time to save her, to undo this, to…

      I turned the corner, hands poised to send whatever I could flying at Celeste’s torturer, only to find my poor sister all alone, tied up and restrained in the middle of a huge pentacle on the rotting floorboards. She gasped at the noise of my footsteps, and laboriously turned her head to me.

      “Phoebe,” she rasped. “No. Get out of here…”

      In a second, I was on my knees beside her, frantically working at the bindings holding her down, but they refused to budge. They were magical, and I felt stupid for not considering that possibility. Her skin was sliced in three spots on each arm, letting a small but steady stream of blood drip onto the floor below. Runes of some kind—I’d never seen them before, or so it seemed at first glance—were scratched into the floor inside the pentacle. At least one Druid was involved, just like I’d thought, but it would take a good amount of research to find out what Donall had coerced them into casting.

      Right now, we didn’t have time for that. Celeste had lost a lot of blood, and now that I was near her, the cuts her suffering had slashed into my own arms flowed more freely. Our blood dripped together, mingling, onto the floorboards and parts of the rune began to light up as though our blood had turned to liquid gold.

      That couldn’t be good.

      “Bee, it’s a trap,” Celeste said. “The rune draws all of our blood together—” Celeste’s frantic whisper turned into a weak cough, and she went limp, as pale as a ghost.

      I tapped into Grandmother Corlew’s telekinesis, concentrating hard as I focused all of my energy on loosening the ropes that magically held her down. It might be a trap, but I couldn’t leave her here. I felt a moment of triumph when I freed her right arm, but it was fleeting. My entire body was slowly pulled into the air.

      “Phoebe Whelan.” Donall’s gravelly voice reverberated through the small, empty room. “So glad you got our invitation.”

      My body went as stiff as a board. Invisible hands pushed my shoulders back until I lay flat in the air. My body rose higher before dropping onto the farmhouse floor beside Celeste.

      My feet were next to her head, and in the next breath, my left arm was strapped to her right, the blood weeping from our wounds mashed together.

      I looked up to see Donall and four other mages wearing the black cloaks that had become so familiar. Outside the house, the haunting, bleak cawing of crows filled the air.

      By the door stood another cloaked figure, but I could see his eyes. Bran. The panic I saw there only proved what I already knew.

      We were so totally screwed.
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      Stay calm.

      My heart jolted in shock as Brandon’s pleading voice soaked into my brain, not spoken aloud but felt all the same. I felt my mind and my heart respond. My breathing slowed and slowly, intentionally, I retook control of my body. The spell Donall or one of his men had cast to hold me down had been created in haste and already frayed around the edges. One quick draw on either of my ancestral powers would break me free.

      For now—outnumbered and still unsure where this was going—I stayed put.

      “Phoebe, you should have gone,” my sister whispered.

      “Not leaving you,” I mouthed back.

      “Aw, isn’t that sweet,” crooned Donall as he stood between us and then crouched down, peering into our faces with overblown feigned sympathy.

      Brandon sent me another thought. Stay calm, and I’ll get us all out of this.

      Easy for you to say, you’re standing upright with no opened veins, I shot back, marveling a little at the strength of the recently formed bond between us.

      Brandon moved to Celeste’s other side, crouching down beside her. “So the rune really does all the work?”

      “The Druids are good for more than one thing, as it turns out. I wasn’t expecting to need blood from all three of the guardians to open the book, but nobody said asserting dominance over the magical world would be easy, did they?” Donall laughed at his own stupid joke. “Anyway, the rune uses their coven bond to open wounds on all three of them. And since you’ve so conveniently brought Phoebe here, we should be able to get started.”

      Brandon’s gaze held mine for half a breath. Then his eyes raked over Celeste’s bleeding form. Her eyes were drifting shut now, and her lips were barely moving with inaudible whispers.

      I wondered how long it would take until she bled out. If I’d come too late to save her, I’d never forgive myself.

      “What about the third?” Brandon asked.

      Donall lifted a vial attached to a leather cord around his neck. “It’s not much, but Gage here was able to get it before your goons at the farmhouse realized something was going on.”

      My stomach sank. The vial was small—far less than what had been siphoned from Celeste and myself—and I had no idea whether it would be enough.

      “If all you had to do was stick the Book of Sindal under the runes and let blood run on them, why couldn’t you do that at the sisters’ farm? Then I wouldn’t have had to drive halfway across the goddamn country to be here for it.”

      It was the half-second pause in Donall’s reply that told me something was wrong. Slowly, he walked around Celeste’s head, gripped Brandon’s collar, and dragged him up so they were face-to-face. Brandon was shorter than Donall by a few inches, and Donall’s strength was on full display when Brandon’s toes dragged against the floor.

      “Surely you remember I inherited my empathic talents from our dear mother, just like you did. Or did you forget you’re not such a special golden boy after all?”

      “What are you talking about?” Brandon demanded.

      “I can read your mind, baby brother, despite your efforts to keep me out. You’re busy trying to figure out a way to save your little slut, not join the right side of history.” Donall flicked a finger and one of the mages stepped up to his side. Bran slowly rose off the floor, his eyes bulging with pain. “You always underestimated me, brother. You thought I was nothing. And now your superiority complex is going to get you killed.”

      With that, Bran flew across the room, crashed into the far wall, and crumpled to the ground with a sickening crunch.

      I felt the pain rocket through Bran’s body as he was tossed about like a ship in a storm. His head flopped onto the floor and he was clearly unconscious.

      I held back a sob as I raised my free arm with the ring, keeping my mind on Bran and my sister. If Donall had read Brandon’s mind that easily, surely he could also read mine.

      “That’s what happens when you live a charmed life, Phoebe Whelan,” Donall intoned. “You don’t stop to consider all the ways people could foil your plans. Stomp on your territory. Ruin your life.”

      Bran groaned. His eyes blinked as he regained consciousness, giving me a moment’s relief.

      Then Donall strode over to Celeste and me like he was coming to examine a painting in a museum. He tipped his head to the side and rolled the vial that still hung from his neck between his thumb and his index finger.

      He couldn’t dump that out. No matter what, the Book of Sindal had to remain locked.

      I focused on Grandma Imogene’s bones and hair, begging her to help me.

      An ancestor from a mile away heard me, then called to an ancestor buried several miles from her. The chain continued until I heard Josie’s voice inside my head.

      I knew you’d need me. What took you so long to ask?

      How? She had to be at least twenty miles away. Up until now, I’d never successfully borrowed power from an ancestor more than a mile away.

      Sisterhood, Josie said. Those bastards maimed my baby sister and took me from her in death. I won’t let them take yours, and there are plenty others of us who want to help too. Hold on, because I suspect this is gonna hurt like a son of a bitch.

      “You don’t have to do this, Donall,” Brandon ground out. He squirmed on the floor, trying to sit up, clearly still in a lot of pain. “They’ll give their blood willingly. They’ll help, if you just let them—”

      “And then what? I’d still have to share the power with some filthy, entitled witches. Look how weak they are, Brandon. They can’t handle this much power. When you’ve spent years biding your time, setting things in motion, gathering talent…that’s the kind of organization, the kind of ambition, that deserves to wield the power of the Book of Sindal. Not some little girls who got grandfathered in.”

      My eyes never left the vial. I used the time Bran had bought me to gather strength, to summon energy from the world around me. I felt Josie’s power, along with the power of fifteen of my other ancestors, flood my veins.

      Now! Josie shouted in my head.

      And then, before Donall Cassidy had a clue what was coming, I unleashed the magic, and everything went black.
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      I came to in a flash, shaking the fuzziness out of my head and begging blood to rush in to take its place. I’d never felt that much power before, never experienced such an intense surge.

      I looked around and saw the Dark Set mages laid out on the floor. It was impossible to tell whether they were breathing, but my sister was still okay.

      Despite the shaking feeling in my limbs, the power thrummed deep in my veins, looking for another outlet.

      We’re not done yet, Josie said.

      Movement on my right drew my attention, and I tipped my head around to find Donall restraining his brother with magical bonds that felt as strong as anyone in the Middle Ages could have dreamed up.

      He’d used a spell to physically fuse Bran’s lips shut, and the macabre sight would have made me throw up if I weren’t so focused on figuring out how to get us out of this.

      Bran’s fists were clenched, but he wasn’t fighting. Good. He was taking the advice he’d just given me.

      “What really baffles me, though, is that these witches have no drive, no ambition,” Donall continued, apparently sure I’d knocked myself out with my own power.

      Which was true, but he still shouldn’t have been so cocky. Hopefully, it would be his downfall.

      “They discover a talent, they develop it, and instead of trying to get more, they decide to share their powers with their coven,” he simpered. “It’s like we’re at a tea party, isn’t it? Would you like some cake? I’d love some.” The way in which he mimicked little girls’ voices made me wonder if Donall was mentally all there.

      “The Dark Set are always playing the long game. Gathering resources, putting ourselves first, setting our eyes on the prize and never letting up until we’ve achieved our goals. These Druids understand the way it should be. They crave more power, and they know how to draw it from the land, consolidate it, and wield it. The male tradition of magic, you may remember our dear departed father teaching us, is to conquer. The time has come for us to claim our rightful place in society—at the top, with witches and everyone else answering to us. Our power. Our fearlessness. Our pride in who we are.”

      Panic filled Bran’s eyes and he began to struggle against his restraints. I tried to keep my eyes on him, though my vision was fading in and out. Vaguely, I registered blood dripping from my arms and pooling onto the floor. The loss was draining my power along with my life.

      “Ask nicely,” Donall admonished, and a whimper came from Bran’s exhausted body.

      Donall must have removed the spell that had sealed Bran’s mouth, because I heard him suck in a mouthful of air a moment later.

      “Our father,” Brandon finally said, enunciating each word with careful precision, “was a monster. He hated our mother for her talents and made her life miserable for using them.”

      “It was her fault!” Donall screamed, whirling on Brandon. “She lorded her power over him. Always reminded him of the family tree, how important her parents had been. How lucky he’d been that she’d agreed to marry him, to give him children. All the while assuming I’d never amount to anything because I wasn’t a girl. Barely taught me anything about magic at all. Well, it didn’t work, did it? I’m just as powerful now as she ever thought she was.”

      As I listened to Donall, a picture began to take shape of what their childhood must have been like. Brandon, being eight years younger, hadn’t seen much of his parents’ relationship until things had already gone far downhill and their father had become abusive. Donall remembered a disgruntled father and a dismissive mother. They’d had the same parents but completely different lives.

      Maybe losing Donall had changed Brandon’s mother. Perhaps she’d sworn to be a better mother to Bran, to give him a serious education, even though he was a boy.

      “Why are you torturing them?” Brandon asked, his eyes raking over me. I could practically see him assessing how much time I had, fighting against the idea of my possible death. “Just dump the rest of the blood and have it done.”

      “Are you just stupid, little brother, or purposely obtuse? It’s a sacrifice.”

      “And what are you sacrificing, Donall?”

      Donall pushed out a sigh. “Apparently, you.”

      “You don’t have to do this,” Bran pleaded.

      “Of course I do. I’ve been planning this for twenty years. This was our father’s dream, you know. Get access to that book, shake up the world of magic all over again. You think I’m going to rush this thing now that Phoebe has expended the last of her power?” Donall shook his head, looking disappointed. “Once Gage wakes up, he’ll fortify the rune with an amplifying spell, one that will make sure we get the most out of their blood. We’ll never need more, so we won’t need them.”

      “You’re going to spark another era of witch trials.”

      “Yes, though of course it would be much more modern. Televised. On a grander scale. Everyone will love it. Eventually, we’ll expose the Council, get rid of it, and implement a regulatory structure that actually makes some sense. And then we’ll control the nonmagics, just as the Dark Set intended when they came to the New World.”

      “Wait,” Bran said. “This was our father’s plan? Is that why we moved to—”

      “Of course it is,” Donall snapped. “I think our father sensed that he wasn’t going to live long enough to see his dream realized, but he ensured we lived close to those girls. That I’d be prepared to strike while the iron was hot.”

      “And now is the time to strike? Why? The Council is as powerful as ever.”

      “Is it? Its reliance on a small, isolated coven to protect its most valuable possession doesn’t scream power to me. When the strongest member of that coven is weakened by using her magic, and the other two are weighed down by the burden of being all alone out there, well…the pickings were surprisingly easy.”

      I shoved down my guilt and lifted my head just enough to glance down at the floorboards. Blood was everywhere, pooling and swirling between Celeste and me like some gloomy modern art painting. Wooziness took over, and I glanced at Bran, grateful beyond belief that he caught my eyes.

      If you want to help us, we have to work together. We have a bond—I don’t know how—but we can use it.

      Bran tilted his chin down a millimeter, then back up again. A barely-there nod.

      If it works like a coven bond, we should be able to combine our spells if we cast at exactly the same time to achieve greater strength. If you can break out of your restraints, I can use Grandma Corlew’s kinematics to keep Donall busy. Between us, we can get Celeste to the car.

      Bran let his eyes drift shut, and I could tell he was visualizing how this whole thing would work. His eyes darted down to the floorboards.

      The book will come to me. Just keep your brother busy long enough for me to call it.

      I hoped I was right.

      I let my own eyes drift closed again as Donall lurched in my direction and leaned over the mess of blood, then smeared a fingertip’s worth onto a piece of parchment and cast a spell on the smudge that told him something about the quality of the mixture.

      Blood magic was among the darkest of the dark—the fact that he manipulated it with such confidence was unsettling, but then he had experience. I suspected he was the mage who’d escaped from the group Caroline had interrupted. And I suspected it was Donall, not Markus, who’d kidnapped Celeste and stolen the book, using Markus’s potions. The vial of Rowan’s blood was still tied around his neck, swinging back and forth just inches from the blood-soaked floorboards.

      He looked up at a scratching sound and smiled. “Ah, Gage. You’ve returned to consciousness just in time.”

      We couldn’t wait any longer. I heard Bran’s voice counting down in my head and knew he agreed. We didn’t need any more mages waking up, and Gage was the Druid needed to complete the sacrifice.

      Five… Four…  Three…

      I could feel Josie gathering power from our ancestors along the chain, until it once again filled my body to capacity. Then, before I could stop her, Josie took power from Celeste.

      Two…

      Celeste’s power was like pure energy, frying every nerve ending until I felt like my blood had been replaced with electricity. No wonder Celeste was in such torment. I gritted my teeth, trying to contain a cry of pain. Somehow, I managed to stay conscious and in the moment.

      One, Josie shouted.

      Bran and I cast a strengthening charm at the same time, and I sent him part of my power, busting him free of Donall’s restraints.

      Bran launched himself across the room, sliding partway through the slick mess on the floor, tumbling head over heels with his brother and pinning him to the windowsill.

      I’d barely tapped the energy flowing through my veins. Using Grandma Corlew’s magic, I tore loose a handful of boards from the side of the farmhouse and flung them toward Gage. He barely had time to fling his arms in front of his face before the boards slammed into him. One went clean through his gut, pinning him to the far wall of the farmhouse.

      I swallowed bile and sat up, freeing my arm, then turned my magic on Celeste’s bonds. There were layers and layers of magic holding her down. I struggled to focus as the sound of Bran’s fight rung in my ears, but I had to trust he could handle it. I needed to get Celeste out of here. I needed to get the book.

      Her bonds snapped free and I pulled her to a sitting position. She wasn’t conscious, and her slight weight felt like a thousand pounds against my own weakened frame. It would take help or a serious feat of will to get her out of here, but right now I had to get the book.

      I centered my power, which had considerably weakened after the burst I’d used to attack Gage.

      “Come to me, Book of Sindal,” I said out loud with an outstretched hand. “Come to your rightful guardian.”

      I could feel it beneath us, stronger than ever before. I could sense it was trying to come to me, fighting something holding it back. Sweat broke out on my forehead, and I felt my power and physical energy begin to wane. I’d done too much. Lost too much blood.

      No… I had to save my sister and the book.

      “Come to me,” I whispered.

      Celeste clasped my bloody hand with hers, catching me off guard as she began to chant something I didn’t recognize.

      I could feel the book struggling.

      “Come to me,” Celeste whispered in a cooing sound. “Come to me and I will give you what you want.”

      What did it want?

      The book burst up through the splintering floorboards and hovered in the air. I stared at it in shock.

      “Get Ro’s blood,” Celeste whispered.

      Pain rippled through the arm I held outstretched, seeming to tear my muscles into fibers and then into individual cells as I summoned the vial of blood hanging from Donall’s neck. It immediately answered my call, returning to the familiar, blood answering the call of blood.

      Furious, Donall lunged for me, then stopped short when he saw the book hovering in the air, now glowing as bright as the runes on the floor.

      Brandon lunged forward suddenly, pressing his elbow to Donall’s throat and stopping him from going after Ro’s blood. In the next instant, Donall threw Brandon to the ground and got to his feet, standing before the Book of Sindal, his gaze worshipful.

      Celeste got to her feet as well, standing at Donall’s side. She shot me a nervous glance, begging me to take charge, to take on the same coven role that always seemed to fall to me. What other choice did I have?

      “Let the book choose, Donall.” The words floated out of my mouth, like something otherworldly had been holding them there and all I had to do was release them.

      “Let the book choose its own master?” Donall asked. “You think it will choose you? It knows you are weak. It reeks of power. It needs a strong master.”

      “You’re telling the wrong person,” Celeste said, standing before him, smeared in blood. “Convince the book that you are the rightful owner. Let the book decide.”

      “You’ll come after it,” Donall said. “You won’t give it up so easily.”

      “I swear on my sister’s life that I will accept the book’s decision,” she said. “If it chooses you, we relinquish all claim. But you must do the same if it makes a different choice.”

      “Celeste!” I cried out, but she held up a hand to silence me.

      “Agreed,” he said with a grin. “I’ll go first.”

      Donall turned fully to face the book, bowing his head in supplication. “Oh, Book of Sindal, I offer you power and glory like you’ve never seen before. I will make you the most revered, most feared object to ever exist. I offer you armies and death, war and destruction, and I will place you on a pedestal of gold. Come to me.”

      After a beat of silence, he turned to Celeste, allowing her to plead her case.

      She gave the book a look of pity, then said in a soft, meek voice, “I do not offer you riches or glory. I can only offer you the one thing that all beings crave. Freedom.”

      “Celeste!” I protested. What exactly did that mean?

      The book wavered in the air before flying to my sister. She captured it with one arm and held it to her chest.

      “No!” Donall shouted, then lunged for her.

      A surge of energy hit him and he slammed into the wall, causing a dent in the plaster.

      Donall struggled to get to his feet. From his position beside me, Bran raised his arms, ready to do battle.

      Ready to fling a spell that would allow us to bring his brother to justice.

      Then Brandon hesitated. And in that lightning-fast moment, Donall collapsed inside his cape, just like the mage who’d attacked me in the hotel lobby. A crow emerged, staring daggers at us with its beady eyes, and took off for the horizon.

      “The darkness lives,” it cawed, then flew through the open glass window and into the night.

      Brandon let out a shaking breath. “Phoebe, I’m—”

      I cut him off, whirling back toward Celeste, who had slumped to the ground, the book still clutched to her chest. Her body had been ravaged before this, and I doubted Donall had thought to feed her. “You can feel guilty about letting him go later. Right now, we need to work together one more time,” I bit out, trying not to cry. “I need you to lend me your power so I can find a relative with the power of healing. I think it’s the only way we’re going to get her back.”

      My voice broke, and Brandon helped me hold my sister up and away from the sticky, iron-smelling mess on the floor. My head spun. I had never felt this weak in my entire life, nor this determined to follow through on something.

      “How is that possible?” he asked. “Aren’t you limited by where we are?”

      “Trust me.” Closing my eyes, I called out my request, until my ancestors found a boy who had the gift, but had been killed by a bucking horse, an accident that had happened too quickly for him to heal himself.

      Pulling from Bran’s energy, the boy, who refused to divulge his name, knit Celeste’s tissues back together, hastened the creation of red blood cells, restored her electrolytes, and repaired bones I hadn’t realized were broken.

      Finally, after several long minutes, Celeste let out a couple whimpers, and what felt like a million moments later, her eyes fluttered open. I laughed in utter joy, though I didn’t have the strength to do so. It was like once I finally knew Celeste was going to be okay, my body gave itself permission to shut down. Black engulfed my vision and I slept.
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      When I came to, my eyes blinked open to a world cloaked in white haze. Celeste’s white-blond hair nearly camouflaged into the faded white walls. I blinked once more, and my vision cleared enough for me to see that Celeste’s eyes were open, and the cuts on her arms looked nearly healed. Paranormal light glowed at the top of what I presumed was the ramshackle house’s living room.

      I was laid out on the floor, which had somehow been cleaned of our blood. Instead of pressing into the splintering wooden slats, my shoulder blades were cradled with a blanket. Bran lay on his side, facing me. His skin looked deathly pale, but his smile lit up the whole room. The sight of him stayed my fight-or-flight response, even if momentarily.

      “You’re awake.” His voice broke as his hand lifted to stroke my hair.

      “Yeah,” I croaked, making a face at how weird my own voice sounded.

      “Bee,” Celeste sighed from across the room.

      “CeCe,” I replied, smiling at the names we used to call out while playing tag in our sprawling backyard as kids. We could never go back to that carefree life, but at least we had each other. Bran wouldn’t have that, not from his brother, at least. “Where are we?”

      “I moved us to the next room. We’re safe for now, even if we’re weak,” Brandon said. “And I’m not all alone in this world. Look. I’ve got you… I think.”

      I gave him a soft smile and leaned over to press my lips to his. “You’ve definitely got me.”

      Brandon leaned back. “The Protective Force will be here soon to take over the investigation and cleanup. I’ve already notified them.”

      I pushed myself up on one elbow. “I want to see it before we leave.”

      “See what?” Celeste asked softly.

      But Brandon knew—he got to his feet and gently pulled me up.

      “No protest?” I asked in surprise.

      His face was pale and his eyes haunted, yet he still managed to pull off an amused grin. “Would it have done any good?”

      I gave him a small grin back. “No.”

      Slipping an arm around my back, he cradled me as though I were a piece of cracked glass. I almost pushed his arm away, but I suspected he needed the touch more than I did.

      His knowing glance confirmed it.

      “We’re going to need to find a way to block this,” I said as we walked into the room at the back of the house that had contained a nightmare earlier.

      “We’ll find a way,” he said, then fell silent as we took in the scene.

      Blood was smeared everywhere on the floor—mine and Celeste’s, but also blood from the three other guards and the Druid who was pinned to the wall with a board.

      “I killed him,” I said in a monotone, not quite believing it. “I killed other witches and mages too,” I continued, putting the information out there, silently asking Brandon to help me cope with the sudden, intense realization of how much life I’d taken from the world.

      Taking life was a deadly sin, and I had taken many. Did that mean I was doomed?

      “You did what you had to do to save yourself and your sister,” he said in a firm tone. “Don’t you ever second-guess that decision.”

      I nodded, even though I knew that was easier said than done.

      Bran gently pulled my face back. “Phoebe.”

      It was a single word—my name—but it was so much more. The inflection and tone, the warmth… that one word carried love and concern and pride and hope.

      It carried the promise of a future.

      I reached up and gently kissed him, then turned back to take in the horror I’d lived through earlier.

      A large circle holding a pentacle had been drawn on the wooden floor with something black. Thick black lines formed two interconnecting triangles like the Dark Set symbol in the center, along with multiple intricate runes drawn in and around it.

      “What are they?” I asked, not sure if I even wanted to know. “Druid, right?”

      “The rune of change is at its heart,” Brandon said as he pointed to the center.

      It was the least bloody part of the design, and I realized Celeste had been lying on top of it. She had been intended as the sacrifice.

      “It’s for getting rid of something old and unwanted,” he continued. “It destroys what was to make way for what will be. But it’s also something more. Something older, and darker.”

      “This isn’t over, is it?” I asked. “They’ll come back for the book.”

      “It’s going to take them time to recover. I think the Small Council has time to figure out what to do to protect you, your sisters, and the book.”

      I nodded, but I still felt anxious.

      “Did you know the book could choose its owner?” he asked.

      “No,” I said.

      “Then how did you know to try it?”

      I lifted one shoulder into a shrug. “I don’t know. It just came to me.”

      “Do you think we can take a look at it?” he asked. “You know, before the Council decides what to do with it?”

      “They need us to look at it anyway,” I said, then headed back into the living room.

      Celeste was still propped up against the wall, cradling the book like a baby against her chest. “I will be the one to open it,” she said. “I’m its rightful owner now.”

      “It belongs to the coven, Celeste,” I said softly.

      The glare she shot me let me know she was done discussing it.

      I couldn’t help wondering if my half-crazed sister should be the sole witch responsible for a book filled with the stuff of nightmares, but now wasn’t the time to reason with her.

      Brandon shot me a glance that suggested he agreed.

      Celeste set the book on the floor, then knelt in front of it, gently caressing the cover.

      I hadn’t seen the book, unglamoured, since our mother had sat us down in the living room, just weeks before her death, and given us the solemn talk that would change our lives forever. I remembered how beautiful it looked—encased in pristine burgundy leather, with gold lettering and gilt pages that made the sunlight glance off it like it was graced by sprites. With our father by her side, she’d set it down on the coffee table and asked if we were ready for what was next. I remembered expecting toxic spells to burst forth when she opened it or, at the very least, for some great secret to be revealed that only the five of us would know. And, I suppose, that was what happened.

      Slowly, layer by layer, she’d removed the spells and glamours that cloaked the book. Before our eyes, the brilliance of the leather faded, the gold lettering chipped off, and the corners of the cover flaked away. In the end, when all the cloaking magic was removed, the Book of Sindal was nothing more than a plain brown hardcover book, the spine broken, about a hundred deeply yellowed pages long. Mom had opened the front cover, and my breath had caught, terrified of the horrors it held.

      “There are some terrible things in this book, darlings,” our mother had explained. “Combinations of intentions, spells, and blood magic that can remove a witch’s free will, take control of her body, and make her do things that she would never in a million years willingly do. Anyone who would sink into depravity to seek out such a book, steal it, and execute this magic is someone whose soul is truly blackened beyond repair. This, in part, is why we must guard it—so that anyone who would seek it out is brought to the fore, so that our world knows darkness has once again settled into its bones.”

      Like all magic, the Book of Sindal was both less, and so much more, than what it seemed.

      “I hope, my daughters, that you never experience this. Our protections are strong—they could not be stronger. With three witches in a coven bond, fortified by generations of magic cast by witches who have protected the book as well, it should be safe. We know this is a lot to ask, especially for those so young—and gods willing, it will be many years until it is your responsibility—but your survival is at stake, along with all of witchkind as we know it.”

      “When the time comes,” our father said, “you will do what is right.” He placed his hand on Celeste’s head. “I know you will.” Our father’s voice had been melodic, I remembered, always soothing, even when he was angry.

      Our parents had died mere weeks later.

      The memory flooded me, every detail, every nuance, and I could tell Celeste was remembering the same thing. She lifted her gaze to me and I nodded.

      We had done the right thing. We had to be content hoping that we’d made our mother proud tonight.

      The magic Donall had done on the book certainly showed. There was no pretense of a fancy leather cover, no gilding on the pages. The simple, sad pages looked like they could crack and flutter away at any moment, crumbling into dust in the wind. The spine had broken even more, some pages peeking out at the bottom. Those pages were soaked in blood.

      Celeste and I let out a shuddering breath together. With our coven bond, we didn’t have to speak our fear. It was likely that blood from both of our bodies had soaked into the pages. Because the book’s protections were tied to our unique magic, it was now at greater risk than ever before.

      Brandon’s body vibrated with tension. “Donall is never getting his hands on that book again, I swear.”

      I looked up at him and saw the anger in his eyes. I didn’t need to be able to read his mind to know that he felt he had failed me, failed the Council, failed all of our people.

      “No,” I said firmly. “He isn’t.”

      “For all that work, he certainly wasn’t precise about where he positioned the damned thing under the floorboards,” Celeste said. “I’m pretty sure our blood was supposed to coat the book.”

      Gingerly, she tipped it to one side, and then the other.

      “The Council will examine it. I’m sure they’ll be able to clean it up,” Brandon said.

      I doubted that—blood magic ran deeper than any other kind. Once something was imbued with it, there was no way I knew of to extract it. It was as close to permanent as magic could get.

      “Where’s the scroll?” I asked, then turned to Celeste. “Did you see the scroll?”

      “What scroll?”

      “Maybe Bieler stole it for himself,” Brandon said. “He may not have told Donall about it.”

      “What was in the scroll?” I asked.

      “I don’t know,” he admitted. “I had my agents check into Terrance Posner, and no one knows anything about a scroll, let alone what could be on it. Posner was Markus Bieler’s magical mentor in college, but we know very little of their relationship.”

      A deep rumbling noise crested through the air, and moments later, a rhythmic whap-whap-whap descended over the house.

      “It’s the Council transport,” Brandon said. “They came by helicopter to get here faster. They’ll want to ask a few questions, and then we can go.”

      “Home?” I asked hopefully. Now that I was with Celeste, I needed Rowan too. Something deep in my bones needed the three of us to be together. Three sisters. Three witches. We needed to strengthen our coven.

      “The sooner the better,” Celeste murmured. “The darkness is rising.”

      Her words sent a chill down my back that settled into the base of my spine. No, this wasn’t over yet.
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      The moment the helicopter touched down in our front yard, I dashed toward the house with Celeste beside me, once again cradling the book in her arms like it was her most prized possession. Rowan was waiting on the front porch, and the book didn’t stop our big sister from throwing her arms around both of us and holding us tight.

      “I’m not letting the two of you out of my sight,” Rowan said. “Get inside. We’ll need to patch you up. From what you told me, we may need to call the healers in.”

      Celeste grumbled that she’d be fine, but neither of us missed the small smile on her lips.

      Brandon had hopped off the helicopter several seconds behind us and now stood in the front yard, hesitating as though he felt like he was intruding.

      Rowan sensed his presence and stiffened, staring him down like she was a mother bear and he was threatening her cubs. “I suppose we’re going to be seeing a lot more of you,” she said.

      “Yes,” he said, squaring his shoulders. “A lot more.”

      She continued to stare for several more seconds before she said, “Then I hope you like pizza. We eat a lot of it.”

      I felt the tension drain out of me.

      A cocky smile lit up Bran’s face. “I can live with that.”

      He started to walk toward the house, but she called out, “Not so fast. We have a few more things to clear up. First, what do you intend to do about Celeste?”

      He gave my baby sister a brief glance, then said, “It was obvious she’d been kidnapped and held against her will.”

      But was she? Sure, she’d been tied up and nearly sacrificed on the orders of that maniac, but according to Gwen, Markus Bieler had been in contact with her. I’d asked her about it while Brandon was greeting his agents. She hadn’t given me an explanation about Markus. All she’d said was that Donall had snuck up on her and knocked her out while she was performing her part of the monthly ceremony. She claimed she’d first come to in the farmhouse in Kansas, but I could tell there was a lot she wasn’t telling me.

      “Next,” Rowan said, “I need to know if you’ll protect my sisters from your brother.”

      Pain flashed in his eyes. “I already did once. I’ll do it again if the situation arises.”

      “Were you protecting him before?” Rowan asked. “Did you know it was him?”

      “I had my suspicions that he might be involved in the movement, but I hadn’t talked to him in years, so it was a damn long shot. It never would have occurred to me that he’d be in charge.”

      I could only guess how much Brandon was grieving that fact.

      I walked down the steps toward him and he enveloped me in his arms, burying his face into my neck.

      The feeling of home and family swamped me and tears rolled down my cheeks. We had a lot to figure out going forward. Things would change. I had no idea what would happen with the Book of Sin or the Dark Set, but for now, we were home. We were safe. All was well.
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      Two Days Later

      

      I collapsed onto the comfortable sheets in my own, beloved bed. I was covered in sweat, naked, and my chest was heaving after another blissful encounter with the man who was now officially my boyfriend.

      Bran lay beside me in exactly the same state, and I smirked at the very, very recent memory of him shouting his pleasure into my neck. Gods, we’d slept together more times, more ways, and in more positions than I could count, and I still couldn’t get enough of him.

      My sisters had gone from amused to irritated, and had finally settled on charming the walls between our bedrooms to keep out the sounds of our happiness.

      I hauled myself onto my side, then propped my head up on my elbow so I could look down at him. “Again?” I asked with a wide grin.

      “Give a man a minute,” Bran groaned.

      I rolled on top of him and giggled at the feeling of him twitching against my stomach, already gearing up for round two.

      I knew it was fast, and lots of people saw it as hasty, Rowan included. I reminded her we’d actually known each other for a decade, and that he had saved me from certain death. Twice.

      “What do you think the Council is going to say about the book?” I asked him.

      The Council had called an emergency meeting, which meant Bran would be leaving in a few hours. The Whelan sisters had requested to be included in the decision, but we’d been quickly denied.

      Brandon hummed, pulling me back down and snugging my body under his arm. “I don’t know. I’ve heard rumors that they want to split the book into pieces, to enhance security measures. I’ll find out soon enough, but in all honesty, I suspect they are going to take it. And soon.”

      It had become like a phantom limb all these years, and a representation of my family’s contribution to witchkind. The thought of it being torn in two felt vaguely like having all my hair chopped off without my consent—utterly wrong. Celeste would lose her mind if they took it. But if it kept the book from Donall…

      “I know, Phebes,” Brandon said, holding me tighter. “I will never forgive myself for not stopping him for good.”

      “You saved my life,” I said. I stretched up to kiss his chin softly and a soft whimper echoed in his throat.

      “You saved mine too,” he said.

      “And even if you had stopped Donall, he’s only one member of the Dark Set,” I said.

      “But he’s the head of it,” Brandon said. “And it would have taken them a lot longer to regroup without him.”

      “For what it’s worth,” I said softly, “if Celeste had been part of it, I doubt I could have killed her either.”

      We were quiet for a while, and I focused on the feeling of his fingers trailing up and down my arm. “We really were meant to be together,” Brandon said. “The psychic bond just seals the deal. I’d always hoped, but it’s nice to have the universe’s approval.”

      “I love you.” I molded my lips to his, taking all the time I wanted to savor him. He gave back as good as he got, and before I knew it, we were in the midst of a heated round two.

      He flipped me on my back and slid into me, slow and deep, taking his time, in and out with every heartbeat. I met him movement for movement, clutching at him, telling and showing him how much I loved him.

      “I’m yours,” he said into my collarbone when we finished. “I love you, Phoebe.” He propped himself up on his elbow and flashed me a grin. “You think Rowan and Celeste are gonna be okay with me loitering around your house all the time?”

      I shrugged. “They want me to be happy. And you make me happy.”

      “And I do have the sort of charm that grows on people.”

      I laughed about that, both because it was true and because I’d already seen it working on my sisters. The day before, Bran had spent that afternoon with Celeste, learning about her expression magic and suggesting ways to help her. He said he had a friend who might be able to work with her so she wasn’t so drained and anxious all the time, not that it was a problem right now anyway. We were both still magically drained after the incident. It was impossible to go through something like that and be back to normal forty-eight hours later.

      At least, that’s what I told myself.

      Because Celeste was right. The darkness was rising and we needed to prepare.
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      Everyone hates their sisters, at least a little. 

      That’s what I’ve always told myself.

      “Phoebe, can you please turn down the TV?” I asked for the third time as I stood at the kitchen counter. “I can’t concentrate.” I was tweaking my butternut squash and portabella mushroom hash recipe for my YouTube cooking show, making notes on the amount of apple cider vinegar for the next batch. The dialogue in the Hallmark movie my sister had on in the living room was making me nauseous.

      “I already turned it down,” she grumbled from the other room. “If I turn it down any lower, I won’t be able to hear Quinton propose to Katrina at the square dance. He has the perfect proposal planned.” She practically sighed the last part. Phoebe was a sucker for a good romance.

      I rolled my eyes so hard I gave myself a minor headache. “Oh please. All those movies are the same. Why do you waste your time watching them?”

      Especially since you have the real thing, the tiny jealous monster inside me growled.

      While Phoebe had only been with her mage boyfriend for two weeks, they were both head over heels in love. Sickeningly so. The man had practically moved into our small house, and I was beginning to choke on the testosterone overload. Brandon Cassidy was all man—tall, beefy muscles, and an ego large enough to suck all the oxygen from the room. We’d known him in high school. His reputation for going through girls like tissues had been legendary, which was why I’d threatened bodily harm when high school junior Brandon had expressed a sudden interest in my little sister. To my shock, he’d stayed away.

      I’d had a few contemplative moments over the past couple of weeks, wondering if my interference had unfairly cost them ten years together, but Brandon’s news about the Book of Sindal had ended my short bout of self-recrimination. The Valerian Small Council—the governing authority for witches and mages—had decided to take the book from us and move it to a “secure” location while they decided its ultimate fate. But rather than defend our right to protect it at the farm, he’d agreed with their ruling.

      Whelans had been guarding the Book of Sindal for literally hundreds of years, protecting the world from a tome containing deadly and evil spells. But two weeks ago, the book and Celeste had been taken from us by the Dark Set, a group of mages who planned to use the book to steal magic from witches. And while the Valerian Small Council had assured us that they didn’t blame the Whelan sisters for the theft, they claimed they needed to reevaluate the protections for the Book of Sindal to make sure everyone was protected, including us. It all sounded practical and logical, but I couldn’t help worrying that something sinister was afoot, despite Brandon’s assurances that the book was well guarded by the Protective Force, the magical world’s police force. In my heart of hearts, I felt I’d made the right decision about Brandon Cassidy all those years ago. He’d been an asshole then, and despite the way he was treating my sister now, I wasn’t convinced he was a changed man.

      Phoebe had been upset too, but Brandon had convinced her that moving the book was the safest option for all of us. Celeste, already driven to the brink of insanity by her unique expression magic, had lost it, saying the book had chosen her and they couldn’t be parted. It was taken anyway, of course, and none of us knew where they were keeping it. Celeste hadn’t spoken to Brandon in over a week, which made things more than a little awkward when the four of us were together in the Whelan family seventeen-hundred-square-foot farmhouse.

      Brandon had left a few days ago to attend an emergency Small Council meeting, and while he hadn’t been permitted to share any details, he’d called Phoebe afterward to tell her that he’d been given a special assignment and would be back soon. Part of me wondered if he was staying away because of Celeste’s cold shoulder. Not that I was eager for him to return. Watching my sister and her boyfriend together was a sharp reminder that I hadn’t been with a man in months. Multiple months. Like eighteen of them. But even if I had a boyfriend, I wouldn’t be draped all over him like a silk scarf. Phoebe was the touchy-feely Whelan sister. Our baby sister was the eccentric one. And I—Rowan Elizabeth Whelan—was the aloof, sarcastic sister.

      I often wondered whether there was a correlation between a person’s magic and their temperament, because that certainly seemed to be the case in the Whelan family. I’d suggested the idea to my mother when I was a teenager, but she’d sworn it wasn’t possible. Still…I wondered. Most witches and mages took energy for their magic from something else. Phoebe’s gift of ancestral magic allowed her to borrow the magic of ancestors who were buried nearby. (One reason she’d have trouble living anywhere but our farmhouse, which was situated about a quarter mile from our family cemetery.) She had to play nice to get them to loan their magic. Perhaps that was why kindness was such an inherent part of her personality. Celeste’s expression magic, on the other hand, was wild and unharnessed—she literally pulled it from thin air. Surely that was why she only seemed half there most of the time.

      My talent was glamour, something most witches and mages could do to some degree. True, my ability was deeper and more intricate, but even though my talent allowed me to make things seem shinier than they were, nothing could disguise the fact that I was the weakest of the Whelan witches. Which explained my personality, I suppose. When your younger sisters are considered special and gained attention because of their talents, you learn to make up for it with your mouth.

      “For gods’ sake, Phoebe!” I shouted, good and irritated as I picked up a silicone spatula. “Will you turn it down?”

      Her failure to answer would have annoyed me to bursting under normal circumstances, but my irritation vanished as I became distracted by the hum of an unfamiliar magic. An intruder was in our house. Again.

      I crept toward the door into the living room, my heart slamming into my rib cage when I saw a wild-eyed young man restraining Phoebe in a choke hold with his left arm. A blue ball of light hovered over his outstretched right palm.

      What the hell was that? It radiated power, but I didn’t have much experience with magical artifacts beyond the book—for all I knew, the thing in his hand could blow the house sky-high. Whatever it was, it wasn’t good news, especially given the way his hand was shaking.

      “Just give me the book and no one gets hurt,” he grunted, his eyes darting around the room.

      I knew most magical specialties—I’d spent the better part of my preteen years studying all the abilities I wished I had instead of glamour, and I definitely would have picked holding a ball of blue light, no matter what it did.

      “What book?” I asked, trying my best not to look scared.

      “Don’t be stupid,” he growled, squeezing Phoebe’s neck tighter. “The Book of Sin.”

      He knew we’d had the Book of Sindal. And since most witches and mages thought the book was a myth, that meant our guest was with the Dark Set.

      Phoebe, I shouted at my sister using our coven bond. Can’t you borrow someone’s power to take him out?

      She flinched as though startled, which was fair. I’d sent the words with a little too much oomph. He’s blocking my magic. He’s…absorbing it.

      He saw my fear and a snarky grin spread across his face. He thought I was afraid of him, which was true, but I needed to somehow gain the upper hand.

      “We don’t have it,” I said, my voice shaking. “It’s not here.”

      “Liar!” he shouted, squeezing Phoebe’s neck even tighter. Her face began to turn red. “You have it! It’s been here for generations. Right on this land! Give it to me now, or I’ll drain her of everything.”

      Holy shit. Would the power drain be permanent? What if he got a hold of Celeste, who was currently sleeping upstairs?

      We have to get him out of the house, Phoebe thought toward me. We have to get him away from Celeste.

      Apparently, we were on the same page there. Besides, going outside would get Phoebe even closer to the graveyard. With any luck, proximity to her power source—our ancestors—would loosen his hold on her.

      “Okay,” I said as I lifted my hands in surrender. “Calm down. Don’t hurt her.”

      He released a short barking laugh. “You gonna beat me to death with the spatula?”

      I glanced at my right hand and realized I was still holding it. I started to make a retort, but he cut me off.

      “You must be the weak one. Weird name. Rowboat?” He laughed again.

      My teeth ground together. “Rowan.”

      “But your magic is worthless. Glamour.” He glanced around again. “Where’s the strong one? I want her too.”

      He wants to kidnap Celeste! Phoebe told me in a panic.

      Over my dead body, I sent back.

      Phoebe’s eyes widened in fear. Don’t talk like that.

      I have an idea. Play along.

      Using my power, I sent a wave of magic toward the room above us—Celeste’s room—and created a glamoured wall to hide her magic. I had no idea if he had the ability to sense magic. If he did, he might be able to sense the glamour too, but it was worth a try.

      “Celeste isn’t here, but the book is. Phoebe and I will take you to it, and we’ll let you leave with it as long as you promise not to hurt us,” I said, trying to sound as meek and helpless as I could. While I was scared, I was also furious that this asshole—who looked like he probably couldn’t legally drink—was threatening my sisters’ lives and trying to steal a book chock-full of the stuff of nightmares. Not that he could get it open if it were here. The council may have taken the book, but as far as we knew, they hadn’t yet stripped it of the old protections. He’d need the blood of all three Whelan sisters to open its pages. And I wasn’t about to let that happen.

      His head jerked up and down in an imitation of a nod, and I realized he wasn’t acting normal—not that breaking and entering, kidnapping, and theft were normal. But he seemed like he was on some kind of drugs.

      The sooner I got him outside the better.

      “Okay,” I said, still holding up my hands. “We need to go outside to take you to the book.”

      “This better not be a trick,” he said, shooting me a glare as he took a step backward. Thankfully, he loosened his hold on Phoebe’s neck. The motion revealed a patch on his jacket that read “Lester.”

      “We don’t keep it in the house, Lester,” I said. “That’s the first place anyone would look.” I shot him a dark look.

      His eyes flew wide in panic. “How’d you know my name?”

      I gestured toward him. “I read it on your coat.”

      He scowled and dragged Phoebe out the door with him, the weird ball of power hovering dangerously close to her head.

      “Be careful with that,” I said as I followed him out, closing the door behind me. “What is it anyway?”

      He shot me a dark look once he was down the porch steps. “Nothing you’ll ever know about. You’re just a witch, and a weak one at that. You’re one of the first ones we’ll wipe out.”

      “You’re with the Dark Set.” I’d already guessed as much, but I figured I’d let him know I wasn’t clueless. I glanced around, seeing a car parked close to the tree line down by the country road. No wonder we hadn’t heard a car. Was he here alone or did he have friends waiting for him to finish the job?

      I lifted my hand and waved at the car.

      “What are you doing?” he asked, looking worried.

      “Waving to your friends.”

      “You’re such an idiot,” he sneered. “There’s no one out there. This is such an easy job—three helpless witches. I can do this on my own. Now where’s the book?”

      “Don’t tell him, Rowan,” Phoebe pleaded convincingly enough that I would have believed her if I hadn’t known the book was likely over a hundred miles away.

      “I can’t let him hurt you,” I said, not needing to pretend. “It’s down by the cemetery.” That wasn’t even remotely close to where we’d kept the book before, but it would get Phoebe close to our ancestors. If anything could break the mage’s hold on her, they could.

      We all tromped together, newly fallen leaves crunching underfoot.

      “I can’t believe they let you come alone,” I said. “It seems like they’d use the buddy system after we took the book back from your leader.”

      He pressed his lips together, and a dark look filled his eyes.

      Phoebe gasped. “They don’t know you’re here.”

      He gave her a hard shove. “Shut up.”

      He was a Dark Set rogue. That couldn’t be good.

      What are we going to do when we get him to the cemetery? Phoebe asked.

      Can you use Penny Whitehead’s power to fling him into a tree or something?

      Penny Whitestone, and no. That thing in his hand is completely blocking my ability to use magic. I don’t think being closer will help. This one’s up to you, Ro.

      Up to me. We were in for a world of hurt.

      “Okay,” Lester said when we reached the edge of the cemetery. “Where is it?”

      Where indeed? I had to get him to let go of Phoebe, and the only way he was likely to do that was if he saw the book.

      I glanced over to one of the older, crumbling headstones and spotted a two-foot branch. Focusing on the branch, I changed the molecules in the bark and the air around it to look like a two-foot-long leather ledger.

      “Hey! What are you doing?” he asked suspiciously. “How did that book appear out of nowhere?”

      “My weak talent made it appear,” I said truthfully, then lied through my teeth. “I removed the glamour I had over it. I gave you the book. Now let my sister go.”

      He released the choke hold, but to my dismay, he grabbed her arm and dragged her over with him.

      Phoebe shot me a worried look, but I poured more energy into the glamour, ensuring it would feel like a book when he picked it up. Except he didn’t. He gave Phoebe a little shove. “Pick it up.”

      Her eyes flew wide as she glanced over at me.

      “Go ahead,” I said. “Pick it up and give it to him.”

      She leaned over and tentatively wrapped her fingers around the spine. Surprise flashed across her face. Then her mask of fear was back as she straightened and held it out to him.

      “You hold it,” he said, “and take it to my car.”

      “No,” I said, realizing I was still holding the stupid spatula as I pointed it at him. “That wasn’t the deal!”

      “We didn’t have a deal,” he said with a laugh as he started dragging Phoebe through the cemetery toward his car. “I never agreed to anything.”

      Phoebe tried to jerk out of his grasp, but he touched the ball of power to her arm and she screamed and fell to her knees.

      “What did you do to her?” I shouted, starting to panic. Sure, I could fool him into thinking he had what he wanted, but my glamouring skills wouldn’t keep him from hurting and kidnapping my sister.

      “Something I won’t even bother doing to a waste of magic like you. Taking her power.”

      He pulled Phoebe to her feet and she clutched the glamoured book to her chest, stumbling to keep up as he dragged her.

      Hot tears pricked my eyes. Desperate, I focused on the ground in front of him and created a trench for him to fall into, but he was too busy sneering at me to even look at the ground.

      “Stop,” I heard Celeste say from my side.

      Lester, Phoebe, and I all turned to see my baby sister standing about twenty feet away, her wild platinum blonde hair and her pale blue tunic dress blowing in a nonexistent breeze. Her voice was barely above a whisper, yet it easily carried to us.

      To my amazement, Lester obeyed her and stared at her, his mouth dropping open as though on a hinge.

      “Take the book and go, but leave my sister here,” Celeste said, her voice sounding ethereal and anything but menacing.

      He held the blue ball in front of him. “Come over here and tell me to my face, sweetheart.”

      Don’t do it, I sent toward Celeste. He’s stealing Phoebe’s power with that thing, and he’ll take yours too.

      Celeste ignored me. “I’m only going to give you to the count of three. Let my sister go or I’ll be forced to stop you.”

      Lester laughed. “Come stop me, blondie.”

      “One,” Celeste said, but Lester had already started to drag Phoebe toward his car again. “Two.”

      Be ready, Celeste said to both of us. “Three.”

      Suddenly, Phoebe was hurtling toward me and Lester was dropping to his knees. Before anyone could react, he lifted the glowing blue ball to his mouth and swallowed it. Light poured from the skin of his throat and then moved down to his chest, following the ball. Raw power crackled from him, and he gave us a sick grin.

      “Grandma has a gift for you,” he said. The word salad suggested that eating a ball of power was probably not good for you, but I had no time to consider the implications. A huge dead tree rose up from the ground, pointed at Phoebe. Another lifted into the air and swung toward me. A boulder was headed straight toward Celeste.

      The mage was about to kill us.

      Celeste’s scream of pure rage filled my mind, ears, heart. Her fury turned into magic—every reddening leaf clinging to the shedding branches above turned into a glittering dagger. In one swift motion, they all sliced down through the air, missing Phoebe and me, instead burying themselves deep in the young mage’s skin.

      With a shocked expression, he staggered for a brief moment, then collapsed to the ground, the items he’d lifted crashing down with him.

      I rushed over, mind racing. When I reached his side, I stared down in horror, not knowing how to help him.

      “The Dark Set will come for you,” he said in a raspy breath. Then he looked up at me. “Donall will come for your blood.” He gasped again, taking a long time to pull in a breath. A second later, the light left his eyes.
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