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Chapter One

THE CASH REGISTER at the front of the shop dinged and Briar groaned. Another customer meant another sale. One more thing to add to the lists of Godsforsaken numbers sitting in front of her. Owning a bookstore was supposed to be fun. That was the lie she had told herself when she’d seen the place for sale and bought it on a whim.

Her financial advisor had vehemently disagreed, but he never had anything good to say. Too many books. Too much makeup. How can an old diary cost so much? The last one had been worth it; she’d pay any price to add to her collection. So what if she hadn’t found any answers in that book either? The history of her magic was out there, somewhere. Waiting.

Her phone vibrated and she snapped the ledger shut. The numbers could wait—and keep waiting—until she called the family accountant.

Just got a haircut. I’m a block away. See you soon.

Briar swiped her finger, dismissing the message. “Ursula, can you get me a coffee from across the street? The books are killing me.”

Ursula’s heart-shaped face appeared in the doorway of her office, her red hair a shock against the brown wood. “Double shot?”

Briar nodded her agreement. “Sorry, I know you’re not a secretary.”

She waved away Briar’s concerns. “My friends think this is the coolest job in the city.” Her heels clicked against the polished floorboards.

So much wood. Briar had hoped it lent an air of formality to the shop when she bought it but now she worried it was stuffy. Her condo barely had any wood at all. It was all modern, bright-white walls, terrazzo floors, and gleaming steel surfaces.

Steel. At least she supported the family.

She reached under her desk, pulled her heels on, and fluffed her blonde curls in the reflection of the photos she kept on her desk. More mascara? No, not to blow someone off.

The door opened and the bells were quickly stifled. The shimmering light of Evaria’s magic was visible above the shelves and Briar’s whole body tensed. Evaria’s black hair was indeed newly cut, and her stilettos made her almost as tall as Briar. A feline smile pulled at her lips as Briar stepped into view. “Darling.”

“You know I have employees. Occasionally even customers.” Briar leaned against the front desk. “The whole storefront is glass.”

Evaria’s smile only grew. “I have a burning desire for a new book.” She crossed the space between them with cultivated grace. Briar had never seen anyone move like her. It was what had drawn her to Evaria at the fundraiser a year ago.

The fundraiser her husband had been throwing.

Briar stepped away from Evaria and back into the rows of books, shielding herself from the view of anyone passing by. “If you’re looking for a book, we recently got several new titles in.” She reached for a thriller.

Evaria’s hand darted out and caught her wrist. Briar froze as Evaria smirked. “Stop it.”

“Evaria…” She’d worn yellow, like she had when they first met. Briar stepped closer, her feet moving against common sense. Evaria dropped her hand from Briar’s arm to her hip. The touch snapped Briar back to reality. “No.” She pulled away. “It’s not right.”

“You can’t be serious.” Evaria’s expression darkened, storms brewing behind her blue eyes. “You knew I was married when you led me into that storage closet.”

Briar rubbed her temples. “So if I make a mistake I’m never allowed to correct it? He’s a senator. The scandal would be enormous.”

Evaria blew out a long breath. “The scandal would be mine. Not yours.”

“That’s bullshit, Eve. My aunt just bought Corsco. It cost a not-so-small fortune. You watch the news. They’d love to plaster both our faces in little boxes. Maybe if you leave him…”

Evaria raised her eyebrows. “Oh, are we getting married? Will I live in your condo and go to clubs with you on the weekend?”

Why had she ever thought Evaria would do the reasonable thing? Briar pressed her palms against her eyes and sighed. “You’re fucking phenomenal, Eve, but…I didn’t think you’d ever call again after that night.” Why did she do this to herself? There were so many people in the world and Briar wanted things—so many things. She was smarter than this, better than affairs and drunken nights she could barely remember.

Evaria’s laugh rang out, echoing off the walls of the shop. “Sorry, Briar. I thought we were having fun,” she scoffed, knocking into Ursula as she left.

Turning, Ursula watched her leave. “She looks familiar.” She handed a cup to Briar.

“She’s Senator Jakobson’s wife. Look, I’ve got an errand to run. Can you handle things for an hour or two?”

Ursula glanced once more toward the door. “Yeah. Avi should be in soon. Take all the time you need.”

*

THOUGHTS DARTED AROUND Briar’s mind as she headed down the street. Evaria always went for low blows. Briar barely even went to clubs anymore, and besides, the owners paid her to show up. It was the one thing her financial advisor didn’t complain about, though her grandfather did enough complaining for the both of them. And what had Evaria ever done besides single-handedly keeping the fur trade in business?

The glitter of Briar’s phone case caught in the midday sun streaming between buildings. She sent a message to her cousin, Fauna.

Where are you? I need your sage wisdom.

Her reply was almost instantaneous.

Of course you do. I have meetings all day. Takeout at your place after work?

Briar threw the coffee she hadn’t even wanted into a nearby receptacle and sighed.

Bring wine.

She sunk into one of the metal chairs outside the cafe she was passing.

“You need to wait to be seat—” The waitress’s eyes widened when Briar looked up. “Ms. Constance. Can I get you something?”

“Tea. Something fruity. No caffeine.” Briar was jittery enough already. She smiled as the waitress hurried away and went back to her phone, pulling up a long string of text messages between herself and Evaria. She scrolled past a picture and turned the phone off. Their interaction could have been handled better. She could handle so many interactions better than she did. Sighing, she put her head down, and pressed her brow against the cool glass of the table.

A scratch of metal on the sidewalk brought her out of her useless thoughts. “I was hoping to run into you.”

Looking up, Briar had to draw on her twenty-five years of experience in the public eye to keep her mouth from falling open at the sight of the man in the chair across from her.

“Briar Constance.” He pushed a strand of thick black hair out of his silver eyes.

“Soren Savros.”

“What luck. I thought I’d have to walk all the way to your shop.”

Her shop? Thank the Gods she had left and not gotten trapped between Soren and Evaria. Briar’s heart rate increased as her gaze shifted to his ears, the points sticking out of his hair. The fae only made up a third of the population but somehow managed to run everything. Even after the incident with the witches it had still been a faerie who had been elected to the open Prime Minister spot. Soren’s father, Ansel, had as good as killed those thirteen women.

“Don’t gawk.” Soren winked.

“Don’t be obnoxious.” Briar took her tea from the waitress, who definitely was gawking. “He won’t be staying.”

His voice was like plush velvet as he laughed. “Have I done something to offend you?” He pulled the container of sweeteners toward him and began sorting them. His fingers were long, delicate, and absolutely covered in silver rings. She was surprised he’d want to draw attention to himself. She would have crawled in a hole if her father had practically orchestrated a massacre. “I was hoping we could come to an arrangement.”

Briar sipped her tea. What was going on? Her day was moving from bad to absolutely bizarre. Was Soren Savros hitting on her? “I don’t sleep with faeries.” Not entirely, or even close to, the truth, but it wasn’t his business.

He laughed again, turning over a blue sweetener package in his hands. “Only women old enough to be your mother, I suppose.”

Briar choked on her tea. Was he blackmailing her? “Listen, I—”

He pushed the container away and put up a hand. “I would never tell. I did this all wrong. I wanted to ask for your help. Rumor is you’re actually quite brilliant.”

“That’s not how you compliment someone.”

Sun glinted off his hair as he leaned back, interlacing his fingers behind his head. “Do you want to argue or would you like to hear what I have to say?”

Briar shrugged. The last thing she needed was someone to photograph her with Soren. Either rumors would fly that Cliff Constance’s granddaughter was sleeping with a Savros or they’d think she had political aspirations—and she definitely did not. “If you really want to talk, can we go somewhere else? My condo is only a few blocks away.”

He grinned, revealing gleaming white teeth. “I’d never turn down an invitation like that.”

Briar put a handful of bills on the table and pushed her chair back. “Never mind. I don’t want to hear it.” She put out a hand. “It was lovely to meet you, Soren.”

He moved quickly and grasped her palm. “I’m sorry, truly. Briar Constance, I have a business proposition for you, and I’d love to hear your thoughts. I tried to call but your aunt refused to put me through. It would be lovely to see your home.”

Gods above. She sent a quick prayer to the deities and pulled her hand away, nodding. “Fine.” She cursed her traitorous eyes as they strayed to his mouth. Standing, Briar threw her curls over her shoulder. “If you do anything weird, I’ll castrate you.”

He nodded. “I wouldn’t expect anything less. Lead the way.”

People glanced their way as she headed toward Everly Avenue. Briar made sure to keep a few steps ahead of Soren so he couldn’t see the messages she sent Fauna.

Soren Savros is following me to my condo. He says he has a business proposition.

Haha. Very funny. You aren’t going to get me to leave work early.

She tried to sneak a picture and Soren stuck out his tongue. She sent it anyway, ignoring him laughing behind her.

What. The. Fuck? Let me see what I can cancel. Don’t sleep with him.

I’m not an idiot, you jerk.

She shoved her phone into her purse and glanced at Soren. “This better be good.”

“I only bring the best, love.”

“Gross.” She turned toward her building and held the door open. Soren’s shoulder brushed her as he passed, and a pair of girls she vaguely recognized stopped in their tracks across the lobby. Briar pretended not to notice. She squared her shoulders as she made her way across the marble floor and placed her palm against the cold glass of the scanner. The elevator opened with a mechanical whir, and she pressed the button for the eleventh floor.

Her keys jangled as she opened the door to her condo. The afternoon sun poured in from the windows running the entirety of the exterior wall of her living room and caught on the chandelier, sending rainbows of light across the open space. Bright pops of yellow and pink furniture were piled high with clothes she hadn’t put away. She scooped them into her arms to make room, trying not to grimace when she noticed a water-stained magazine with Soren’s face on the coffee table. It was some stupid gossip rag, but she loved to read it, even if she knew most of the stories weren’t true. Plus, that particular issue had a story about her.

Soren picked up the magazine as she took her clothes to her room and dropped them on her unmade bed. She needed a maid. “Is this true? Did the Constance cousins really get a designer banned from fashion week because she slept with Fauna’s boyfriend?”

“Kell’s clothes have been stale for decades. She basically got herself banned for bad taste.” Briar sat across from Soren and kicked off her shoes.

Soren laughed and closed the magazine. He put it on the table facedown. “You’re funny. Why haven’t our paths crossed before?”

Briar looked him over. His golden-brown skin, inherited from his actress mother, was rendered nearly flawless in the sunny room. His silver eyes were bright, the edges still crinkled from laughter. He had a reputation as a playboy and Briar had always made a point to avoid him. “You know why. It’s bad politics.”

He leaned forward and ran a hand through his dark hair. “Maybe it’s not. Do witches and faeries have to be on different sides?”

Briar scoffed. “Those are your rules, not mine.”

“They aren’t my rules. I’m not my father and I don’t intend to be. I want to fix my family name. That’s why I’m here.”

Briar pulled her feet up into the chair, more confused than before. “Mr. Savros, are you proposing?”

He laughed so hard his shoulders shook, but his eyes ran the length of her. “Not marriage, no. I think you’ve been underestimated. The glory always goes to Fauna.”

Briar tensed. Fauna was the heir to the Constance fortune. Not that Briar had ever wanted for anything, or ever would, but they hadn’t even offered her a job. Her father had a job; Fauna’s younger brother, Sparrow, even had a job at Constance Steel—and he was little more than an idiot.

Soren continued, “But you went to Essel, graduated with honors. I know your investments do well. You’re hotter than Fauna, though, and that’s all anyone seems to care about. Let me be frank, I want to find the Book of Beginnings.”

Briar started to laugh but stifled it when Soren’s face didn’t change. “Really? Why…why would you ask me?” She did collect and dabble in classical texts, but it was hardly publicized outside of others in the business. And what did he want with the book anyway?

“Well, you know history and you have a bookstore.”

“It’s a commercial store. I sell romances, not ancient spell books.” She leaned back in her seat and looked at him again.

His mouth was in a hard line, all laughter gone from his eyes. He was serious; he wanted to find the Goddess Eliana’s book. She knew about the book; everyone knew about it. She’d taken a whole class on the Gods for her history degree and spent most of her spare time trying to track down the details of what had happened to them. Everything pointed to the fact the book was real, but no one had seen it in hundreds of years. It was lost along with all the secrets of where the witches and fae had come from.

She unfolded her legs and leaned forward, only the coffee table between them. “Why do you want it?”

“When all those witches died, when death threats taped to bricks came through our windows, I realized this isn’t the way. This isn’t right. It’s a symbol, I know, but it’s a big symbol. Something has to change. There’s still riots in Ourst. It started there when witches…”

“If you intend to blame those women for their own murders, get out.” Briar stood. She didn’t believe anything he said. The Book of Beginnings was a spell book, not a how-to guide on modern politics. “Is that your intention? To prove some conspiracy? Restore your father’s name?”

“No!” Soren jumped up so quickly the couch was pushed back. “All the texts, the histories, they say it was peaceful before—with the humans. If we can find the book, maybe there are answers.”

“People don’t want a symbol, Soren.” Briar took a step away from him, closer to the door. “They want better leaders, ones who don’t send in armies to break up peaceful protests. The witches need equal rights and equal representation.”

“I know, but the faeries aren’t going to give up power, not without a catalyst. The book is that catalyst. You and I standing somewhere, holding Eliana’s book. I want to be the Prime Minister and I want you advising me. I’m going to fix it, fix everything my father only made worse.”

Briar exhaled slowly. He could not seriously want to be Prime Minister. He’d run his father’s campaign, but that didn’t make him a politician. “That’s not the way to do it.”

He took a step toward her, and she took another toward the door. She wasn’t scared of him, not really. She had no doubt her powers were greater than his, but she didn’t want him to touch her either. There was something gleaming in his eyes and it worried her.

He stopped in his tracks, holding his hands up in supplication. “I know it sounds insane, but I’ve read so much about the book. It has the answers. We can start from there, from where it all went wrong. We can work together while we find it, get to know each other, make a plan. We can make the world better.” His arms dropped and he stuck his hands in his pockets. “I can see the ‘no’ all over your face. Don’t say it. Just think.” He gave her space as he headed for the door.

“Wait.” Briar grabbed a pen and an old envelope off the marble counter. She wasn’t sure what prompted it. “This is not an agreement, but I don’t want you showing up like that again. Here’s my number. And Soren, I think you’re focused on the wrong things.”

“I know. So does my father, but symbols are powerful, and you believe in the Gods, don’t you? The favor of Eliana back in the world—imagine it.” He took the envelope and folded it. “I’ve been thinking about this for months, and you keep coming into my head. Maybe it’s her, sending me visions, guiding me.”

“Sounds more like the work of Ortus than Eliana.”

Soren laughed, the troubling gleam leaving his eyes. He pressed the envelope to his chest. “I’ll message you in a few days. See what happens.” He shrugged. “Maybe Eliana will speak to you too.” Opening the door, he winked and disappeared into the hallway.




Chapter Two

BRIAR WAS HALFWAY through a bottle of wine by the time Fauna got to her condo. The trashy magazines scattered across the coffee table had been replaced by books she had pulled out of her guest bedroom.

Fauna’s ice-blue eyes took in the scene as she removed her pumps and unbuttoned the jacket of her navy pantsuit. “I’m having flashbacks to senior year, Ry.” She settled into a powder-pink chair and flicked her wrist. A wineglass floated over on sparkling magic. “What’s going on?”

“I broke up with Evaria.” Briar pushed away the yellowed text she was reading, a dubious account of the life of Emore, the Fire God. Everything was so fucking unreliable. She’d spent half a decade trying to make sense of the past and had little to show for it, except a vast collection of crumbling books and extensive knowledge of protection spells—for paper, not people. The only spell magic she’d ever bothered to learn.

Fauna waved her hand dismissively, a massive diamond catching Briar’s eye.

Briar lunged from her spot on the floor and caught her cousin’s hand in her own. “Are you engaged?” The unspoken “again” hung in the air between them.

“No.” She pulled her hand away. “It’s from Damian, but it’s a ruse. It’ll get us both in the papers. Now spill. And I don’t care about Evaria; the two of you break up monthly. Old news. Soren Savros was in your condo! Is he as dreamy in person?”

“Gods, he looks even better in person. It’s unreal.” Briar fell back onto her couch, sinking deep into the plush cushions. The muted television in the corner caught her eye; Fauna’s fake fiancé appeared on the screen before the image changed to some celebrity baby. “Looks like his deal went through.”

“Of course.” Fauna shrugged, letting down a sheet of thick blonde hair from the chignon that had been holding it. “And he’s such a family man, engaged, he just bought a house in the suburbs.” She giggled. “And when we break up, think of the news.”

“There’s something seriously wrong with you, you know that?” Briar said, though her own sexual exploits flashed through her mind. Maybe something was seriously wrong with both of them. Probably. “Does Grandpa know?”

“Like he’d care. His girlfriend is younger than yours usually are.”

“Well, they aren’t all young, so…” Briar wiggled her eyebrows and pushed herself up to take another drink of wine. “Shit.” She grabbed her glass off a scroll she had paid way too much for, sending a prayer of thanks to Bruelle that it wasn’t stained. “Soren asked me to help him find the Book of Beginnings.”

“What?”

“I had the same reaction. Apparently, he thinks Eliana’s been sending him visions, telling him he’s supposed to find the book, become the Prime Minister of Endlyia, and I’m going to be his advisor. I can help because I own a bookstore.”

Fauna put her hand over her mouth, laughing. “So he’s hot but totally off. Very faerie.”

Briar sat up fully, draining her glass. “I gave him my number. Don’t look at me like that.” She straightened the tomes on her coffee table. “There’s so many faerie documents I’ve never been able to get my hands on. Think of all the doors he will open.” She really should have considered conspiring with the fae sooner.

“You really love this historical shit, don’t you?” Fauna tapped a manicured nail on her glass and hopped up. She headed toward the kitchen. “I don’t want to order in, let’s go out. Can I borrow a dress?”

“Yes.” Br into her bedroom. It had been almost five years since she graduated, nearly the top of her class, and still no one took her seriously. She possessed one of the most extensive collections of documents on the Fire God, Emore, but when the documentary on him had been made, she hadn’t gotten a single phone call. Soren might be totally off, but at least he noticed she was more than just the pretty Constance spare.

She glanced toward the doorway as Fauna came in. Her cousin meant well, they’d been best friends their whole life, but Fauna was the family jewel, set to inherit the business after her mother retired. She had a business degree and a slew of serious suitors who she didn’t take seriously at all. She might laugh at her engagement, but Briar was willing to bet Damian was hoping it would stick. They always did.

Pulling dresses from her closet, she let herself imagine advising Soren. They would take her seriously then. She wouldn’t be the second of the Constance cousins. She let her imagination go further, Briar as Prime Minister of Endlyia, writing up legislation to help the witches. The dream fell apart as Fauna pulled out a forest-green dress. She didn’t know anything about politics, enough to keep up with her friends and not make an idiot of herself in conversations, but writing legislation? The last legislative document she’d read was from five hundred years ago on the storage of grain.

Not to mention the idea of Soren winning an election was laughable. She shouldn’t have given him her number. She’d had good reason to avoid such a handsome prospect all these years. She grabbed her favorite dress, a tiny pink thing that had screamed her name when she’d passed by it in a display window last summer.

Fauna came behind her and zipped up the dress. She left her hands on Briar’s shoulders as they stared at each other in the mirror. “Are you okay? Is this about Evaria? Sorry I blew your worries off.”

“No.” Briar shook her head, her blonde curls bouncing around her face. “I’ve needed to end things for a while. It’s just…you should have seen him, Fauna. I’ve heard a lot of stories about Soren and zealot has never come up. It’s odd.”

“Who can understand faeries? Come on, Ry, you’ll feel better after you’ve had something to eat.”

*

CORIENNA’S STEAKHOUSE WAS crowded but the hostess ushered them through a pack of tourists when they walked in. Briar could barely concentrate as she picked at her salad and Fauna talked about Damian and their plans to visit the capital city, Ourst. She willed her mind to focus but all she could think about was Soren, his self-assuredness falling away as he asked for her help.

There was no good there. Looking for the Book of Beginnings, talking to Eliana, running for Prime Minister, it was unhinged. Her reputation was bad enough without adding Soren to the mix.

Her phone buzzed in her clutch, no doubt another message from Evaria. She’d been ignoring them all day. Yet another thing she couldn’t bring herself to deal with. The Book of Beginnings. She’d dreamed of holding it in her hands, of its powerful spells. It was rumored the book explained the beginning of witches and fae, where the humans had gone. All the questions no one had an answer to. Maybe it would even explain the lack of answers.

“Why, hello, ladies.”

Briar hadn’t noticed the silence that had fallen over the restaurant as the mayor of Wesvik, Jenia Alvier, walked in. And now she stood beside their table. After all those witches had died and Ansel Savros had stepped down as Prime Minister, Jenia had run, and nearly won, against Ryder Estelle. Briar had believed Jenia would emerge victorious; after all the bad press it seemed like it was finally time for the witches to be in charge. She didn’t even particularly like Jenia but she had cried watching the results come in.

Not that Jenia was fully witch. She never spoke of it but her gray eyes gave her away. Somewhere in her heritage there was fae blood. Did she have elemental powers she didn’t tell anyone about?

Jenia stuck out her hand to Fauna, a diamond tennis bracelet glistening against her dark skin. “I left a message with your girl. Did you get it?”

Ignoring Briar. Not shocking but still annoying, especially when she’d seen Jenia in her underwear in her father’s house once. She prayed that was over. She hadn’t seen any strange cars at his place lately, though she hadn’t been there much either.

Fauna grasped Jenia’s hand and shook her head, a wide grin plastered on her beautiful face. “I left early today. I must have missed it.”

“I left it last week.” The smile never left Jenia’s face. She cocked her head to the side, setting the large pile of curls balanced precariously on her head wobbling. “But no matter. I’m having a fundraiser for the children’s hospital this weekend. Your mother is coming but I’d love to have the full support of Constance Steel. Do you think you could make it?”

“Of course. Anything for the children. Leave the details with my secretary. Black tie?”

“Yes. Hopefully she gets the message to you this time.” Jenia smoothed her skirt. “And you should come, too, Briar. See you then.” She nodded to both of them and followed the hostess to the back of the restaurant.

“You should come, too, Briar,” Briar mocked once Jenia was out of earshot. “You know the whole thing is an excuse to get more publicity for the next time she runs.”

Fauna shrugged. “Yeah, but it’s a good excuse to buy some new dresses. Take a long lunch with me tomorrow. I can tell you need some retail therapy, and since it’s for charity we can put it on the company card.”

“Your mother will be thrilled.” Briar grabbed her phone from her purse, but it wasn’t Evaria who had messaged her—at least not the last message.

I know I probably seemed like a lunatic, but you gave me your number, so I’m crossing my fingers there is some hope. I still have nothing on the Book of Beginnings but I may have a lead on the Book of Bindings. You can’t possibly deny a sign from Ortus. Text me back, blondie.

“I’m bored. Do you wanna get a drink?” Fauna pushed a piece of lettuce across her plate.

“What?” Briar glanced at her phone. The Book of Bindings? Her gut told her it still existed, but how could Soren get his hands on it when she had been unable to all these years? “Yeah. Sure. You pick the place.”

*

THE POUNDING IN her head was a steady drumbeat. Briar opened one eye to see what the rustling was in time to see a shirt pulled over well-defined abs. The man turned toward her, silver eyes flashing. Ugh. A faerie. Drunk Briar had the worst taste, especially in men.

“I was leaving.” He motioned toward the door as if she didn’t know how to leave her own condo.

“Mmm.” Briar rubbed her eyes, the pounding continuing. She flicked her wrist and the drawer to her side table opened. “It was nice…meeting you.” She fumbled for a pain tonic and uncorked it. When she finished downing it, he was still looking at her. Gods above, she hoped he wasn’t going to try to make her breakfast. She glanced at the clock and was shocked at how late it was. She had to stop letting Fauna convince her to go out on work nights. “The doorman can help you with a cab.”

“Can I call you sometime?” The man, possibly Geoff, opened the door and sunlight from the living room streamed in.

Briar sat up in bed, holding the blankets to her chest and shielding her eyes against the too-bright light while the tonic did its magic. Her phone buzzed on the nightstand. “I think that’s Soren.” She wasn’t sure why she said it, but the effect was instantaneous. The man grabbed his jacket off the back of her chair and nodded.

“I didn’t realize.”

Briar shrugged, picked up her phone, and dismissed the text from Ursula. “There’s nothing to realize. I’ll see you later…Geoff.”

He left quickly and she retreated into the pillows. Why had she brought up Soren? Probably because she had been dreaming about him all night. Strange dreams that tumbled and turned on themselves, scenes spilling onto one another, all with the beautiful, tinkling laughter of a woman woven throughout.

Briar scrolled through her texts—she needed a stronger autocorrect for when she was drinking—and stopped at the one from Soren. She grabbed her robe and headed to the bathroom. She still hadn’t saved his number. She pulled up her contacts list, then put the phone down and brushed her teeth, watching as the screen darkened and turned off. What was the point? What would she even say to him?

Did he actually have a lead on the Book of Bindings or was he winding her up? She put away her toothbrush and ran a brush through her hair before pulling it into a messy bun. She didn’t need any of this. What good would having the Book of Bindings do for her anyway? She could only do three spells and one of them didn’t always end well. She couldn’t pull off anything likely to be in that book, and there was no way going on a secret mission with Soren Savros was a good idea. No. She needed to find an accountant, set up her orders for next month, and change the window display.

And yet halfway through her walk to work, she pulled out her phone for the tenth time. What if she did find one of Eliana’s lost books? What if she helped Soren Savros get elected as the youngest prime minister—how old was he anyway? It was impossible to tell with faeries but he couldn’t be that old. She’d seen pictures of him as a child.

She had never had political aspirations, but she’d never had many aspirations at all. No one had expected anything of her. She liked books so she’d followed that. She liked history so she’d majored in it. But maybe she could do some good and no one would ever see her as a brainless party girl ever again. And those thirteen witches wouldn’t have died in vain if she could convince Soren to pass equality legislation.

Do you really know where to find the Book of Bindings? I had a dream about you last night. You and some woman.

She pressed send before she could think better of it.

So close it lifted the hairs on her neck, the echoing laughter of a woman rang out above the din of noise in the crowded street. Briar glanced around but no one was even looking at her. No one was behind her. She hurried her pace toward the bookstore.

She ignored the buzz of her phone as she got an update from Avi and sent Ursula to make calls to an accountant. The store had been open a year and was doing better than she had hoped, though half the people who came in were tourists trying to get a glimpse of her. Her financial manager said make the best of it. He urged her to write a memoir. She’d quickly declined but had managed to talk some of the tourists into buying a couple of books on her family.

She pulled the door to her office shut and kicked off her heels. Her phone buzzed again, this time from Fauna with a store to meet her at and a raunchy message about the night she’d had. Briar laughed as she opened her computer. She pulled up a list of contact information from people she’d purchased books from before, trying not to look at her phone.

She flicked her wrist, sparkling magic pushing apart the curtains behind her before she looked at what Soren had sent. She hated the thrill of excitement his message sent through her.

Please appreciate the lack of comment on you having a dream about me and some woman. Yes, I really do have a lead on the Book of Bindings, the legitimacy of which is still yet to be seen. Maybe there are clues in it for the Book of Beginnings location. All I know is we need it. What was the woman like? I swear it’s Eliana.

Briar scrubbed her face with her hands and sighed. She was losing it. Truly losing it. The air conditioner switched on and Briar heard it again—the laughter. The cool air could have been breath on her neck. She glanced behind her, finding only the window overlooking the alley behind her shop.

Three sharp raps of knuckles on her door made her jump.

She did her best to compose her features as the door opened, but it wasn’t Ursula standing in the doorway. Instead, it was Evaria. Again.

“What are you doing here?” She grabbed for the witch, pulling her inside by the sleeve of her chiffon blouse.

“You look wonderful.” Evaria leaned in and kissed her on the cheek, lingering a moment too long, but the gesture was more threat than affection.

Briar resisted the urge to touch the spot Evaria’s lips had pressed as her stomach tightened. Memories of all the things they had done in this room came to her mind.

“Sit.” Evaria inclined her head toward the desk. “This is not a social call.”




Chapter Three

BRIAR WILLED HERSELF not to sweat as she sat behind her desk. Evaria’s mouth was set in a hard line and her hands were folded in her lap. She looked serious in a way Briar rarely saw. The room was more like a tomb than an office. She was surprised their voices didn’t echo off the wooden walls.

“Are you aware Soren Savros is using your name to harass the owners of several collections of rare books? Furthermore, are you aware that we’ve been so stupidly obvious Albert Favros called me at my home last night to let me know?” Evaria’s voice was low and deadly. Her blue eyes had turned to shards of ice. “What in the name of the Gods is going on?”

Briar’s heart beat in her chest, so hard and fast she was afraid it would burst. “He accosted me at a coffee shop yesterday. He thinks…he thinks things and he wants me to help him.”

“Do you know how it looks? You’re a prominent witch. Despite the shallow depth of your political knowledge, you’ve run your mouth on camera for the last half a decade. I remember your interview after those thirteen witches died, your cheeks stained with tears, looking oh so beautiful. And now you’re cavorting with Ansel’s son? I’m not here to tell you how to run your life but you’re right. We’re done. I know you think your collection is some legacy but you’re making a fool of yourself.”

Briar’s cheeks heated as anger flared hot in her core. She forced a laugh through her lips. “You aren’t here because I’m making a fool of myself. You don’t want me to make a fool of you. That’s on you, Evaria. You’re the one showing up to my shop all the time. Maybe I am a shallow rich girl, but if we get caught nothing will happen to me. It’s free publicity. But you—you’ll lose everything.” Evaria’s head bowed, and Briar’s anger faded to an ember. “It wasn’t supposed to be like this…me and you.”

“No.” Evaria stood and straightened her blouse. “It really wasn’t. And you’re right.” She shook her head like she was trying to clear it. “I’ll have nothing. Gods, I’m a fool. I keep telling myself I won’t come here again, I won’t see you again, and yet here I am. I find my feet moving in this direction.”

Briar slowly made her way around the desk and put her hands on Evaria’s shoulders. She only meant to comfort her, but Evaria pressed their lips together. Briar hated the thrill it still sent through her, even after all of Evaria’s cruel words. She pulled away before she gave in and pressed their foreheads together. “We end up fighting every time you show up. You’ll think me a fool but I’m going to help Soren.”

She hadn’t planned to say it, hadn’t even realized she wanted to agree. But it felt right. It soothed her erratic mind to say the words.

Evaria stepped away. Her mouth opened and closed several times before she spoke, and when she did, Briar could have sworn the ghost of the mystery woman’s laughter rang in her voice. “I’m going to delete your number.”

“Good.” Briar nodded, though her hand twitched toward Evaria. She was losing it, hearing strange voices. Maybe she had been losing it for a while. It would explain this affair, it would explain why she was planning on working with Soren. When those witches died, something had snapped in her chest. Evaria was right. Briar’s political knowledge was shallow at best but watching those women gunned down, just for protesting… Everyone acted like it was political, but it was personal. They had been people. Her people.

Not that it was a reason to work with Soren. In truth, it should be the opposite. He should be the enemy, but he had come to her. No one else had ever come to Briar asking for help, not with anything she actually cared about. It wasn’t only witches who had been revolted by what they had seen the day of the massacre. She’d always known it wasn’t witches against fae, but there were two sides, and she had always believed Soren Savros was on the other. Maybe she had judged too quickly, like so many had done to her. Her gut told her to trust him.

Or was this what rock bottom felt like? She stepped farther away from Evaria. She should say something else. Tell her something.

Evaria looked at her like she wanted to do the same. “Well, Briar. Goodbye.” She sighed and turned, pulling the door shut behind her.

Briar collapsed into her chair. Shit. This was a mess. Her aunt would be so disappointed. What would the rest of her family think? Her grandfather would be upset. He was always upset with her. She was too loud, too brash. He wanted her to be quiet and pretty.

But a voice inside her head urged her to do it anyway—a voice that was barely her own. Did it matter if they were angry? She already wasn’t allowed in the family business. She had her own investments, her own money. And she didn’t think her grandpa would cut her off; she’d have to do something terribly heinous for it to be worth the scandal. She was already known for a capricious love life. He could write it off as another exploit.

Her grandfather would probably prefer she sleep with Soren than run political campaigns with a faerie.

She took a deep breath and pressed send.

*

A FEW HOURS later Soren was at her door, a large pizza held in his arms. “I’m surprised you responded. I thought I was going to have to catch you in a dark corner at the fundraiser.”

“Ew.” Briar took the pizza from him and kicked the door shut with her foot. “Before anything else, I can’t believe you gave my name to Albert Favros.”

Soren chuckled and followed her to the kitchen. “Really? I can’t believe he mentioned it.” He moved through the room like he had been there hundreds of times. He didn’t even ask before he opened the fridge, took out a beer, and sat on her counter. “He wanted to know why I was looking for the book of the Witch Goddess. I told him I’d been secretly seeing you and wanted to get a really excellent gift.”

“That explains why he told Evaria.” She pushed herself up on the counter across from him, her feet dangling above the floor.

“No, it does not. He’s too old for the business if he can’t keep his mouth shut.” Soren wrapped the bottom of his shirt around the lid of the bottle, revealing a toned abdomen. He was the perfect specimen. His was not a body usually seen in politics. Shallow depths, indeed.

“You haven’t dealt with him much, have you? It’s not a business to him, it’s a personal collection.” She moved her hand and the fridge opened. She floated a beer to herself and used a towel for the top. “You better not let him hear you refer to his treasures as a business, either, or he’ll never sell you anything.”

“You really think I can do this?” Soren asked from around a mouthful of pizza.

“No. I don’t think you’re going to be Prime Minister.” There was no reason to be subtle, the campaign was a pipe dream. Briar wanted the books. Despite years of no success at all, she still wanted to be the one to uncover the secrets of their history. How had humans gained magic, and where had the Gods gone?

“But my father just lost. Who better to show there’s another way?”

“Anyone! Literally anyone, Soren.” Briar ran her thumb around the opening of the bottle. “It’s been less than a year since they died. I don’t think you could even get the support to have a viable campaign and you sound insane when you say it.”

The living room window flew open, causing them both to jump, the echoing laughter of the woman hidden in the clamor. The idea fell into Briar’s head as though someone had placed it there. “What about Wesvik?”

“What about it?” Soren tilted his head to the side and sunlight caught in his golden-tipped lashes.

“If Jenia Alvier ran for Prime Minister in the election, Wesvik would need a new mayor. You want to make a difference? Fix the city.”

Soren chewed on his lip. “I still want to find the book.”

“So do I.” Briar reached for the pizza box. “I can’t explain why, but ever since you said it, I can’t get it out of my head. I keep hearing this voice…”

“It’s Eliana.” Soren jumped down from the counter and crossed the kitchen to stand in front of Briar. Her heart skipped a beat. “She wants us to have the book. I know you’ve read about it. There’s spells in there. Magic we can’t even dream of. She could control the weather, the earth. The answers everyone has been searching for—the answers you’ve been searching for—are in that book. I know we’re supposed to have it. I just know it.”

Briar couldn’t pull her gaze away from his silver eyes. She imagined replaying this conversation to Fauna. She would delete Soren’s number from Briar’s phone and make her change the locks. But Briar wasn’t so certain. There was something pulling them, something bigger than them. The Gods had spoken to humans once, it was a fact well documented, but their presence had ended when the magic appeared. “Why us?”

“It’s not for us to question,” Soren said, echoing a sentiment she had seen written hundreds of times in old books. The Gods spoke and people obeyed. Humans had done as they were told, building temples and bowing in worship. They flocked to the Gods Spots and begged conduits for favor when the Gods didn’t answer their summons. Everything had been different before magic ran in their veins. But the Gods didn’t speak to people anymore. The magic had shut them out, a steep cost to pay for a precious gift.

The laughter rang out again and Briar didn’t need to ask if Soren could hear it too.

“We can talk to Jenia tomorrow at the fundraiser. But maybe we should focus on the book, find it. We just—” She clamped her lips shut. She didn’t need to overplay her hand. The book was her target. If the rest was the will of the Goddess, then she supposed she could trust him, but all she could see was the book in her hands. Her name, famous not for who her grandfather was, but well respected in its own right.

“I get it. It’s weird at first.” Soren turned, his hand brushing over her knee. He winked as he grabbed another slice of pizza. “But I feel better when I’m around you. You get it.”

“I’m not sure that’s a good thing. This might go very poorly, you know.” Briar jumped down as well, intending to make her way to the living room, but Soren put out his arm to stop her.

He was so close her chest tightened. She barely knew him at all. Why was she letting a stranger talk her into such reckless things?

“You don’t have to do this, Briar. You know that, right?”

The curtains in her living room fluttered in a breeze, drawing her eyes away from the man in front of her. “What does it matter if I do something stupid? People expect it.”

“Me too.” He moved his arm, a lopsided grin growing on his face. “At least we won’t ruin our reputations.”

Briar scooped up the pizza box in her arms and took it to the living room. “You know, you and I are kind of alike. People always say no one expects much of us, but they expect all kinds of things, don’t they? People expect us to be young, beautiful, and entertaining.”

“You say it like it’s a curse. There’s a lot worse in the world than being young and beautiful.” Soren laid across the pink chair like a cat, his legs draped over one side. “You’re powerful, too, right?” His eyes swept over her, and she put the pizza box down. “You’ll be young for a while.”

The catch of being a witch. Faeries all lived long lives, hundreds upon hundreds of years, but the life span of a witch varied—the length of their youth determined by the amount of power flowing through their veins. It was a truth she and Fauna didn’t speak of. Fauna may be the one who had been chosen to carry on the family name, but she would be gray long before Briar saw a wrinkle. Maybe she’d found the reason for all her power, for the long life that stretched before her.

“Young and dumb and apparently even more reckless than I thought I was.” She sat in the chair across from him and pulled her legs under her.

Soren twisted in his chair and Briar couldn’t help the way her eyes followed the fluid grace of his movements, but something darkened in his molten eyes. “Recklessness seems to be running rampant. I knew my father’s politics were different than my own, but I never thought he would call in the guard on witches.”

“It’s not the first time the military has been used against people who didn’t deserve it,” Briar reminded him, picking a pepperoni off a second slice and popping it in her mouth. “Don’t forget the Assault on Amberlin.”

“It was fae who died then.”

“I know, but it seems like every time things start to go well between fae and witches—you know, really and truly go well—it falls apart. I didn’t vote for your father, but I never expected him to be so cruel. I didn’t think the guard would kill them either.” Briar raised her hand and magicked two more beers over to her coffee table. “Did he tell you why?”

“The official story is that they were using magic, trying to get to my father for something nefarious, but I never saw any proof. Everything was fine until the guard turned it violent. I watched them go out there. I thought they’d just send them home.” He sat up straighter and ran his hand over his head, mussing his dark hair. “I shouldn’t be talking to you about this.”

“Oh, really? Do you know how many favors I’m going to have to call in to even have a chance of getting a lead on the Book of Beginnings, and this is too far?” Briar took a swig of beer and it washed through her, calming all her doubts and fears—and confusion—about this.

“There has to be an answer in there. You know, about history. In the time of the humans there hadn’t been a war in five hundred years. The conduits were revered, people felt heard. They talk about the Gods walking among them, even, and then…”

Briar nodded. She had read everything she could get her hands on, searched for clues as to where magic had come from, why their history was suddenly rife with death and pain, but she’d found nothing concrete. The Gods had been there and then they hadn’t. “They say the book was lost with the last humans, but there have been hints. It’s out there.” She sunk deep in the velvety cushions of her couch, letting herself imagine the book in her hands, opening it, finding a spell to restore the grace of the Gods upon them. The warmth continued to spread and the voice in her head spinning tales wasn’t her own.

“Do you hear her?” Soren’s plush voice broke through the sea of dreams she was drowning in.

Briar shook her head to clear it. “Perhaps we’re both going insane.” The thought had occurred to her several times since Soren had shown up. It whispered to her, somewhere deep in her mind, but was always gently shooed away by the calmness she had started to attribute to the Goddess. This was what people prayed for, wasn’t it? A return of the Gods, an order to the chaos of their lives. But why her? That was the question even Eliana’s calm couldn’t shake.

Why would the Goddess choose her?

“Be my date tomorrow.” Soren sat up and put his empty beer on the teak coffee table. The light of the still muted TV bathed him in shades of aqua and orange. “Let’s officially be friends. Fuck the whole lot of them, Briar. We’ll make the front page of a bunch of gossip magazines but whatever.”

“You think that will help us find the book?” Briar sat up, too, glad for the table between them. The earnest look softening his sculpted features tugged at her heartstrings in a way she didn’t care for. This was all enough on its own.

“It might—the more important you are, the more people want to help—but that’s not why I’m asking. You’re the first person who has looked at me like I’m a real person in a long time. It’d be nice to have a friend who isn’t only trying to bolster their own name. So, Briar Constance, would you like to go to Alvier’s fundraiser with me tomorrow?”

“I’d love to,” Briar said, and though she meant it she couldn’t help but feel she was getting deeper and deeper into trouble with each passing moment. She’d always toed the line; sure, she’d done stupid things, gotten in trouble, legal and otherwise, disappointed everyone in her family except her mother, but she’d never gone too far. This couldn’t be that much worse. So what if people heard she believed she was talking to Eliana? The Gods were still worshipped. They’d probably take it better than if they found out Evaria frequented her bookstore and her bed. Consequences had never stuck to Briar.

And Soren was surprisingly easy to talk to, even if the wild glint that sometimes appeared in his eyes made her nervous, and even if she was slightly scared of what her aunt Vestia would say when she showed up with him.

Would her father be there? Probably. He’d had an affair with Jenia once, and the two still stayed in each other’s orbits. Her mother wouldn’t be there, she was off again. She was always off. Briar couldn’t remember the last time she’d been home for more than a day. She didn’t even disguise them as charitable trips anymore, she just left, sometimes without saying a word. Briar didn’t think her parents had ever been in love.

Neither had Soren’s. His conception was a scandal from what she’d heard. Ansel Savros was on the rise as a young politician and suddenly Aurelia Berstaff was on his side, sporting a round stomach. She was fairly young at the time, especially for a fae, and a prominent actress. Their marriage had been short lived. At least that’s what her mother had told her once when she was a child, thumbing through magazines. She thought about asking Soren but she didn’t like it when people asked about her mother, so she never asked about anyone else’s.

Soren lingered in her condo, and after they had finished the beer, Briar joined him on the balcony with a bottle of wine. The sun was low in the sky, painting the buildings outside her window in brilliant pinks, purples, and oranges.

“If you really think Eliana is telling you to be Prime Minister—”

“I don’t.” He cut her off, his gaze somewhere far away, surveying Wesvik laid out below them. “I thought maybe that’s why she chose me. I kept getting visions of an inauguration but you’re right. They’d never elect me.”

“I didn’t mean to smash your dream,” Briar said truthfully, passing the bottle to him. She wrapped her hands around the steel railing. This high it was easy to imagine she could fly, if only she were brave enough to jump. “We don’t have to talk to Jenia about running for Prime Minister, you don’t have run for mayor. We could find the book without any of that. But I’m sure she’s thinking about it. She almost won before, and you did well with your father’s campaign.”

“No, you’re right—about all of this. Better to work for her than run against her. Can you imagine how embarrassing that would end for me?” He clucked his tongue at a bird on her neighbor’s balcony. He was strange, not what she had expected. She’d grown up seeing his playboy exploits on the news, yet there was something gentle about him no one had ever mentioned.

“You know we sound like zealots.” Her fingers brushed over his as she took the wine back.

Soren chuckled. “That’s the first I’ve ever been accused of that. Don’t worry, we’re still very cool though.” He winked and turned back to the city, just beginning to turn on its lights.




Chapter Four

“YOU CAN’T BE serious. My mother is coming.” Fauna’s voice rang out from Briar’s phone, propped against the container of makeup brushes on her vanity.

Briar shrugged, brushing gold eyeshadow across her lids. “You have a fake fiancé, Fauna. Don’t attempt to take the high road.”

“Fine. You’re right.” Her cousin’s voice suggested things were anything but fine. “Are you wearing gold shoes?”

“Yeah.” Briar’s phone buzzed. “Gotta go. My bad choice is here. See you later. Love you.” She puckered her lips at the camera and hung up.

She pulled on her shoes and stopped to admire herself in the full-length mirror in her closet. She looked incredible. Her blonde curls were sleek and swept to one side and the red dress she had picked out hung on every curve. The plunging front and strappy back left little to the imagination. If everyone was staring, she might as well give them a show. Just to be obnoxious, she pulled on her silver fox shawl and headed downstairs.

Soren was waiting in the lobby, his hands shoved into his pockets. Briar laughed as he turned. He was wearing a bright-red bow tie, but it wasn’t even close to the same shade as her dress. She should have been more specific. He didn’t paint a bad picture though, in a dark-gray suit with shoes the same red as the bow tie.

The afternoon sun streaming in through the lobby windows caught in his dark hair and cast shadows under his high cheekbones. Gods, Briar, she chided herself as her thoughts turned less than innocent. She’d seen a man before.

His molten eyes crinkled at the edges when he saw her, and he whistled. “You look incredible.”

“Ready to go cause some mayhem?” Briar linked her arm through his. Looking like this, they’d have every eye on them.

The wind whispered their names as they walked toward Esse Park, an enormous green space and famous Gods Spot marking the center of Wesvik. She was exhilarated, ready for trouble. She hadn’t been this excited to do anything in a long time. The leaves of the massive maple trees rustled when they passed, as though her excitement was contagious.

As they walked the daylily-lined path, Briar marveled, as she always did, at the magic in the park. It sparked on her knuckles, starlight bright, and she let it pool in her cupped hand. The first temple to Lorcus, God of Life, had been built here and its crumbling remains still attracted tourists. They flocked to feel the magic of one of the last remaining Gods Spots, the power whirling and lingering in the near eternal spring of the park. The park would fill with outsiders in autumn when the bright leaves would fall before browning, and the next day buds appeared in their place, filling the park with color that remained even in the dead of winter.

“What kind of magic do you have?” Briar asked, leaning against Soren.

He raised his free hand in front of him and frost formed on his fingers. He brought his hand to his face and blew. Snow fell from his hand, melting as it hit the cobblestones beneath their feet. “This and that.”

Briar giggled and tugged him the long way through the park, past the vine-covered ruins of the temple, where a group of men stood with their phones out taking pictures. “Let’s discuss the plan.”

“Again?” Soren raised an eyebrow, indulging her as they talked through the minimal details of their nebulous plan, until they got to the other side of the park.

The mayor’s mansion overlooked Esse Park and was one of the oldest buildings in the city, though it had been through several renovations over the course of the last few hundred years. The elaborate gates were open, and a slow but steady stream of people walked through.

A whisper of laughter ran through the trees as Soren reached down and squeezed her hand. “We can do this, and if we don’t, we’ll still find the book. That’s the important part. That’s what she wants most of all.”

Briar nodded and straightened her shoulders, sending a brief prayer to Eliana to keep guiding them, and walked through the gates. She believed in this as sure as she’d ever believed in anything and she liked having a goal, some purpose outside of her family. It was exciting; she had felt the same when she opened the bookstore. Something just for her.

And then she spotted her aunt.

Vestia’s sapphire-blue eyes widened as she took in Soren at Briar’s side. She broke away from the group of people she stood with and rushed over. “Briar.” Her eyes dragged over both of them, and part of Briar was a child again, being chastised for some slight.

“Aunt Vestia.” Briar smiled. “You know Soren Savros?”

He shook her hand, his smile bright enough to light the whole extravagant foyer. “It’s so lovely to see you again.” He leaned in and kissed the back of her hand.

“Of course.” Vestia’s smile was too tight. “We can talk later, Briar.” It was a warning, but she tried not to let it bother her. The Goddess was on her side. She could do this.

Soren put his arm though hers and led her through the jewel-toned halls and rooms of the manor. Her heels clicked on the checkered marble floor and her eyes scanned the crowd but there was no sign of Jenia. “Maybe the back garden,” she whispered to Soren.

They turned another corner, and she almost ran into her father. His face broke into a grin at the sight of them, a real smile, no doubt courtesy of the nearly drained glass of wine in his hand. “Sweetheart.” He pulled her into a tight hug and the familiar smell of cigars and cedar washed over her.

“Daddy.” She pulled away and looked him over. He was still so handsome. His hair had remained fully blond, his green eyes—her eyes—were still bright. “You look good.”

“Better than your aunt, no doubt.” Keller laughed, a deep rumble, and nudged her with his elbow. “The perks of being second in line, we can cause a bit of chaos. Good to see you, Soren. How is your father?”

“Well…” Soren stammered, a little wrinkle forming between his eyebrows.

“Probably not well.” Keller shrugged and downed the dregs of his glass. “Gives you a little more room to shine, though, eh? And who wouldn’t with my gorgeous daughter beside them. I always thought you had more sense than your old man. Anyways, I’ll let you two get along. Your cousin is outside, Ry.”

Soren stood gawking as her father left. “Well…”

Briar laughed. “Where did you think I got my shining personality from?” She tugged his arm lightly, pulling him toward the garden. “They think you’re my boyfriend.”

The wrinkle appeared once again between Soren’s eyebrows, but he didn’t say anything, just pulled his arm free to grab two glasses of champagne from a passing waiter. “Time to do the rounds.”

“Bruelle bless us.” Briar waved at a group of girls she had spent most of the last summer with, getting gorgeously tan.

“Bruelle?” Soren asked.

“I’m going to need the Water God on my side if I get as drunk as I’m planning on. Hey! How have you guys been?”

They wound their way slowly through the manor, getting caught in conversations with people as they passed. Between the two of them they knew almost everyone there. They stuck to their plan—keeping their answers short and mysterious and leaving a steady stream of gossip in their wake. By tomorrow morning everyone would know something was going on between Briar Constance and Soren Savros.

Fauna kept her distance but made faces at Briar every time they were in the same room, her laughter barely contained as her fiancé’s face grew graver and graver. Briar tried not to think about it too much. He shouldn’t have gotten engaged to one of the Constance cousins if he didn’t want anything to do with their antics. And he’d never be her husband, none of them ever made it that far.

“You have the cutest date,” Fauna whispered as she passed for the third time, winking. “Totally worth the heart palpitations my mother is having.” She flitted away, through a pair of gilded double doors.

“Is it odd I’m having fun?” Soren asked. A piece of his dark hair had come loose and fell in front of his eyes. Briar’s hand twitched to brush it away.

“I am too.” Her cheeks heated. “I think I’m tipsy.”

“Oh, you’re well past.” Soren laughed and snaked his arm around her waist. The heat from his arm seared through the thin material of her dress and her breath caught. She looked up into his silver eyes. Gossip was one thing, but actually getting involved—there was nothing but trouble down that path. No good business venture had ever been built on a romance.

“I heard you two were here.”

Briar’s gaze snapped away from Soren. Jenia looked stunning in an ivory gown, her curly hair twisted and pulled into a braided crown around her head.

“Jenia, it’s so good to see you! We were just looking for you. Is there somewhere private we can speak?”

“Private?” She twisted an emerald ring and glanced around the room.

“We have a business proposition for you. You know, my father never had anything but terrible things to say about you, so you must be worth knowing. But if another time would be better, we could make an appointment. Your home is lovely.” Soren gestured around the room.

Briar wasn’t sure lovely was the word she would use, but it was certainly ostentatious; even the ruby-red drapes were woven with threads of gold. In fact, half the things in the house seemed to be made of gold. She doubted this was anything close to Soren’s taste, though what did she really know of him at all?

“If it’s quick, now is fine. Come to my study.” Jenia’s eyes darted between the two of them, then she turned and led them down the main hallway, past rooms of laughing people. She stopped at a closed wooden door and stood on tiptoes to reach above the doorframe for the key.

Jenia’s office was bland compared to the rest of her house, though the desk was massive and antique with intricate designs carved in the wood.

Soren stiffened at Briar’s side as they followed Jenia inside. She sat behind the desk and tapped her fingers on the top. “Well? I’m afraid I must get back to the fundraiser soon.”

Briar sat across from the desk in a straight-backed wooden chair. “I don’t intend to waste your time. You must be thinking of another run for Prime Minister, and we want to offer our help.”

“Okay.” Jenia chuckled and started to push herself up from her desk.

“Wait.” Soren remained standing beside Briar and Jenia relaxed into her chair. “You were so close to winning before and that was with everything stacked against you.” The laws of Endlyia stated the position of Prime Minister must be filled by a vote. An interim leader could not hold the spot for more than two months and there had only been an emergency election once before. Jenia had campaigned and lost to Ryder Estelle, but he could only hold the position until Ansel’s term would have been up, to keep election years the same. Now they would have to run again. It was a terrible system, but no one had asked Briar’s opinion when they created it. “Estelle is already campaigning for the next election, and he has no real competition. We can start planning now. You can win, easily. Forget Wesvik, I know you want bigger things. And, as I’m sure you’re aware, your last manager was an idiot.”

Jenia’s eyes were like storm clouds as they focused on Soren. “Why would Ansel Savros’s son want me to be Prime Minister?”

Soren sat beside Briar and crossed his legs. They had made Jenia curious at least. “To be frank, Mrs. Alvier, I want to be mayor of Wesvik and my father hasn’t factored into my choices at all. I haven’t spoken to him in months.”

“And why are you here, Briar?” Jenia leaned forward, lacing her fingers together, disdain thick in her voice. In the hallway someone laughed, but in the office, no one was smiling.

Briar chose her words carefully. Most of the things that came out of her mouth were for laughs but she needed Jenia to understand she was not only a serious person but one with big goals. “I had been praying to Eliana to send me a sign—to let me know what direction I should take—and then I ran into Soren. I think with you leading the country and Soren leading the greatest city in the world we could enact real change.”

Jenia looked between the two of them, no doubt trying to figure out what the relationship between them was, if this was some strange game. “I have been thinking of giving it another shot.”

Of course she had, she’d been all over the news. Briar tried not to let her smile grow too large. “We wanted to throw you a fundraiser—for your campaign. Let me help you, I’m a recognizable face and I have plenty of funds. You know I can throw a party. I’m sure my grandfather would be willing to support you as well.” She hadn’t spoken to him, but Cliff Constance always wanted more witches in positions of power. “We could do it next week. It will be the event of the season and you can make your official announcement.”

And they could invite all of Briar’s bookselling contacts, feel them out, perhaps find a lead on the Book of Beginnings. Drunk people loved to talk at parties and Briar’s form of flattery worked much better in person than over the phone.

Jenia’s face was unreadable. She was a striking woman, her dark-brown skin was flawless, and despite her beauty and prestige there was a warmth to her. In person, Briar often found her haughty, but their history was strange. She could see why she was so beloved. Her approval rating as mayor was the highest in the history of the city.

Jenia cleared her throat before speaking. “You understand that officially I will need a different campaign manager, correct? You’re still Ansel’s son.”

Soren laughed, a sensual chuckle that had Jenia raising a well-groomed eyebrow. “Of course you do. You want to win. But I’m still a good advisor. I do have one little admission though. This is totally unrelated, but Briar and I have this wild dream of finding the Book of Beginnings. I’d like to use it as a symbol of unity between the fae and witches.”

“And what does that have to do with me being Prime Minister?” Jenia asked, narrowing her gray eyes.

“Not much, but we hoped our proximity to you would lend us an air of legitimacy. You could use it as well, maybe do some readings.”

Now Jenia laughed earnestly. “I like this change in you, Briar. I never thought you cared about your legacy. I did find it strange how often you would do so much work to then go blow everything by getting some stupid picture taken. I guess when you walk around with that face, no one gives a shit that you’re one of the best historians of our generation.”

Briar blinked at the unexpected validation. “They’d probably give a shit if I got my hands on Eliana’s book.”

Jenia nodded. “That certainly clears up your motivations. I’ll tell you what, keep it up and maybe you’ll get a cabinet seat. The librarians have been at me and they love you. And yes, I have been thinking about running for Prime Minister. Why did you think I hosted this? I mean I care, of course, don’t get me wrong, but charity publicity is always good.” She put out a hand. “I’ll miss Wesvik. Ourst has nothing on this city.”

Briar shook her hand. “Let’s do some good.”

Jenia grinned and Briar could have sworn there was a phantom hand on her shoulder. The reassuring touch her mother had never given her. “I’ll send you a copy of my schedule tomorrow. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to make the rounds. You both better donate extravagantly. It’s for the children.”

“This was a good chat.” Soren stood and offered Briar his hand. “I’ve always thought your politics were admirable, Jenia. I look forward to working with you.”

Briar thought she might float as Soren led her out of the room and down the hallway. “We did it,” she whispered as soon as they were out of earshot.

They turned a corner to a wide room emptied of furniture. Music played from well-hidden speakers in the ceiling and people danced and drank and stuffed checks into the hands of staff.

“Of course we did.” Soren was beaming as he looked around the room. “For something thrown by a witch, this party is positively fae. I can’t wait for the debauchery. Dance?”

Briar grabbed a flute of champagne from a passing waitress and downed it. “Absolutely.” She laughed as Soren swung her in a circle. He was a great dancer, much better than Briar. She could feel the eyes of her aunt on her but she didn’t even bother to return her gaze. Vestia had never given Briar a chance but it didn’t matter. She would forge her own path, make a name for herself outside of the Constance legacy.

“Can I cut in?” Fauna’s cheeks were flushed, and a few strands of blonde hair had fallen out of the silver and pearl pin holding it away from her face. She looked happy.

“How could I refuse? I’ll get more drinks.” Soren kissed Briar’s cheek and disappeared into the crowd around them.

Fauna interlaced their fingers. “You have to tell me everything, you know that, right? I heard you had a meeting with Jenia.”

Briar rested her head on her cousin’s shoulder, breathing in the familiar floral and vanilla scent of her perfume. “Of course. Not here though. Brunch tomorrow?”

“Make it lunch. I plan on sleeping in. Will you be sleeping in as well?” Fauna moved away from Briar and her lips pulled upward as she suppressed a wicked grin. She cocked her head in the direction of Soren. “Gods, he’s gorgeous.”

Briar shrugged. “A lady doesn’t kiss and tell, you know.”

“Oh, are you a lady now?” Fauna picked up two more drinks and moved off the dance floor. “Seriously, tomorrow I expect every dirty little detail.”

“You might be disappointed.” Briar leaned against a mahogany credenza and closed her eyes. “I should have worn better shoes.”

Fauna pinched her wrist and Briar’s eyes flew open. She stumbled, nearly knocking over a lamp.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to frighten you.” Evaria’s smile was serpentine and her breath smelled of booze. “Fauna, can I speak to Briar alone for a moment?”

“No.” Fauna pressed herself into the space between Briar and Evaria, and even though she was smaller than both of them, she still managed to look down her nose at Evaria. “Where’s your husband?”

“He’s off.”

Fauna took a step closer to Evaria, nearly closing the space between them. “Well then, why don’t you join him?”

Evaria rolled her eyes. “Stop.”

Magic sparked at Fauna’s fingers and Briar moved forward, unsure of what she was going to do but knowing the last thing she needed was a public fight between Evaria and Fauna, especially one containing magic.

“Ladies!” Soren pressed between two men, a beer bottle dangling from his fingers. “Evaria Jakobson, it’s been too long. Tell your husband he did well on his last bill.” He looked around the room and slipped his arm around Briar’s waist. “Is he here?”

Briar could have sworn flames danced in Evaria’s eyes. “Sorry, Ev, I don’t think I’m in any state to talk.” She pulled the bottle from Soren’s fingers and took a long drink. “Maybe another time?”

“Maybe.” Evaria looked at the arm around Briar. “Shame.” She turned and Briar’s shoulders fell.

“I’m going to rip her face off,” Fauna said, her eyes catching on the same spot Evaria’s had.

“Your fiancé is about to invest in a brewery opening in Ourst. You might want to go save your future money. The market’s saturated.” Soren pointed his free hand toward an open door.

“Gods damn it. I’ll see you tomorrow, Ry.”

Briar caught her aunt’s eyes across the room. The reassuring hand was no longer on her shoulder, only the weight of disappointment that always came when Vestia looked at her. She wished her mother would call, but she never did. “I’m going home.”

Soren caught her wrist as she turned. “I’ll come.”

“You can stay. There’s plenty of girls here to waste a night with.” She ran her eyes over him, from the point of his ears to his well-formed lips, now moving into a frown. There were other handsome men, and they didn’t come with so much baggage.

“This party’s lame anyways.” He kept his fingers around her wrist, his thumb rubbing a small circle on the back of her hand. “My house is like four blocks away. I have something I want to show you.”

“Your house?”

“Yeah, four walls, a roof, three bedrooms. I changed the sheets in the guest bedroom today.” He dropped her arm but kept his eyes on her face.

“I don’t know.”

“Briar Constance, few women have turned down an invitation to come over. Always an enigma. Anyways, I’m going home. You’re free to come.” He winked and walked away.

“Wait!”




Chapter Five

SOREN’S HOUSE WAS brick, the corner lot in a row of townhouses. Briar was surprised to see petunias exploding from flower boxes under his windows. A white cat jumped from the ledge and wrapped around his legs as he headed up the stairs.

“You have a cat?” Briar knelt and scratched under its chin.

“That’s Snowflake. He came from a dumpster but he’s all right.”

Briar suppressed a giggle. “Hello, Snowflake.” She gave him a final scratch and followed Soren into the house. The cat darted in before the door shut.

From what she could see from the foyer most of it was unrenovated, full of the original dark wood, carved in intricate details. A buttery-yellow floral wallpaper ran the length of the hallway. He slipped off his shoes and hung his jacket on a metal coat rack. Briar suddenly felt incredibly overdressed. She pulled out her phone and shot off a text.

“Come here.” Soren inclined his head down the hallway and Briar followed him past the living room where a massive TV was attached to the wall. He stopped in front of the next door. “Ready?”

“For what?” Briar glanced toward the end of the hallway. Soren’s bedroom door was open, his bed unmade. He wasn’t trying to fuck her, which only left her more confused about what exactly she was here for.

Soren opened the door and Briar blinked at the explosion of color. The room was filled with whorls and swirls of colors; intricate paintings of birds covered the walls. Paintings in various states of completion sat on half a dozen easels. One of them was turned away from her, placed so the artist could see out of the window as they worked.

“Did you paint these?” Briar couldn’t help but feel reverent as she walked into the room. She had watched Soren through media stories for years and they had him so wrong. She leaned close to examine a painting, the sun setting between two buildings. She’d walked that street; she could picture the view and yet she had never appreciated its beauty before. Not like this.

“I did. This was where she first spoke to me. I was sitting right there.” He gestured to the empty seat by the window. “I meant to be painting but I kept thinking about my father, about how I could do a better job and I heard it—the laughter. It was like…like a mother’s touch, and then I kept thinking about you.”

“Soren, these are incredible.” Briar ran a finger over the painting, where a ray of sunlight reflected off a window, savoring the texture of the paint as it brushed against her skin. The scrape of wood on the floor pulled her attention away.

Soren had turned the painting by the window and Briar’s heart skipped a beat. A gentle breeze from the window brushed her cheek and she knew without any doubt this was where she was supposed to be. The painting was the most beautiful thing she had ever seen—the Goddess Eliana. An unearthly, iridescent glow emanated from behind the painting, bathing the room in wavering light. Soren slowly walked around the painting and stood by Briar, admiring his work.

This had to be right. Strange and sometimes frightening, but right. It was beautiful enough that she feared she might cry. How could that be wrong? No, the little voice in her head urging caution was simply nerves. Eliana was the Goddess of the witches. She had never been unkind.

Eliana was depicted in the woods, brown-skinned and radiant. Soren had mastered every detail. Her black curls were blown back on the wind and magic sparked in her cupped hands. Some said she was the first witch. A powerful Goddess reborn from the heavens to a human mother, with so much magic it radiated from her and seeped into those around her, creating witches. Other texts said she was always a Goddess, and she flitted between the realms, spending more time among the humans than any other God. So much time her power had flowed into the ground and found the humans willing vessels.

Briar had never found anything to prove it either way; documents that old were hard to find and there was nothing real on the creation of magic. Little tales of Eliana but nothing real, no firsthand accounts, no trustworthy sources. Everything was written generations after it had happened.

Something had destroyed their history. A lot of people blamed the plague, so much had been burned to stop the spread. Finding anything from that time was almost impossible. And the documents she did find were often unreliable, secondhand sources with missing pages and faded lettering, not to mention the translation issues.

She looked up at Soren to find him staring at her.

“I never believed the witches stole faerie magic,” he whispered. “Magic is a gift, a blessing. It’s a reason to praise, not a reason to fight. It’s no wonder the Gods abandoned us. We used their gift as an excuse to kill one another but we’re going to fix it. She’s going to help us.”

Something tugged at the back of Briar’s mind even as she smiled but it faded, and her heart was full of hope and wonder. “Can I stay here tonight? Fauna’s dropping off a bag. I just feel…I feel like I should be here.” She leaned against Soren.

He wrapped his arm around her. “Of course. I still do wonder why it’s us though.”

Briar wondered, too, even as she stared at the painting, and she worried the answer might not be as beautiful as Soren hoped. They were famous and gorgeous and important enough to get things done. That was the obvious answer, but maybe they were good, too, blessed. Whatever the reason, the path was forward and she could not stop herself from following—wherever it might lead.

*

THE SMELL OF snow enveloped Briar when she woke to sunlight streaming in through the powder-blue curtains. Soren’s shirt—the smell was coming from the shirt he had given her to sleep in. Her dress still hung across the desk chair she had left it on.

The sound of male voices yelling echoed down the hallway and she realized why she had woken up. She recognized the deep tenor of Soren’s voice but not the other, yet it was familiar. She groaned and pulled on a pair of hot-pink leggings she had found in the bag Fauna had packed. Taking off the shirt made her hesitate. Something about the smell made her feel safe. It was the scent of a snow-covered mountain, a chilled winter day.

Her curls bounced as she shook her head. What was wrong with her? Briar hated the snow. She spent most of her vacations on hot beaches, she savored the feeling of sweat dripping down her neck when she ran. But still, it was comforting.

The voices fell, resuming normal conversation, and Briar wished she had the fae’s gift of preternatural hearing as she slipped into the hallway. The runner rug muffled the sound of her footsteps and she followed the voices to the kitchen.

She had to close her mouth because it fell open at the sight of Ansel Savros in Soren’s kitchen. He looked terrible, much worse than the last time she had seen him on TV. He was thinner, but not in a pleasant way, his face was gaunt, and his dirty-blond hair was grayer. His eyes could barely be called silver; they were steel that had been left to the elements. For a second, she was sorry for him.

Until she remembered the bloodied bodies of those witches. Thirteen witches. She hadn’t voted for Ansel but she hadn’t thought him a monster either. Not until then. Even her mother had called her weeping.

Ansel’s hazy eyes ran the length of her, from the messy bun on the top of her head to her bubblegum running shoes. His lips curled into a terrible smile. “I heard you were messing around with the lesser Constance cousin.”

“Shut your mouth,” Soren growled.

Briar kept her shoulders squared as Ansel shrugged. “You look like shit, Mr. Savros.” She grabbed an apple off the counter.

“Has my son brought you into his delusions that the Witch Goddess has chosen a faerie to avenge her?”

“Finding a book is hardly avenging anyone, Father.” Soren moved, angling himself closer to Briar, but she didn’t need it. Ansel didn’t frighten her. She was more frightened of her desire to rip him limb from limb. It was a vein of ice-cold hatred running through her.

“Listen to me, both of you, the hand you feel on your shoulder isn’t a blessing. It’s—” They all jumped as a cabinet slammed shut on a raging wind. Ansel bared his teeth and braced his hands on the counter. “It’s a demon. You cannot trust it. I never should have.”

Briar looked from the cabinet, its contents still rattling, and back to Ansel as whispers whistled through the room, melting the ice in her chest. “A demon?” It was laughable. Demons were from children’s books, stupid shows on TV.

“My father would like to blame anyone but himself for his inadequacies. Believe me, he never spoke about a hand on his shoulder until he heard it from me. He was driven by his own fear and deficiency.” Shards of ice formed on Soren’s fingertips. His lips were tinged with blue. “He knew the witches were right. He knew he had lived up to none of his campaign promises and he was frightened, and like a child, he lashed out. He may not have meant them dead, but where’s the proof of their wrongdoings? I never saw it. It’s all lies.”

“Watch your tongue!” Ansel moved quickly but Briar was faster. She threw up her hand and sent him flying back. The cabinet cracked as he hit it.

“Soren?” Briar kept her hand up, holding Ansel against the floor while she looked at his son.

Soren’s chest heaved and his gaze bounced between Briar and his father. A golden-flecked breeze ruffled his hair and his shoulders sagged almost imperceptibly but his eyes remained steel. “Will you ever explain why you killed them, Father?”

Briar lowered her hand and Ansel pushed himself up. “I didn’t mean for them to die, but they were dangerous. And so is your Goddess.”

“I’m tired of hearing this. I’m tired of you showing up with a mouth full of lies!” Soren took a step forward and Briar put herself between them.

“How were they dangerous?” Her chest was tight, her heart pounded. The disembodied laughter was no longer like the ringing of bells but sinister and dark as it filled the room. “Why did you do it?”

“They were a coven. I know there’s not many left—most of you live the same as us, but they wanted power. They weren’t there peacefully. They were going to steal it. But I didn’t say to kill them. That was—”

“Stop the lies!” Soren yelled, his face red. “You keep saying it but it’s bullshit! I don’t know what your drive was but…” He looked down at his hands, covered in frost, and hesitated. “The guard wouldn’t have acted without your word. I may never understand you, but I know how the military works. I know who they answer to.”

Rage and magic filled Briar’s veins and Ansel stepped away from her. She’d never been so angry. She’d never shared a room with a murderer before either. “Get out of this house.”

Thunder boomed from Ansel. Weather-controlling magic, it was what had gotten him elected. Rare and powerful—but Briar had more. “Don’t tell me—”

“Shut your mouth! Thirteen women are dead, you piece of shit. Don’t come here again. Leave Soren alone. You want to pretend Eliana did this? Well then try me, Ansel. Why don’t we see whose side the Goddess is on!” The phantom fingers brushing her cheek were cold as ice but still reassured her she wasn’t alone.

Ansel looked from Briar to Soren, who shrugged. “I told you not to come here.”

“You’re still my son.” Ansel grabbed keys from the counter and his eyes darted toward Briar. “This is a dangerous game.”

“Out!” She pointed a gold-flecked finger toward the door and Ansel left. They stood in silence for several long moments before she spoke. “When he campaigned, he swore he would be good for witches.”

“I think he thought he would. He wasn’t suited for it. I’m not saying that as an excuse, but it is the truth.” Soren played with the hem of his shirt, not meeting Briar’s eyes. “Every time he got power he only wanted more. There’s something terribly rotten inside him and it grows larger every day. Those witches were protesting but mostly they wanted him to know they hated him. He saw his power slipping away and he panicked.” He looked up and his eyes were glassy. “I swear I won’t be like that.”

“I know.” Briar ran her hands through her hair. “I need to clear my head. Can you send my things over? I want to run.”

Soren nodded. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know he was coming.”

“I’ll see you later, Soren.” Briar sighed and headed outside. She closed the door behind her, heart pounding, and she ran.

Facts slipped and slid around her mind, making connections she hadn’t considered. The wind whispered Eliana’s name through the trees as she turned toward the park. She barely noticed the people she passed, letting the run calm her mind. For him to call Eliana a demon, as if he knew her at all. What did he know of goodness, of a kind touch? But of course it was the perfect excuse for a coward. They weren’t his actions, he hadn’t done it, a horrible demon had driven the guard to murder. It was ridiculous.

Briar ran faster toward Esse Park, pushing herself. The pain in her legs drew her from the thoughts in her head. She avoided the temple ruins, heading toward the far side of the park where enormous magnolia trees bloomed, their scent filling the air. Later in the day this place would be filled with lovers but right now it only had people doing yoga or walking their dogs before they went to work.

Ansel was a bastard but he was done. He’d handled the whole situation so poorly he would never rise to power again. She had to focus on the Goddess. She would get the book and she would keep her ears and mind open. She would listen to what Eliana asked. Jenia would be Prime Minister, Soren would be mayor of Wesvik, and she would be the most powerful witch in the country, favored by the Goddess, bringing peace.

She slowed as she left the park. The city streets were busy with people going to work and she needed to do the same. The bookstore was only a few more blocks. She let her legs carry her, savoring the ache in her calves. Briar had always loved to run, even when she was small. She had been faster than the other children, but it was more than the speed. When she ran her mind was lighter; it was only her and the path in front of her. She wasn’t a Constance cousin or a failed historian. When she ran, she was just a witch, fast and free.

She smiled when her bookstore came into view. She wouldn’t be a failed historian much longer either. When she found the Book of Beginnings no one would doubt her. She’d write her own book on the history of magic, on where it had come from. She could do it; she believed in herself. She could find the truth—no more legends or theories but the facts of how humans had turned to faeries and witches. She would become part of history.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket and Jenia Alvier’s name flashed across the screen.

I’ll do it. My schedule is free next Saturday for a fundraiser.




Chapter Six

FOR ALMOST A week everything had been smiles and phone calls and “thanks for your support.” Briar was used to it. She’d kept a smile plastered on her face since she was old enough to realize people stared when she was in public. Now it was time for the real test, the support she wanted most of all.

Briar flattened the wrinkles in her dress and stared at the mahogany doors. They had been carved by hand, ordered the day after the purchase of several floors of Berkshire Tower. Straightening her posture, she pushed the doors open.

Her grandfather’s secretary had her strawberry-blonde hair pulled into a low ponytail and she smiled at the sight of Briar. “Hey! I haven’t seen you in a while. Do you have an appointment?”

“No, sorry.” Briar shook her head. “Is he busy?”

“He’s always busy but he’s not in a meeting. One second.” She pressed a button on the intercom. “Mr. Constance? Briar’s here to see you. Do you have a moment?”

“Of course.” His voice was firm, as it always was, but Briar was sure she detected some joy in there. Before she could make it to the second set of mahogany doors, they swung open. “What a nice surprise—and timely. I’ve been looking over the records for your store. You’re doing pretty well.”

“Hey, Grandpa.” Briar kissed his cheek, and he ushered her inside.

Cliff took a seat on a cream-colored couch and patted the cushion next to him. “So, to what do I owe the pleasure? I hear you’ve been branching out on your own. You’re going to give your aunt a heart attack.”

Briar pulled her feet up on the couch and tucked them under her skirt. “A bit too much outrage for someone whose own child has a fake engagement.”

Cliff’s eyes widened and he waved his hand at her. “Don’t tell me these things. I’m far too old. You aren’t here to announce your own engagement to that Savros boy, are you?”

“Soren? Oh, no. He’s just a friend, Grandpa. But…it does have something to do with him.” She resisted the urge to wring her hands. Her grandpa hated nervous tics. “He came to me to help him find the Book of Beginnings. You know how I am with history, and he’s interested too.”

“Good to have goals.” Cliff straightened his tie. Apparently, he wasn’t going to give her a reaction at all.

Briar narrowed her eyes but kept going. Her grandfather had always been kind. However, he wasn’t a fan of the kind of nonsense she and Fauna had a habit of pulling off. Cliff Constance was about as old money as it got for the witches. He could have been Prime Minister if he wanted, but it came with a pay cut he wasn’t interested in taking.

But his opinion didn’t matter—the Goddess was with her and that was more important than what her grandfather thought. “Well, I know you’ve told me I should take more public stands.” She didn’t mention he required those stands to agree with his own views. She blew out a breath. “I’m throwing a fundraiser for Jenia Alvier’s run for Prime Minister. If she wins, Soren’s going to run for mayor of Wesvik and I’ll be on his council.”

Cliff was silent for several moments before he ran a hand through his graying blond hair. His face broke into a genuine grin. “Good for you, Briar. Of course I’ll come. And smart to restore his reputation before taking your relationship any further.”

The excitement died in Briar’s chest. A politician’s wife. That’s what he thought she was announcing. They would never take her seriously. Their loss. “It’s Saturday at six. I was hoping we could use the estate.”

“It is a fine idea. You know better party planners than I do. I’ll foot the bill. She’s got a good chance. Thanks for getting me in at the beginning. It’s always good to know whose pockets to line.”

“About the books…” Briar pulled on the hem of her skirt. “I know you said the shop is doing well but I’ve never been much for math.”

“Send whatever you have to my accountant. And it is doing well, especially for its first year. You’ve nearly turned a profit. Maybe those Constance instincts are finally kicking in. Now, I’ve got some meetings and apparently need to call Fauna.” He pulled his wallet out of his pocket and extracted a few bills. “Buy yourself something new for the fundraiser.”

Briar resisted the urge to sigh. “Of course, Grandpa. I love you.” She shoved the money into her purse.

“I love you, too, my beautiful girl.”

*

THE DAYS CONTINUED to blur together as Briar made plans, and phone calls, and tried to avoid personal conversations with Soren. As she suspected they would be, all her book dealers were excited to be invited to the Constance Estate. The fundraiser would certainly be a mixed bag and she wasn’t sure how Jenia was going to take it.

Soren could wine and dine the money and she could charm the old men with closets full of decaying scrolls. Unfortunately, every time she was with Soren, she either replayed the conversation with his father and subsequently thought of the slaughter of witches or he did a little half smile that pulled at her heartstrings. Either way, it made it very hard to concentrate.

Briar glared at Soren in the driver’s seat. She’d made sure someone else was with them the rest of the week, refusing to meet anywhere but her shop, but now they had to meet the party planner at the estate. With them insisting on such a quick turnaround, the planner had made it clear they both had to come and it had to be today.

“You look like you’re going to murder me.” Soren took the on-ramp to the interstate. The Constance Estate wasn’t far from Wesvik, but with the acreage her grandpa had insisted on, it wouldn’t fit in the city limits.

“You never mentioned before that your father spoke of the Goddess.” She crossed her legs. “And you never mentioned you were there. You had to have suspected he’d act so rashly.” There had to be answers, something to explain why the guard had marched out and instead of breaking up the crowd had murdered thirteen women on full display.

A warm glow filled the car and the glitter on her shoes reflected the sun, casting rainbows on the ceiling. A reminder from the Goddess to play nice.

Soren sighed. “I didn’t bring up his lies about Eliana because they’re just that. He never mentioned her until I did. And I didn’t know what he was going to do. I barely knew what was going on, I hadn’t gotten home until dawn, and I woke up to slaughter. I still can’t make sense of it when I think back. I grew up in that man’s house. I knew he wasn’t suited to power. He has never been satisfied, not a single day in his life, but I never thought he would murder anyone. I knew some of those guards. He must have told them, he must have said something, but I don’t know how it happened, Briar.”

“He should be rotting in a cell.” Briar crossed her arms and looked out of the window, the image of those dead witches playing once again in her mind. Their chanting turned to screams as they’d died. The magic that couldn’t save them.

“I know.” Soren’s knuckles were white on the steering wheel.

Anger pooled in Briar’s chest, anger she and countless others had been pushing down since it happened. Riots had broken out, there was chaos for a week, then Ansel resigned and people had calmed but Briar was still mad. And she planned to stay mad about it. She never wanted to forget what happened to those women.

Relax. It floated into her mind, more command than emotion, and she jumped.

“What?” Soren glanced between Briar and the road.

“I heard her. She wanted me calmer.” Briar twisted in her seat. It wasn’t entirely true, it was more like a feeling, an intuition. She simply knew what Eliana wanted. “This is real, isn’t it?” Should she be frightened? Hearing disembodied voices was rarely a good sign but she’d read countless ancient texts describing exactly what was happening to her. This is how it had been when humans roamed the earth and the Gods spoke to them. Sometimes they had walked among them but mostly they spoke from their realm, sometimes directly, sometimes through the human conduits who occupied the Gods Spots.

“Of course it’s real.” Soren smiled. “And I am sorry. I’ll always be sorry about those witches. I think maybe that’s why Eliana came to me. I can turn my shame to change. I can make it better.”

Now it was Briar’s turn to sigh. “It’s this left.” She hopped out at the wrought iron gates to key in the code. She took a breath of fresh country air, trying to calm the beat of her heart, before returning to the car. “I’m sorry I’m taking it out on you.”

“It’s okay. You also stuck up for me. No one’s ever gotten between me and my father before.”

“Your father’s a jackass and I hope Jenia prosecutes him when she’s in charge. Ryder Estelle is a jackass, too, for pardoning him as soon as he got into office.” Though it hadn’t even been necessary. Technically, Ansel had done nothing wrong. Not a single member of the guard would testify against him.

Soren parked in the shade under a giant oak tree. “You’ll find no argument here. I knew a long time ago I’d have to distance myself from my father at some point. I should have gone with my mother when she left.”

A tap on the window grabbed both their attention. The party planner, Bastianna, waved and pulled Briar’s door open. “This place is phenomenal, and the weather report is spotless. This is going to be one of the last nice weekends before summer grips us fully and turns this town into an oven. I think we should take advantage and set up pavilions by the lake. Keeping it outside encourages people to mingle and hopefully they’ll brag about their donations.”

“Whatever you say.” Briar got out of the car and looked around. She’d spent much of her childhood on the ten-acre estate her grandfather had built before she was born. The house looked closer to a castle, with tall turrets and balconies under all the windows. Ivy grew up the eastern side, carefully pruned away from the windows, and oaks lined the brick pathway from the back of the house to the lake.

“Oh, please. You barely need me. I’ve seen some of the parties you’ve planned.” Bastianna pulled her red hair up into a ponytail revealing slightly pointed ears, part-fae. “I’ve got some color swatches in my trunk.” Briar followed her as she kept chatting and pulled a handful of books out of the backseat of her car. “I think my girlfriend might be jealous. She loves history too.”

“Invite her,” Soren said, pointing to a pale-green swatch. “I like that one for an accent color. Briar is inviting a bunch of book collectors and she’ll fit right in.”

Briar glanced toward him. She highly doubted Bastianna’s girlfriend was in any position to donate to the fundraiser and the last thing she needed was competition for the attention of her collectors, but a phantom hand brushed her shoulder. Maybe they could secure her vote at least.

“She’s not your biggest fan—after the…thing.” Bastianna twisted her hands in her lap. “I can ask, though, if you’re sure it’s okay. The green is good and maybe pink and white flowers? Something light.”

Soren nodded and his lips pulled into a charming smile. “Pink is lovely, and her dislike is even more reason she should come. I know I need to atone, even if the sins aren’t necessarily my own.”

“If she isn’t comfortable that’s fine, but the more the merrier.” Briar forced her face into a grin. Bastianna was an immaculate party planner. She’d never let Briar down but sometimes something about her just didn’t sit right with Briar.

But she would follow the Goddess’s lead. Whatever Eliana wanted. She had to have a better plan than Briar did.

*

“AND YOU’RE ABSOLUTELY sure you aren’t sleeping with him?” Fauna propped her legs up on the coffee table.

“Unlike you, I keep track of who I’m sleeping with.” Briar pointed finger guns at her cousin and returned to flipping through the channels. “He’s cute, obviously, but I don’t think it’s like that.” She wasn’t going to let their relationship turn into anything. Her history of romantic interactions read more like a list of battles, and she didn’t need to add him to the record of casualties. And with everything the way it was their relationship could never be casual. She’d have to believe in it a lot more than she did. No, keeping it platonic was clearly the best course.

“Yeah, but if everyone’s going to assume you’re sleeping with him, might as well take a test-drive, right?”

“You give the worst fucking advice I’ve ever heard.” Briar rolled her eyes and settled on some fixer-upper show where they changed perfectly good antique things into trendy trash that would be dated in a year. “You should hire them to redecorate your apartment.”

Fauna flipped her off. “Just because something isn’t your taste doesn’t mean it’s bad taste, Briar.”

“Our parents named us all after nature to try to suck up to Grandpa, so we were probably doomed in the taste department from the start.” Briar flopped back on her couch. “I need to admit something.”

“What?”

She stared at the ceiling, unwilling to meet her cousin’s blue eyes. “The Goddess Eliana is talking to me too. She’s guiding me.”

Fauna pushed herself up so forcefully several books fell off the coffee table, and Briar could have sworn she saw magic spark on her fingers. “Briar!”

“I know how it sounds but…you believe the Gods used to talk to people, right? Why not again? I’m not hallucinating, I swear, and I don’t want to worry you. I just thought you should know.”

A crease formed between Fauna’s eyebrows, and she chewed on her lip before answering. “Do you hear her?”

“Kind of but usually it’s like a hand on the shoulder, or a whisper in the wind. I know, I know. It’s okay if you don’t believe me, okay? I just had to tell you.”

“Okay.” Fauna nodded. “I’m glad you did. I don’t not believe you. You’ve never lied to me so it’s not that, but are you sure it’s not…you know?”

“That I’ve lost it? I’ve considered it several times but it’s there in so many books. It’s practically the one consistent thing. All the stories of the Gods and Goddesses are such a mess, thirdhand accounts, missing pages, stories that contradict each other—but the way the Gods spoke to humans is there through all of it. Gentle voices no one else could hear, hot and cold touches, winds, those kinds of things. It’s exactly what’s happening to me.”

“You can’t tell people about this, Ry.” Fauna reached across the space between them for Briar’s hand. “I believe you, but you can’t tell anyone.” She smiled but the crease remained between her eyes.

Briar squeezed her cousin’s hand, relieved at having told her. Fauna had taken it better than Briar thought she would. She hadn’t been sure Fauna would believe her at all, she still wasn’t sure Fauna actually did, but she wasn’t laughing at her either. “If I have a brain tumor or something then I guess that’s that, but what if it’s real? What if she’s using us to change things? I’m not the worst person in the world to find a book, and Soren, he’s everything his father could have been. He could be good too. He’s got a good heart.”

“I don’t understand the connection.” Fauna stood up. “The book and the mayor of Wesvik? Is that why you’re doing this fundraiser? I don’t get it.” She headed toward the kitchen and kept talking. “She has to want the book for a reason.”

“I know. I’ve asked myself the same thing but also…it’s not for me to question. She’s a Goddess, she’s got bigger plans than I do.”

There was a long pause before Fauna spoke again. “That doesn’t even sound like you, Ry. You’ve never cared about anyone else’s plans.” She reappeared with two glasses and a bottle of red wine.

Briar laughed but her heart was heavy. “I’m sorry I told Grandpa your engagement wasn’t real. I thought he knew.” She prayed Fauna would accept the change of subject.

“Yeah, rude!” She plopped down on the couch beside Briar and put her feet up on the coffee table once more. “What if it was real though? He’s sweet and handsome. I could do worse.”

“Do you love him?” Briar filled her wineglass and flicked her hand at the window, letting the night breeze roll in. Fauna had done this before. She often decided some man was the love of her life. It never lasted long. Fauna just liked attractive things—men, cars, giant diamonds.

“I could love him. And it’s a good match for both of us.”

“A good match? Are we aristocracy or show dogs? You deserve more than that, Fauna. Don’t marry a man you don’t love. Fuck.” She downed her glass and poured another. This one had managed to get a ring on her finger, just like so many before him. But there was always the fear that she’d do it, follow in Vestia’s footsteps and marry some boneheaded man she never loved.

“It’s not so easy for all of us though. Everyone doesn’t love me like they love you.” Fauna filled her glass and stood up.

“People do love you, Fauna.” What was she even talking about? She wasn’t sure Fauna had been single for longer than a few months since they were teenagers.

“I know I’m pretty and I have lots of friends, but I don’t know if anyone has ever loved me, romantically. I can think of at least five people who have been in love with you. Plus, you’re going to live longer than me, I know we don’t talk about it but it’s true. I don’t have that kind of power. If I want things, I have to go for them. I don’t have hundreds of years.” Fauna’s eyes glistened.

Briar sat on her hand so she wouldn’t rub her temples. It wasn’t fair for Fauna to say things like that. She had so much. But she looked genuinely upset. “Well, if you think he might be the one, then try it out. But you aren’t half-dead, you can take a while, figure things out. Make it a long engagement and date him for real. At least make sure it isn’t awful. Okay?”

Fauna sighed into her wine. “We should both be careful. What I’m doing may be foolish, but Damian is still a man. A mortal. If you’re right you’re playing with the Gods. You take it slow too. Eliana has been silent for hundreds of years. She can give you time to decide.”

Briar smiled and held her glass up in a mock toast but she had already made her choice. Eliana’s cold, phantom fingers brushed her cheek. Briar had picked a side. It was too late to turn back.




Chapter Seven

NO MATTER HOW much she sometimes pretended otherwise, Briar loved planning parties. She loved making color-coded charts, rearranging and tweaking them until it all came together. She loved the hustle and bustle of party planning, creating lists, choosing a theme. Most of all Briar loved being in charge. Even with Bastianna as the official party planner everyone looked to her because she always threw a spectacular party. And she wasn’t going to let politics or looking for an ancient book stop her from having a little bit of fun.

She especially liked planning parties at the Constance Estate. It reminded her of childhood, of hiding under tables with stolen food and making plans with Fauna. She had first realized her love for history here. Her grandfather had always made it a point to invite not only his wealthy friends but also those at the top of their fields. Scholars filled the halls of the estate and when Briar had gotten too old to hide under tables, she often sought out their company.

Now she invited her own scholars to the estate. It made her feel worldly, more than some party girl. She could pretend she was the Lady of the Constance Estate, something she would never be. Still, she was ready to charm, and who wouldn’t be charmed? She looked incredible. Her dress was sparkling silver with a cinched waist and wide, knee-length skirt that swung when she walked. Fauna had pulled both their hair into elaborate updos with falling strands framing their faces.

She grinned at her cousin as she made the rounds. Soren was already greeting people as they arrived, shaking hands and directing them toward the lake. He looked delicious in a dark suit and yellow tie, and he winked every time he caught her eye.

“Stop it. It looks like we’re conspiring.” She laughed, running her finger over the lip of her glass of champagne.

“Aren’t we?” Though his silver eyes and pointed ears poking out through his dark hair gave him away as fae, he was at ease—laughing at the estate of one of the wealthiest witches alive. He would make a good mayor. Wesvik was a city for everyone, and Soren was always smiling, making friends wherever he went.

“Make sure you’re talking about Jenia, too, and not only trying to get yourself votes.” Briar turned, making sure her hips swished.

“I forget, which of us has run a successful campaign?” he called after her.

Briar’s heels clicked against the bricks as she made her way down the path. An enormous pavilion had been erected and twinkling lights filled every tree, reflecting off the surface of the lake, as if it sparkled with its own magic.

A lone figure stood under an oak tree away from the lake, watching the rapidly filling pavilion. She went to make small talk, ready to charm some senator’s wife, but as she got closer she realized it was a woman she didn’t know, a stunningly beautiful woman with curly black hair and deep-brown eyes.

And she was scowling. She turned toward Briar as she approached. Her dress was long and dark red, perfectly complementing her dark skin. It was from a department store rack but flattering and well cut.

Briar swiped an extra glass of champagne from a passing waiter. “Is my party so awful, even from the start?” She offered the glass to the stranger.

The woman took it and her fingers curled too tightly against the stem. Briar didn’t miss the way her eyes strayed—just for a moment—to the spot where silver dress met bare legs. But her scowl remained in place. “Bastianna didn’t tell me Soren Savros would be here.”

“Oh.” Briar smiled. “You must be her girlfriend.”

“Ex.” The woman sighed. “I’m an idiot, easily lured by books and…other things.”

Briar stepped closer. The twinkling lights strung in the tree sparkled in the woman’s eyes and her face had calmed, no longer quite so angry. “I’m Briar Constance and I’m also easily lured by books.”

“I’m Lillia Orivius. And I know who you are. I remember a few years ago when you got the Scrolls of Hestia and I looked you up because I didn’t understand what you were buying them for. You have a history degree. I never would have expected you to…” Lillia grimaced. “Sorry.”

Briar laughed. “It’s okay. I like to party and I like to read.” She glanced toward the lake. She should be schmoozing old men out of their book collections, not flirting with strangers. “So, Lillia Orivius, what do you like to do?”

“I like history, too, though my funds are a bit more limited when it comes to acquiring anything like you have.” She sipped her champagne and her gaze ran over Briar, lingering longer this time.

“Maybe you can come check out my collection sometime.”

Lillia grinned. “I’d love that. I have a handful of collectibles of my own. I might show you…if you’re nice.”

“Oh, don’t worry. I’m extremely nice.” Briar smiled but storms formed once again in Lillia’s eyes as they caught on something over Briar’s shoulder.

Briar turned. Soren was headed toward them, a grin on his face. “Hey, Ry. Albert Favros just got here. I thought you might want to go talk to him.”

“You know him.” Lillia’s voice was quiet but hard. “Don’t tell me you’re friends with him.”

“You should listen to him.” Briar’s heart beat a quick rhythm in her chest, and she was sure her cheeks were turning pink. “He’s not…”

“He’s not the son of the man who murdered those witches? He didn’t stand behind his daddy as he rambled on about what a terrible mistake he made?” Lillia shook her head. “Is this really who Alvier runs with? There truly are no good options.” She locked eyes with Briar. “What an absolute shame.”

She turned to leave and Briar moved after her. “Wait!”

“No.” She laughed coldly. “I don’t think I will.”

“Nice of Bastianna to invite her,” Soren said, watching Lillia’s retreating figure as she headed for the line of parked cars waiting beyond the twinkling lights.

Briar spun toward him. “That’s what you’re going to have to deal with, Soren! Witches fucking hate your father. I wouldn’t have spoken to you if it wasn’t for Eliana and I doubt she’s going to turn the heart of everyone. You need to come up with something to say. Anything would be better than the nothing you just did!” Briar balled her hands into fists to stop them from shaking as a breeze kissed her cheek and calmed her nerves.

“You’re right. You’re right.” Soren sighed and opened his mouth to say more but the squeal of audio devices coming to life cut him off.

They both turned toward the stage the crew had erected that morning. Cliff Constance stood behind a polished podium smiling at the crowd. He looked so young, hardly old enough to be a grandfather. His sandy-blond hair was just starting to turn gray and the only wrinkles were the lines around his eyes when he smiled.

“Good evening, everyone. Mrs. Alvier told me not to call this a party but it’s hard not to when my beautiful granddaughter threw it. I might even call it a fun-raiser, but I fear she will strangle me from afar.” He winked and the crowd laughed. Everyone loved Cliff, they always had. Briar could count the negative comments she’d heard about her grandfather on one hand. “Now, to be serious, Jenia Alvier came by my office earlier and we talked for a long time. I believe she is, as I have said many times before, the way forward. She is, and always has been, a leader for the people. Not only for the witches but for all of us. We are all the descendants of humans, we all live here together, and we all know that reform is needed. No longer do we need three-hundred-year-old faeries hoarding wealth while others suffer. Don’t get me wrong, I am a businessman and I love my nice things, but Constance Steel always has given back to the people and we always will—including the donation I made to Jenia Alvier’s campaign for Prime Minister. I’ve donated before and I’ll continue to donate because we need change. We need someone who will speak for all of us. So, in addition to my own contribution, I will also be matching all contributions made today. Now please, join me in welcoming Jenia Alvier, future Prime Minister of Endlyia, to the stage.”

Jenia looked every bit the future Prime Minister in a tan pantsuit. The sparkling lights created a halo around her head and the gentle laughter of Eliana floated above the crowd. Everyone applauded as she took the stage, waving and smiling.

“Good evening and thank you to the Constance family for inviting me to their home, and especially to Briar, who turned this campaign from something I was contemplating into a real idea. I can’t lie, running again frightened me a bit, losing is never easy, but she reminded me of all the reasons I ran before. All the reasons I love Endlyia.”

Briar let her anger at Soren wash away. Jenia could do this. It didn’t matter who else ran. The real race was Jenia and Ryder Estelle. This time she would crush him.

Jenia smiled at the crowd as she continued. “I won’t bore you with all of my campaign ideas tonight, though I promise I will in the future. Tonight, I want to focus on new beginnings and building new relationships because that is what my campaign is about, new growth. This country has been stagnant for far too long. The world has been stagnant for even longer. It is time to move forward, with Endlyia at the forefront. I believe in a world where everyone is heard, not only those with wealth and years but even the smallest voice, because those tiny voices are workers, mothers, artists, children. They are the people who carry this country. It is not about who can scream the loudest because those screams are drowning out the cries of everyone else. It is about finding justice for not only the thirteen witches who died but for all the people who have been left behind by a callous system.”

The crowd applauded and Jenia let it die down before she continued, the smile on her face never wavering. “In the spirit of new relationships, I want to talk about someone you may have noticed here, Soren Savros. I won’t speak about his father, we all know that story, but Soren knows the man better than any of us and he is here. He came to me on his own and he is here on his own, as a new start for an old family, as someone who believes we cannot let the actions of our ancestors define us, not when we can rise above and become more. Soren is fae and as I look around the crowd I see many fae faces because you and I both know that together we are better. Together we are stronger. Our hearts beat for justice and equality. It is never too late to change, to learn and grow.

“Together we will end unfair business regulations that keep the ancient among us in power. We will write new legislation to ensure equality for all people, no matter what their name is. We will build a fair country, a better country, and we will do it so well that no matter what the other side does they will not be able to stop us. They will not be able to tear down our hard work. When we are one, we are unstoppable. When we are one, we are the future!” Jenia lifted a fist, her smile lighting the room as cheers broke out and Briar was sure she heard the opening of wallets around the room.

“She’s good,” Briar whispered to Soren.

“Of course. Eliana knows what she’s doing.” He nudged her side and pointed. “Maybe all is not lost there either.”

Surprise rose in Briar at the sight of Lillia walking toward the crowd with Damian and Fauna flanking her. She wasn’t smiling but she no longer looked murderous. Damian, however, looked bored and Briar struggled to understand why he was the horse Fauna was deciding to hitch her wagon to.

“Hello, cousin,” a low voice whispered in her ear.

Briar turned, excited to see Fauna’s brother, Sparrow. He had been her baby when they were children; she insisted on seeing him almost daily and even though she was only three years older than him she had been convinced she taught him everything he knew. Unfortunately, as he grew older it became clear what he knew was not altogether much, and that his near perfect face was going to get him much further than what resided inside his head. Still, Briar held a soft spot in her heart for him.

He was tall, even taller than Briar, with sharp cheekbones and the same sandy-blond hair as their grandfather. If Briar had to guess, the willowy brunette on his arm was a model. They were all models or actresses, even a few ballerinas.

“Hello, sweets.” She kissed his cheek.

“When I heard you and Soren Savros had a secret meeting with Alvier I had hoped it was more interesting than endorsing her for Prime Minister. You disappoint me.”

“I may have my own motives as well. Working with her gives me more legitimacy in my ongoing quest for ancient relics, you know.”

Sparrow tapped his temple. “You were always the smartest of us. That explains why I saw Albert Favros here. He’s already half drunk. I’ve been trying to get him to sell me some old paintings but all he wants to talk about is you. Apparently, you haven’t been calling him lately.”

“He never wants to sell anything, the magpie.”

“Spare, this is boring.” The girl on his arm sighed. “No offense.”

Briar shrugged and ruffled her cousin’s hair. “Point me in his direction?”

*

FAVROS WAS MORE than half drunk by the time she found him, a plate of hors d’oeuvres in his hands. Briar could feel Soren watching her, even while he stood in a group of laughing senators, charming his way back into good political standing.

Albert Favros might have been handsome once. He had a strong jaw and beautiful brown eyes but years of hiding inside with his treasures and drinking too much had left him with broken blood vessels and an impressive gut. Briar loved him. He was her favorite of all her ancient arts dealers, the easiest to charm, and occasionally funny.

“Well, if it isn’t my favorite man.” Briar picked a glass of white wine off the table and swirled it. “How have you been?” She looped her free arm through Favros’s and led him toward a more secluded area.

She stopped by the lake, admiring the reflection of the colored lanterns Bastianna had hung near its shores. She picked a smooth pebble up, exposing more of her leg to the cool night air as she bent. She stood slowly and skipped it across the water, ruining the reflections. Behind her she could hear Jenia giving a speech to a smaller group.

“It’s an honor to be invited to the Constance Estate. I’ve always appreciated your business, Briar, though I could do without the boy.”

Briar laughed. “What’s he been asking for?”

“He wants my Antaleese nudes, which are not for sale, but he’s persistent. I will give him that. All of you Constances are extremely persistent.”

“It’s part of our charm.” Briar leaned against a tree and pulled at her dress, revealing enough skin to catch Favros’s eye. It was an obvious game but it usually worked. “I didn’t only invite you because of your considerable influence in the ancient and rare arts world. I have a few questions for you.”

Favros’s eyes flicked between Briar’s breasts and her eyes while his face stayed neutral. Somewhere far off was the tinkling laughter. Had the Goddess ever resorted to these kinds of tactics? Probably. “What do you want to know?”

Briar chewed on her lip, faking nervousness, and fluttered her lashes as she looked down at Favros. “I’m interested in the books of Eliana, particularly the Book of Beginnings.”

Favros chuckled. “It’s funny you mention it. The Book of Beginnings went missing eons ago but recently, I’ve heard whispers of it, nothing substantial, but the owner of the Book of Bindings is here. You know some people say Eliana was the first witch. I think there’s a lot of merit to it.”

“I’ve read that as well.” Briar’s grin was genuine. “You said the owner of the Book of Bindings is here. Who?”

Favros pointed across the crowd and Briar’s heart fell at what she saw. “Lillia Orivius. Her family is barely involved in the business, and I don’t know that they’ve ever sold anything, but they’re well-known keepers of some of the oldest witch artifacts. I thought that was why you invited her.”

“She’s the party planner’s girlfriend. I had no idea.” But Eliana must have. The Goddess was always a step ahead. “Thank you so much, Albert. I promise to stop by your gallery sometime soon.”

“Good. I have a few journals tucked away for you. They’re at least a few centuries old.”

“You always know exactly what I want.” Briar winked and pushed herself off the tree. “If you’ll excuse me?”

“Good luck, Ms. Constance.”

Briar set off across the open space, dodging arms and bodies that were starting to sway, then stopped. She didn’t know what to say. If Soren hadn’t shown up earlier, she would have easily gotten access to the book, but now? Lillia had made it clear she hated him and probably, by extension, Briar.

She looked for Soren through the crowd and glared at him. How was he going to be mayor when he couldn’t read the room for shit? Maybe she should be mayor.

Eliana chuckled in her ear. The Goddess had chosen her for a reason. She could do this. She didn’t even want to be mayor and Soren wasn’t so bad. He couldn’t help who his father was. The Gods knew she would never have picked her mother if she had gotten a choice.

The whisper of fingers on her skin sent chills down Briar’s spine even as the irritation left her. When she regained her composure, she found Lillia staring at her, her head cocked to the side. Her dark curls bounced around her face as she straightened her head. She was truly lovely, though irritation and perhaps curiosity limned her features.

Lillia disengaged herself from the people around her and walked across the space between them, moving with purpose, fluid and graceful. She sat her wineglass down and wiped her hands on a napkin. This had to be the break Briar needed. Even if she didn’t have the book, Lillia probably knew where it was and then Eliana could reveal the rest of her plan.

It would be easy. Seduce someone into giving her what she wanted. She’d done it before. But Lillia still had a strange look on her face and something other than desire moved her features when Briar drew closer. The calm she’d felt moments ago retreated as nervousness began to take hold.

“What just happened?” Lillia hissed, looking Briar over.

“What?” Briar narrowed her eyes and silently reached out toward Eliana. She could feel her but barely, like moving through thick liquid. Her blood ran cold. Who was Lillia? What was Lillia?

Lillia grabbed Briar’s wrist and tried to pull her, but Briar sent a flash of white-hot power toward her fingers. She yelped and let go. “Briar…”

Briar took a step back, aware of everyone around them. “What are you?”

Lillia put her hands up in supplication. “I’m just a witch, like you.” She smiled but it didn’t reach her eyes. “Let me talk to you. Okay?”

An icy fist gripped Briar’s gut and she shook her head. “There’s something wrong.”

“Yes.” Lillia glanced behind her. Fauna was watching them, her white-knuckled fingers wrapped tight around Damian’s arm.

Bad. Bad. Bad. The word rang through her head. Eliana was still far away, her presence strained. Then a word came into her head, desperate and muffled. One that made Briar stumble back. Ortus.

The God of Death.

“You stole her books.”

Magic sparked on Lillia’s fingertips and her eyes widened. “Come here.”

“No.” Briar stepped back again and pressed into something solid.

“What’s going on?” Soren pushed her behind him, shielding her with his body. People were turning to look at them.

“I…I don’t know,” Briar said but Lillia was already walking away, toward Fauna who was waiting, wide-eyed. She needed to go over there, talk to Fauna before Lillia did, but everyone was looking at her. After everything with Evaria she didn’t need any more public scenes.

Soren pulled her toward him, and she took several deep breaths. It would be okay. It was a lead. A step closer to the books. Let Lillia tell Fauna whatever she wanted. Briar could easily get the information from her. Fauna would tell her. She had to tell her.

But something was not right, Lillia had pushed the Goddess away. What could have frightened Eliana?

Soren stroked her hair. “Are you okay? You looked scared.”

“She’s involved. I heard something. A name. Ortus.” Briar looked up into Soren’s silver eyes, fixed on her.

“Ortus? Are there…do you think there are other Gods involved?”

She cupped his face in her hand. Word would surely spread that they were lovers but she didn’t care. The world was slipping out from underneath her, and Soren anchored her down. “We just need to be careful.”

“I’m glad you’re with me.”

Briar laid her head on his shoulder. It would be okay. Eliana would guide her.




Chapter Eight

BRIAR’S HEAD POUNDED.

No, it wasn’t her head.

“Let me in right now, Briar Constance!” Fauna’s voice cut through her brain like a hot knife. Briar hadn’t even had that much to drink last night but still, the pounding continued.

“Hold on,” Briar yelled toward the door and winced as she turned over. She frowned at the scorch marks on her sheets. Doing magic while she slept. That was no good. She was going to end up burning down the whole building. Plus, they were expensive sheets.

Glad she had a whole floor to herself, Briar pulled the door open slowly. Fauna’s hands were on her hips, her foot tapping on the floor. “I’ve been trying to call you all morning.”

“It’s eight a.m.!” Briar pulled her robe tight around her body and padded toward the kitchen on slippered feet. “I’m going to tell my doorman not to allow you in here.” She pushed aside a manuscript illustrated with tiny cherubs and pulled coffee from her cabinet.

Fauna scoffed and sat heavily on the couch. “Lillia doesn’t think you should be looking for the books of Eliana.”

Briar traced a particularly fat cherub with her finger while her coffee brewed. She loved Fauna but couldn’t help but imagine tossing her out of the window. “Have you ever even met Lillia before last night?”

Her cousin twisted on the couch to look at her with a sigh. “This Eliana thing is dangerous. I could feel it from the moment you told me. I think you need to back off. Lillia says she’s not as—”

“If you tell me what Lillia said one more time—”

“You’re going to do what?” Fauna stood, her hands returning to her hips. “Don’t you threaten me when I’m trying to help you. How do you even know it’s Eliana? All you know is something is speaking to you and Soren, trying to get ancient, powerful texts. There’s evil in this world, Ry.”

The pounding would never end, it seemed. Briar rubbed circles on her temple and reached out to the Goddess but she didn’t seem to be there. No separation like the night before, only calm, peaceful emptiness. Maybe she was sleeping. “It’s really Eliana, okay? Why do you care so much what Lillia says? Can’t you trust me?”

“No.” Fauna shook her head. “Not with this because it’s not right. I’m not trying to say the Gods can’t come back but you’re doing whatever she says. You’re the one who does research. Where are the piles of books? Where’s the stacks of papers from internet searches? Lists of phone numbers? Briar, if I had told you all this stuff about Eliana you would have had your phone out searching before I finished the second sentence. Why not now?”

Briar shrugged as her coffee pot dinged. She poured a cup, searching for the words to explain because there was truth to what Fauna said. Briar’s brow furrowed. When was the last time she had sat down and spent time looking over a manuscript? She’d been so busy. “I’ve already read so much about the history of witches. Remember senior year? I was obsessed with it. So I already know there’s no answers to be found in the books I can get my hands on. Eliana doesn’t want me to do a spell, I wouldn’t jump into that, Fauna. It’s just finding a book. That’s what I’ve been doing my whole life.”

Fauna lifted her hands in front of her and angry sparks of gold and red radiated between her fingers. “Gods above, Briar! What does she want the book for? She doesn’t just want a book!”

A cool breeze caught in the curtains, making them dance around the room. The Goddess had arrived. Fauna turned toward the window, her cheeks turning red. “She’s here?”

“She’s not mad at you,” Briar assured her. The Goddess’s presence was calm, perhaps even jovial, as it washed over Briar. She sipped her coffee. “It’s her book. I wouldn’t presume to ask. I don’t get you, Fauna. You’ve prayed to Eliana your whole life, you even helped me search for clues about our history, but now she’s here and you don’t trust her. If you’re asking if she’s here, you clearly feel it, too, so why question her?”

“If it’s even her—though Lillia says it is.”

“Lillia!”

“She agrees with you, you asshole. She thinks it’s Eliana too.” Fauna sighed. “I want to make sure you’re being careful.”

“Then stop assuming I’m not. Fine, tell me what Lillia said that has you so freaked out.” Briar walked around the counter and sat on the couch and Eliana’s presence followed. It was a strange sensation; she wasn’t sure she could describe it if asked. She just knew what she needed to know, felt what she needed to feel. A guiding hand, someone in the dark making sure she wasn’t alone.

“She said she had seen us on TV, said if I cared about you then I needed to watch out for you. Something about how the Gods are real but they’re not all good. It was vague and weird mostly, but she said Eliana could be dangerous.”

The temperature in the room wavered, causing chill bumps to rise on Briar’s arm, before it rose again.

“And you wonder why I don’t trust her,” Fauna said.

“She didn’t do anything.” Briar resisted the urge to rub her arms. “She was upset you called her dangerous. They’re Gods, Fauna, we’re supposed to work for them. They gave us magic.”

“Maybe. You don’t even know if those are stories or truth, it’s just what people say. If you had the answer to how magic entered this world and why the Gods left, you’d be on the front page of every newspaper. Maybe it’s for the best they left us alone. Maybe there was a reason.”

“And maybe it’ll be better if they come back. I never thought you’d be so scared of change.”

Fauna shook her head and grabbed her purse from the coffee table. “I can’t even talk to you anymore.”

An inhuman growl sounded throughout her apartment as the door closed. Briar barely registered what she was doing as she grabbed a vase and flung it, shattering glass against the door.

*

COULDN’T TALK TO her. Briar scoffed, running so close to a fae man that he yelled, though she couldn’t hear him over the sound of her earbuds blasting. Briar and Fauna used to cause all kinds of mischief until a few years ago when Fauna decided it was unseemly and had stopped—getting caught at least. Briar had accused her of straightening out to find a husband and it had been the worst fight they had ever gotten into. Briar still cringed when she thought about it.

But something about the fight they just had rubbed her even worse. It confirmed all her hidden suspicions that despite everything she had accomplished her family thought little of her, the same as they thought little of her father. Somehow, he had never let it bother him, in the same way not being the oldest didn’t seem to bother Sparrow. They both went around on private planes with models on their arms and it was enough for them, or at least they said it was. Her father had checked into rehab under fake names enough for her to suspect it bothered him more than his laughing exterior let on. He’d also never divorced her entirely absent mother.

Whatever they felt, coming in second still bothered Briar. It didn’t matter how many awards she won or how many books she was listed in as a consultant, she didn’t run Constance Steel and that was what counted to her grandfather and aunt. She never thought it mattered to Fauna but now her cousin didn’t believe her. She believed some witch she met at a party over Briar—not even a party, a fundraiser Briar had thrown for a Prime Minister candidate. Was it so hard to believe a Goddess might choose Briar to help her?

The wind whispered to her, telling her it was okay. Fauna got jealous of her too. She was enough. Briar paused beneath a streetlamp, her chest heaving. She glanced at her watch; she’d gone over eight miles since she left her house. Not bad. Rage had always fueled her fastest runs. She rubbed her palms against her eyes as her breathing slowed. Maybe she was being unfair. She probably would have a lot of questions if Fauna said a Goddess was talking to her.

She would have trusted Fauna over a stranger though. That was what hurt the most. She could deal with hours of questions but she always believed they would stand together. Soren was fine, a good friend, but he wasn’t Fauna.

Her phone vibrated with a text from Soren in the pocket of her hot-pink running shorts, as though he was summoned by her thoughts.

The fundraiser did better than expected. Jenia thinks we should go straight to TV ads.

Whatever you two think is best. I’m just the party planner.

Haha. And book finder.

I’m about to make some phone calls on that front. I’ll let you know how it goes. 

She shoved the phone into her pocket and set off toward her shop.

She stopped short at the sight of the actual party planner, Bastianna, standing outside.

“Sorry, we only allow one redhead in the store at a time and Ursula’s working today.” Briar straightened her ponytail.

Bastianna laughed. “I want to apologize. They wouldn’t let me into City Hall to see the mayor but I was hoping you’d be here. I knew Lillia didn’t love the Savros family but I didn’t think she’d act like that.”

“Yeah.” Briar shuffled her feet. She didn’t know what to say. It had been pushed to the recesses of her mind after her fight with Fauna, but Bastianna should have declined their invitation if Lillia couldn’t be around Soren. Something so unprofessional definitely wasn’t what she’d expected when she’d hired Bastianna. She was supposed to be one of the best. Plus, it wasn’t exactly fair to Lillia to spring him on her. “Lillia said you guys aren’t even dating anymore.”

Bastianna grimaced. “Yeah. I’m an idiot—a total idiot. I got hired by the Briar Constance and totally fucked it up. I knew you liked books. She’s talked about you before and she loves Jenia. But it won’t happen again.”

Briar understood well enough. She’d done stupider things for less attractive women. But perhaps Bastianna’s guilt could be useful. “Do you know who she gets her books from?”

Bastianna shook her head, making her tassel earrings brush against the side of her neck. “I’m not really sure. Her family already has tons of them. They don’t mess with them much though. Why?”

“Nothing important, I thought she might have a book I’ve been looking for. I’m doing research on the origins of magic.” And perhaps that wasn’t a bad place to start, though she’d been down that road before, and like everyone else, hadn’t gotten very far. Faeries rarely sold their books to witches, and witches rarely to the faeries. She’d persuaded a few fae to let her look at their collections, but it barely scratched the surface and libraries were useless.

The little clues to the history of magic that could be found were held in people’s personal collections, gathering dust on the private shelves of the rich or scholarly. No one wanted to give up their tiny piece of the puzzle and it made solving the mystery of how humans turned into witches and fae impossible.

Bastianna smiled and her gaze was faraway, remembering something. “Lillia does research sometimes for the apothecary, though she rarely buys anything. She just looks at people’s collections. She used to take me with her sometimes.”

“Because you’re half fae?” Briar asked, without thinking.

Bastianna touched her ears, cheeks reddening. “Well, she never said that, but I suppose.” The party planner had looked uncomfortable since the moment she saw Briar but now she appeared ready to crawl out of her skin. Eliana laughed in Briar’s ear and Bastianna shivered.

“Don’t worry, I won’t trash your business. I can see why Lillia would make someone do something stupid. But do better, Bastianna. You have a reputation as one of the best, don’t ruin it for stunts that don’t even work.”

Bastianna only nodded before she left, her fingers wrapped around the strap of her purse.

Briar watched her go. What did Lillia know? Why did her family have a collection of ancient texts?

The bell above the shop rang and Avi waved, the phone tucked between her shoulder and chin. She made a noise of agreement into the phone as another head full of red hair poked around one of the stacks of books. The shop was busy; people chatted in the rows and there was a line at the counter. Briar had forgotten they had a release today. It wasn’t huge but a popular enough romance that they had ordered a few extra boxes.

“Henrik Stuttle keeps calling because you apparently aren’t picking up your phone. He says he’s coming by.” Ursula shrugged.

“Fuck.” Briar ran her hand through her hair.

Henrik was a journalist, when he felt like it, and a powerful witch. He was well over a hundred and still looked younger than her grandpa. She liked him, he was smart and funny, but most of his stories were about someone long dead. Sometimes it was just too much to deal with and so she tended to avoid him. Being around Henrik made her contemplate her own mortality and the fact that someday she’d be alone too.

Her family wasn’t known for power, not enough to keep the aging process at bay. That was a gift from the mother who had never bothered to introduce Briar to the little of her family she was still in touch with.

An urge to call her mother made the phone in Briar’s pocket suddenly heavy. It didn’t happen often, and it never ended well. Instead, she crossed her arms. Andora was nothing you would want in a mother. She never managed to stay in one place for long, or with one person. She was constantly away. When Briar was small, she had sent postcards, now occasionally a text. It didn’t bother Briar much, she’d had decades to adjust, but sometimes she had questions and she wished she could get an answer.

“Good luck.” Ursula gave her a sympathetic grimace and returned to the shelves.

Briar headed to her office and pulled the phone toward her as she fell into the leather desk chair. A wave of her hand and her contact book opened to Henrik’s number. She hadn’t spoken to him since the thirteen witches had died. He’d wanted her to give a statement. The Gods only knew why.

She’d refused him but gotten cornered by a local news station. She’d ended up crying on live TV. Her aunt had been thrilled—it looked sympathetic for the Constances—but Briar had felt foolish. She hadn’t prepared, hadn’t wanted to say anything, certainly hadn’t wanted to sob like she had.

Henrik answered on the third ring. “I was just about to head over there, Ms. Constance.”

“Well, lucky I caught you before you did.” She put the phone on speaker and grabbed the change of clothes she kept in her bottom drawer.

Henrik chuckled, the sound low and warm. “Oh, I’m still coming. I didn’t manage to get to your fundraiser for Jenia Alvier but I heard the elusive Lillia Orivius was there. I’ve been trying to get a look at her family’s collection for decades.”

That explained why he wanted to see her. Henrik was also obsessed with the history of magic; she’d met him when she was pursuing the mystery in college. He’d run into the same problem she had. Even a shelf full of awards wouldn’t get him into the collections of most of the fae. “Sorry to disappoint, Henrik, but our meeting didn’t go well…at least not after she realized I’ve been hanging out with Soren Savros. She’s not a fan.”

“A most curious pairing I’m very eager to learn more about, but are you really so easily dissuaded now? I still have all of our old notes, I pull them out at least once a year. If you truly do have sway with a Savros why not use it to get access to all those archives we couldn’t get into? Come on, Briar, can’t you see it? The front of that little shop announcing the release of your own book, the lost history revealed?”

She could see it; in fact, it was easy to picture. She wished the Goddess would just tell her the history. The thought had barely entered her head before amethyst words glistened on the paper beside her.

Talking is hard.

The writing disappeared so quickly it might not have been there at all, but she had seen it.

Briar’s mouth curved into a smile, an old flame in her heart reignited. No, of course talking wasn’t easy. Something had pulled the Gods from this world long ago, leaving it full of magic but also full of chaos. Two new races had sprung up and were unable to cohabitate peacefully no matter how hard most of them tried.

“Briar?”

“Sorry. Fine, you sly old dog. I’m sure you have some sort of brilliant plan.” She doodled next to the spot where Eliana’s words had appeared.

“Not yet but I’m working on it. Let’s get lunch later. Perhaps, Mr. Savros can join us?”

“I’ll see what I can do. Orchid’s Bistro at noon.”

She could practically hear him smile. He was likeable, she used to enjoy all her time with him when she was younger and unconcerned with her own mortality. Now the decades stretched ahead, so much life left to live. She hadn’t found a use for any of it yet. “Excellent. I always knew we’d find answers eventually.”

“Don’t get too excited yet, Henrik. We’ve got nothing more than we had before.” Maybe less. Lillia knew she was working for Eliana and clearly wasn’t interested in helping. She must be interested in something though: she’d stayed around to talk to Fauna. It was a curiosity and Briar had always been curious.

“We have everything, Briar. Someday you’ll realize we’re the lucky ones. I’ll talk to you later.” He hung up and Briar finished her drawing, a little bird above a stormy sea. She did have more than most and it was time to make use of it all.

The breeze of the Goddess blew across the room and in it was the smell of evergreens.




Chapter Nine

SOREN’S HAIR WAS slicked back and he wore a dark-gray suit with a Vote For Alvier pin stuck to the pocket. The waitress had already been to their table four times, sporting lipstick after her first visit. Briar couldn’t fault her; she’d run her own eyes the length of him a few times already.

Soren raised an eyebrow when he caught her looking at him. “I’ve seen that look before but not from you.”

“What can I say? I’m a sucker for a man in a suit.” Briar motioned her head toward the door. “Should we get a hotel room?”

Soren rolled his silver eyes. “And miss out on a chance to meet the legendary Henrik Stuttle?”

“Your loss, Mr. Savros.” Briar grinned as she sipped her water. Flirting with Soren was fun and safe in a way her interactions with men rarely were. “How’d you turn out so decent with that monster for a dad?”

“Despite my mother’s many flaws she was pretty good at hiring nannies. I didn’t spend a ton of time with my father. Mostly for photo ops.”

“So parenting is shit whether you’re a faerie or a witch. I don’t think I’m going to have kids. I’d do my best but I’d probably fuck them up in some new way.”

“Isn’t that the excitement of it though?” Henrik slid into the seat beside Briar. His salt-and-pepper hair was longer than the last time she had seen him, though still well groomed, and heavy glasses framed his ice-blue eyes. He stuck out his hand. “It’s nice to meet you, Soren.”

“You too.” Soren’s grin was genuine as he shook Henrik’s hand. “You wrote a story once on The Haven community, I read it when I was young. It changed my life, to know witches and fae truly could cohabitate when there were no outside forces to destroy the peace.”

“I’m so glad to hear it. Of course, outside forces did destroy The Haven but it was a truly wonderful community. I enjoyed my time with them. I think it opened a lot of people’s eyes to the fact that most of our problems are artificial. Someone must be benefiting from our continued animosity.”

“That’s why I was so eager to work with Jenia. It doesn’t have to be like this; there is really very little difference between the fae and witches. Look at Wesvik. The city is too crowded to be as segregated as other places and it’s thriving. The world can be like this.”

Briar leaned back in her chair, looking between the two men, the comfort of the Goddess at her side. Something had changed, maybe something small, but it could be something big. She would find the answers to the history of magic, she would find the book. What if the Gods had been pushed out? Maybe she could help them return. The possibilities spread before her.

“A witch as Prime Minister and the truth of our history revealed. This could be a good year for us.” Henrik tapped his finger on the table.

Something hitched in Briar’s chest at his words. She’d heard them before. He used to tell her all the time how close they were to discovering the truth, but it hadn’t happened. She gave her head a shake. She’d never had Eliana on her side before. It wasn’t the past. “I’m hoping it’s an excellent year, Henrik.” Briar smiled. “So, where do we start?”

She didn’t dare tell him that her true goal was the Book of Beginnings but as he smiled she realized she wouldn’t need to. The plan would be the same, her aim would just be slightly narrower than his. She liked Henrik like this, when his mind was moving, when he wasn’t three drinks deep and full of sorrow. He was brilliant. He saw things other people didn’t. Henrik was a planner—a skill Briar had always lacked. She jumped before she even looked.

“Well, if you have an in with the Oriviuses, that’s where you should begin, I think. See what the girl can show you and, like I’ve always told you, read between the lines. You’ll often find the answers between the words people speak aloud.” Henrik waved away the waitress and folded his hands together in front of him. “As for you, Soren, I’d like to get together a list of names for your perusal. If you’re half as good at sweet-talking as Briar is, you shouldn’t have any problems. See what you can find out on your side of our history. Don’t mention me at all. Everyone I’ll send you to is tired of me knocking on their doors.”

“They’ll know I’ve been in contact with witches, I’m leading Jenia’s campaign. It’s been quite public.”

“To your own end, of course, reclaiming Wesvik for the fae.” He winked.

“No.” Soren shook his head and a lock of dark hair fell free. “I don’t mind helping.” He glanced at Briar. Neither of them would mention the Goddess. They’d agreed before Henrik showed up. “But I won’t portray myself as someone looking for division. It’s enough.” The last words were harsh. “It’s enough death. It’s enough hate. You know history, Mr. Stuttle. Every time we make progress, every time we find some semblance of peace between our people, something terrible happens. I don’t know if I believe it’s a curse like some do but laying it bare has to help. I don’t want to be a liar. I can’t start like that.”

The corners of Henrik’s mouth twitched toward a smile and he gave Briar an approving nod, which she returned. “Well, perhaps that speech will help. The truth is, Soren, I can’t tell you exactly how to open those doors. I’ve never opened them myself. It has always been smoke and mirrors; the truth might be a nice change.”

“We’ll lead the way,” Briar said as the hand of Eliana brushed over her and excitement flowed through her veins at the possibilities. And standing at Soren’s side wouldn’t be so bad. “We can show them that working together is the path toward the future most of us desire. What better spokesmen for a united future than Soren and me?”

Soren turned to her, a smile she hadn’t seen before on his face, crinkling the skin around his silver eyes. His gaze locked on hers and her stomach tightened. The warmth spreading through her had nothing to do with Eliana.

*

BRIAR WASN’T USED to being nervous. She’d felt foolish, sometimes small, often frustrated but rarely nervous. So few of her actions had any lasting consequences. But now that she was walking, without invitation, to see Lillia her throat was dry and her palms were sweaty.

She found the address easily enough. Velorian’s Quarter. She hadn’t been here for anything more than passing through since college. There’d been some great parties. But she wasn’t sure she’d ever even seen this particular street before. She consulted her phone’s directions again and turned the corner. Rows of old brick houses lined the streets, set back behind white picket fences. Old, but well kept, one of the few places in the city you could get a house with a decent sized lawn.

To her right a swarm of children played, and she realized that unlike the other side of the street the fence only ran in front of the houses, nothing between them to separate neighbors.

“Your mom already told you no magic!” one of the children screamed. His companion only stuck out his tongue as he sent a stream of sparks at his friend.

“Run!” another yelled, and they took off, several levitating themselves into the oaks lining the yards.

A storm door swung open, clattering against the porch banister. “If you guys don’t cut it out, I’ll string you up by your—” Lillia stopped and blinked, her brow furrowed at the sight of Briar.

Briar smiled. Lillia looked so different than she had at the gala. Her dark curls were unbound, the coils forming a crown around her head. Instead of a dress she had on a leather jacket, the sleeves pushed up, and a pair of almost-too-tight jeans were slung low on her hips, revealing a strip of bare midsection.

“Hello.”

“Hello.” Briar took a step closer, toward the gate and porch between them, aware of all the young eyes now on them. “Meeting you went so poorly last time. I was hoping I could rectify it.”

Lillia glanced between Briar and the children. “Go play, you busybodies.” The children obeyed, running off, though still craning their necks to look. “Do you…do you want to come in?” She flicked her wrist and the gate swung open on creaky hinges.

“Yeah. I’d love to.” Briar did her best to dampen the excitement in her voice. She followed Lillia up the stairs and through the entryway into her house. The air in the doorway was thick with the heaviness of old, strong magic blocking the doorway. She’d felt it before. Ancient wards. They were spell magic and rarely done anymore. The inside of the house would have looked like it was decorated by someone much older than Lillia if not for the bursts of color throughout the space. “Seeing that jacket, I would have thought it would be more modern in here.” She gestured to Lillia’s leather jacket, the arms covered in patches for bands Briar recognized but Soren wouldn’t have.

Lillia scoffed. “This jacket is an antique. And who are you to judge? I thought you loved old things.”

“I didn’t say I didn’t like it. Only that I was surprised.”

Lillia ran her fingers against the wall as she walked down the hallway and Briar followed her into a kitchen, a touch more modern than the rest. A half-constructed sandwich was on the counter but Lillia bypassed her lunch and headed to the fridge. She pulled out two beers, knocked the caps off on the counter, and handed one to Briar. It was all so domestic, reminding Briar of her childhood, or at least what she imagined it would be like if she were anyone else.

“Whose kids were those?”

“Some of them were my sister Estoria’s, namely the one throwing magic at the others, and some of them belong to my cousins. A lot of my family lives on the street. We’ve always lived here.” She took a swig of the beer and returned to making her sandwich. “Why are you here, Briar?”

“You intrigue me. You live in a house with a ward on the door, it’s unusual.” Briar let her own bottle of beer dangle between her fingertips.

“I put the ward on the door, or least added to it. It’s been there as long as my family has owned this house.” Lillia put the top piece of bread on her sandwich and took a bite, her eyes never straying from Briar for longer than a moment.

Briar took in the information, feeling exposed under Lillia’s gaze. “You do spells?” Her voice sounded silly, breathless even to her, but no one did spells anymore. They were too volatile. If you didn’t do the spell exactly right you were as likely to maim or kill someone, possibly yourself, as you were to do any kind of helpful magic. She’d never even seen anyone do a spell until she was a teenager, and her family had drilled it into her head never to try before they had even shown her. Her first foray had only been a few years ago, carefully taught by a professor who knew how to enchant old papers not to fall apart.

Who was this girl? Who was the entire Orivius family? They were obviously powerful but didn’t seem well connected. And Lillia had recognized the presence of Eliana at the party. Briar had been frightened then but standing in her kitchen nothing about Lillia scared her. The opposite: she found her mesmerizing, even eating a sandwich. She lived in a warded house, she had an old manuscript propped on the window beside a cookbook, and she had an incredible ass—which wasn’t entirely relevant to finding the Book of Beginnings but seemed important. Briar had pieces but she couldn’t put them together in her mind.

“I dabble in spells. I figured you knew. People come by trying to get a look at our grimoires since the faeries burned most of them eons ago. And no, I’m not going to show you either. The magic is too fragile. I can’t risk it.” She looked Briar up and down, slowly. “Not even in that skirt.”

Briar flushed but managed not to pull on the hem of her skirt. Lillia wasn’t nearly as frightening as she worried she might be. “I’ve got a dress I could try.”

Lillia laughed. “I won’t stop you from trying.” She glanced around the room and muttered something under her breath, then pushed herself up on the counter beside the sink. Tendrils of the hanging pothos plant mingled with her hair, making her look like drawings of Goddesses Briar had seen. “I know you argued with Fauna. She called me earlier.”

“You two have become fast friends.” She tried to keep the irritation out of her voice. She could charm this witch.

Lillia let out a long breath. “I overreacted at the fundraiser. You have to understand, I was going to join those witches the next day. Half my family was planning on going to that protest and those women died, on live TV, in front of us all. Seeing him, I just…”

“I know.” Briar crossed the kitchen, until all that remained between them was empty space. “Believe me, I really know, but Soren is a good man. He’s not his father.”

“That’s true. Even Fauna likes him, not that I’m too convinced she’s a good judge of men in general. Her fiancé seems like a real drag.”

“If he spoke two words to you it’s better than I’ve done.” Briar took a drink of her beer. It was vaguely fruity, not as strong as she had expected. “I want to learn about the history of witches, and I keep hearing your name. Odd because when I studied it before I don’t remember you coming up.”

“That’s because my grams was still alive, and no one who had spoken to her for even a minute would have dared send a pretty little college girl over to her house, especially not one of the Constance cousins. But be honest, you aren’t just looking for the history of witches.”

“Well, I’d like the history of all magic.”

“That’s not what I mean and you know it. You can’t drink a girl’s beer and lie to her in her own house. It’s unseemly. Eliana speaks to you.”

“Maybe that’s why I got sent to you.” Briar knew the words were at least partially a lie as she spoke them. Something had happened at the fundraiser. Ortus. Perhaps there was more than one of the old Gods at play here. She didn’t want to reveal too much of her hand, not when she suspected the book and a lot of other answers were nearby. This was a dance—a game.

Lillia chuckled and finished her beer. She sighed as she brought another from the fridge, her magic sparkling off the amber glass. “Oh, Briar, I don’t know if I’ve ever been so conflicted. With all the power you’re rumored to have we could do some amazing magic. I could teach you all manners of spells, but you’ve got a chip on your shoulder.” She knocked the cap off her second beer. “And it’s a chip I can’t touch.”

“Why?” Briar said, nursing her drink more slowly than Lillia had. “She’s the Witch Goddess. Haven’t you prayed to her your whole life?”

An emotion Briar could not place flickered across Lillia’s face. “Listen, why don’t you give me a few days.” She hopped off the counter and pulled her phone from her pocket, then tapped on the screen before handing it to Briar. “Put your number in there. Let me think, okay? Only a day or two I promise. I know what it’s like, I won’t make you wait too long. You caught me off guard.”

Briar punched in her phone number and typed in her name, along with a little icon of a winking face, for good measure. “You better not sell this to the tabloids.” She winked, pushing down the urge to run out of the house with the phone and look for any messages between Lillia and Fauna.

“Just because I don’t live in a high-rise doesn’t mean I’m hard up for cash.”

“The people who do the shittiest things to me never do it for money.” Briar clicked the phone off and handed it to Lillia before downing the rest of the beer.

Someone knocked on the door and they both turned to look.

“Lils?” The voice was small, timid, and yet familiar.

Lillia closed her eyes and her chest rose as she took a deep breath. “I cannot properly convey how much I regret going to that fundraiser.” She pulled her jacket across her chest and rubbed her eyes with her palms. “What?” she yelled at the door.

“Can I come in?”

“Why?” Lillia headed toward the foyer. Briar hesitated but nosiness won out and she followed. She immediately wished she had stayed put.

Behind the glass storm door was Bastianna, a bouquet of colorful flowers in her hands. As her eyes locked on to Briar’s, confusion clouded her features. “Are you…are you seeing her?”

Briar wished she could sink into the floor. Why had she followed her? Lillia had obviously been annoyed and hadn’t invited her to follow but there she was, standing in her hallway like a complete fool.

“Bas, it’s not your business. I’m sorry I went with you the other day. I wasn’t trying to lead you on but you have to quit coming here.” She walked closer to the door but didn’t open it. “Please. Go home.”

Bastianna glanced again toward Briar. “If we…”

Briar turned toward the kitchen. If anything in the world was not her business it was this. She had enough relationship problems of her own. She fluffed her hair in the gilded mirror hanging by the fridge and grabbed a second beer, doing her best to not listen in to the conversation between the two women.

Just as Briar was starting to contemplate leaving through the back door footsteps echoed down the hall—one pair, thank the Gods. Lillia grinned as she turned the corner, but her cheeks were flushed. “We dated for less than a year. She’s nice but…” Lillia shrugged. “Something wasn’t there.”

“We could set her up with Evaria Jakobson. Also needy.” For fuck’s sake, why did she say that?

Lillia’s laughter filled the room, wrapping around Briar like a warm blanket. “That rumor is true, then, is it? She’s hot but I’m not sure I would want to cross her husband.”

“Well, no one’s ever accused me of making good choices.” Briar chugged her beer, her thoughts moving through the haze in her mind. She took a step toward Lillia, the kitchen seemingly smaller than it had been a moment before. “What about you?”

Lillia’s eyes darted to Briar’s mouth. “Bad choices? I’ve made a couple, perhaps not as publicly.” She watched Briar move closer through thick lashes. “What are you doing?”

“I should go,” Briar said, the reality of the situation crashing down on her. She had no business trying to seduce Lillia, not when she wanted something from her. She wouldn’t add that to her long list of transgressions. There was something good in Lillia. Whatever else she was hiding, whatever made her so odd when it came to Eliana, there was something good.

Lillia reached out and brushed her thumb over Briar’s cheek. The touch sent tingles down her spine. “Just a few days, okay? Let me get my head on straight.” Her hand dropped back to her side.

“Listen, even if you don’t tell me anything about the secrets you seem to be hoarding you have to teach me a spell, all right? Even if it’s a stupid one to boil water or something.”

“You’ve got a deal. Take a breath before you go through the door. And Briar, I’m here, if you get in over your head. I’m just a phone call away—even if you think I’m a liar.”

“I don’t think you’re a liar.”

“All the same.” Lillia stood on her toes and pressed her lips against her cheek before Briar could move. “There’s so much more I wish I could say.”

Briar’s head was light from beer and the last half hour. She had not expected any of that and still didn’t understand exactly what had happened. She touched her cheek.

Lillia had kissed her. She was hot all over and even though she had learned nearly nothing, it felt as though so many of her suspicions had been confirmed. She was so preoccupied with thoughts of doing spells with Lillia she forgot to breathe deeply before she stepped through the door.




Chapter Ten

BRIAR STUMBLED, GRABBING onto the porch railing to stop herself from tumbling to the ground. Before she righted herself the Goddess was upon her. For a second, she wanted to scream, to claw her skin, before calm washed over her. Eliana did not need to speak to convey what she wanted. Irritation spiked white hot and disappeared. Her brain bounced from thought to thought, the previous hour flashing through her mind, but she did not have the answers the Goddess wanted, only a vague sense they were on the right track.

The book. Lillia had it. Briar was sure of it. It may not be in the house but Lillia knew where it was. Why she would want to keep the Goddess’s book from her Briar could not comprehend. Her own longing to find the history of witches was secondary to the desires of the Goddess. She would make sure Lillia called, make sure she found the Book of Beginnings.

Ortus. The name flashed through her mind along with a cloudy image of a man too handsome to be true, his eyes too bright, his sensual lips curved into a wicked grin. When he left her mind Briar was surprised to find herself still on the porch. A woman with the same nose as Lillia was looking at her from next door. Briar waved and walked toward the street.

She was on the right path. She did her best to convey it to the Goddess in her mind. She had not strayed. Briar was not yet to the point of seemingly speaking to herself in public but she needed Eliana to know she was trying. She was working. She wouldn’t let her desire for Lillia stymie her ability to find the book, though the idea of using it to her advantage still turned something inside her. Was it really so wrong? It had seemed so in her house but now, not held under the influence of the ward—well, Briar had done worse things.

Her knowledge of Ortus was limited but he was commonly called the God of the Dead. He was said to be the strongest of the deities and friends with Ivian who many of the fae claimed as their own God, but a lot of witches took issue with that. Everyone had an issue with something, so little truth of the Gods remained.

Briar had always assumed it had been lost to history, lost with the truth of how magic had come to their world, but now she had another idea. Could it have been hidden on purpose? Not just hoarded by greedy elites but truly hidden. But what reason could there be?

“The book.” Eliana’s voice was a barely audible hiss as Briar rounded a corner and hailed a cab to take her home. She was becoming clearer, communicating easier. The bond between them strengthened every day.

It made her feel special, filling her with warmth, which was why the ball of nerves that had settled in her stomach since she left Lillia’s house made no sense. More pieces of a puzzle that didn’t add up, that she could not fit together.

She was not surprised to find Fauna waiting on her couch, though she was surprised to see Damian there as well.

“Yes, of course. Let yourself in,” Briar said, dropping her purse on the credenza. “Lovely to see you, Damian. I trust you’ve been well.”

“I was better before my fiancée became so wrapped up in what you’re doing.” Damian’s mouth was a thin line and Briar cared little about his annoyance with her. She prayed to the Gods they would not truly get married. She wanted livelier nieces and nephews than he would likely provide.

Fauna’s gaze moved between her alleged-fiancé and cousin. “I wanted to check on you. My mom is happy to see you so involved with the Alvier campaign, you know? It looks really good for us.” Another thing she cared little for was what made Vestia happy.

Briar kicked off her shoes and went to her kitchen, deciding to continue the drinking she had started earlier. “Well, everything for Constance Steel. That’s what I always say. I mean, I haven’t managed to find me quite so powerful a beau, but there’s always tomorrow.”

“Why are you being like this?” Fauna stood in the doorway. Her blonde hair was pulled into a sleek bun and her navy dress looked bespoke. “Should I apologize for looking out for you?”

“I thought you couldn’t even talk to me anymore.” Briar reached for a half-empty bottle of red wine.

“Well, you certainly aren’t making it easy, are you? I just want to make sure you’re safe and not in over your head. I’d like to think you’d do the same for me.”

Briar poured a heavy glass. She hated fighting with Fauna but she also had a bad habit of never being the one to end an argument. Even if she was in the wrong. “I met with Henrik Stuttle today. I think I’m going to take up my old work. The shop is doing fine, they barely need me anymore, so I have the time.”

“Because you want to or because you think Eliana told you to?” Damian asked.

Briar glared at her cousin. “Glad to know whatever goes into your ear will come out of your mouth so easily.”

Fauna lunged forward so fast Briar braced to be slapped, but instead Fauna placed her palms on the counter on either side of Briar, locking her in. “You can be a little bitch all you want. I’m still going to figure out what’s actually going on. We’re family even when you’re being unbearable.”

“Should I be worried you’re going to have me committed?” Briar sipped on her wine and her elbow brushed Fauna’s torso as she moved.

Fauna didn’t budge. She was stronger than she looked. “No, because I don’t think you’re lying, but that doesn’t mean I think this a good idea, or that you’re on a good path.”

“Fauna Constance—smarter than the Gods.”

Fauna dropped her hands from the counter and shrugged. “I’ve always been exceptionally bright, and you can let the Goddess know if she tries to hurt you I’ll tear down the heavens.”

Tinkling laughter sounded through the condo. Fauna stood steadfast but Damian gasped.

“If anyone could it’s you, but I promise, I’m fine. This is good. We’re going to get a witch as Prime Minister and things are going to get better, I can just feel it. And you’re right, I probably would be nervous if it were you, but seriously, I’m okay. Better than okay.” Briar lowered her voice. “Though I wish you hadn’t brought him. I need girl talk about Lillia.”

Fauna took the glass from Briar and sipped. “He’s been suspicious, possibly a little nervous. I want him to really be my husband so I have to be truthful, or at least mostly truthful. Lillia is lovely, though, you’ve certainly done worse.”

“A ringing endorsement, especially with your track record.” Gods, could she really and truly want that wet blanket of a man to be her husband? Briar had once had to rescue her from an embassy when her relationship with some lesser royal of Merchelle went sour. Fauna had been spending way too much time with her mother.

Fauna pinched her arm. “Don’t be mean.” She grabbed a glass from where they hung, wrapped her fingers around the bottle of wine, and headed toward the living room. Damian’s eyes were on the TV; some financial show that could not have interested Briar less had his whole attention. “I think I’m going to stay here and skip drinks with your friends.” Fauna kissed his cheek.

“Hmm. Oh, that’s fine. I’ll see you tomorrow.” He glanced toward Briar, opened his mouth, then closed it again.

“Toodles.” Briar wiggled her fingers at him, and he frowned as he left the apartment. She waited until the doors closed and she heard the ding of the elevator before she turned to her cousin. “I find it a teensy bit ridiculous you’re worried about me while you’re actively trying to marry that horrible man.”

Fauna stretched her legs out on the couch. “He’s not horrible. I love him, Ry.”

Briar scrunched her nose. There was no way that was true. Fauna barely knew him. She got off the couch and went to her balcony. She craned her neck to see Damian’s car. Fauna had always liked fast, tiny cars. It was Fauna’s life though. Maybe she should try a little harder to like him. But if it were Fauna’s life then he would be part of Briar’s life, too, and she didn’t need one more relation she didn’t like. “You know you’re a beautiful, funny, brilliant, extremely rich woman, heiress to a very large fortune, right?”

Fauna motioned for Briar to get to the point, before grabbing the remote and turning the TV to a music channel.

Briar spotted the car, small and yellow, just as she suspected, and headed inside. “I’m only saying, whatever bullshit you’ve heard about being taken more seriously if you have a husband is just…bullshit. If you love him, okay, fine. I swear I’ll shut up eventually, but I know this started as a ploy and it’s not one you have to keep up if you don’t want to. You can still accomplish all your dreams.” She returned to the living room couch with her cousin.

“I don’t want to talk about this anymore. I’ve talked about it enough. You said you wanted to talk about Lillia or we can talk about Soren Savros.” Fauna wiggled her eyebrows.

Briar pushed herself up straighter. “Do you think Soren’s cute? I could set you guys up.”

“What are we, sixteen? I’m engaged.” She waved her ring finger at Briar. “And everyone with eyes thinks Soren’s cute.”

The last thing she needed to be worried about right now was romantic entanglements. There was a whole city full of attractive people, all of them better options than either Soren or Lillia. But teasing Fauna always raised her spirits. “He really isn’t bad to look at and he’s smart, fairly funny when the mood strikes him, and he’s going to be mayor of Wesvik. You could be the first lady of the city, you know. Maybe breed out the Constance blonde hair.”

Fauna pulled a face. “Okay, move on.”

“Nope.” Briar shook her head and levitated the bottle of wine to herself for a refill. “If I’m not going to sleep with him, one of us should. It’s only right.”

“Gods above, how drunk are you? You can sleep with him if you want to. I’ve seen him looking at you. He wouldn’t argue much.”

“No, it’s…I wouldn’t want to screw up what we’re working toward and I know that’s where it would end. I’m not stupid enough to think we’re going to fall in love. We’d just end up bickering.” Briar stood and went to her bedroom, pulling her clothes off and leaving the door open.

“But you like Lillia?” Fauna leaned against the doorway. “That’s what you’re getting at, right? You said you wanted to talk about her but you’re prattling on about Soren.”

“Nosy, nosy.” Briar pulled on pajamas, glad to have Fauna gossiping with her again. She’d been nearly in over her head for weeks now but this was familiar, easy. Fauna and Briar both loved gossip, especially about people’s love lives. She had the pile of magazines to prove it. “That could get even messier though. I know with my whole heart and soul I absolutely should not.”

Fauna hurried across the room and jumped on Briar’s bed. Only magic kept her wine in its glass. “But you’re going to, right? She’s great. I mean, I barely know her but she’s funny and mysterious.”

Briar laid on her stomach beside her cousin. “Her whole family lives in this little row of houses with kids playing outside them in Velorian’s Quarter. It’s so…wholesome and nice. The shit I wish we’d had.”

“Come on, it wasn’t so bad for us.”

“No but the kids, they’re just running around, no photographers lurking about, no suits coming in and out, just kids. And yes, she seems to be the keeper of magical historical secrets but she also does spells her grams taught her. Ugh, Fauna. I’m supposed to be working for Eliana.” She kicked at the covers with her feet. She’d been so wound up for weeks now, she’d barely gone out. This was so nice she wished she could bottle the feeling and sink into it.

“And? Sounds like she’d make the perfect girlfriend while you go through all of this.” Fauna smiled when she said it, and though the words were exactly what Briar wanted to hear, her cousin’s voice was a bit too high, her smile a bit too wide. There was something bad there and the cold touch of Eliana only confirmed her suspicions.

Briar’s stomach felt like rocks had been dropped in it. “Why?”

“Why, what?” Fauna pulled the elastic out of her hair and laid back in the bed.

“Why is she such a good girlfriend for me?”

“Because you like her?” She looked at Briar and the smile fell from her face. “I think she could keep you safe. I don’t want to fight, Ry, I really don’t. Please. I just think…” She sighed and rolled over, pressing her face into the pillow so her next words were muffled. “I love you so much.” She peeked out from the pillow. “You hate my actual fiancé. Let me worry about you. Hand to whatever Gods there are, I won’t stop you. I have no idea if my suspicions are right. Can I just worry if I promise I won’t get in your way?”

“That seems fair.” Briar moved closer to Fauna. “She’s hot in a slightly scary way.”

“I think I’ve heard those exact words said about you, possibly after that one party in college.”

“One little fire. It wasn’t that big of a deal and he deserved it.”

Fauna fully disengaged her face from the bed and rolled over so their shoulders touched. “I wish we could go back to college. It was easy then. We were out of our parents’ house but with no responsibilities.”

“Those of us who cared about our grades had a few responsibilities,” Briar teased, but snuggled close to her cousin. “I miss it, too, sometimes. And I don’t like fighting with you.”

“Too bad. I’ve got a lot of opinions.”




Chapter Eleven

IT TOOK FOUR days for Lillia to contact Briar. While she waited, she spent her time working, emailing the accountant for her shop, texting Soren, and doing her best to find books on the history of witches she hadn’t seen before. Henrik sent her messages daily and though a little stack of books had grown on her desk she’d seen most of them before.

She put down the crumbling scroll she was trying to save and sent a text to Soren.

Did Orvin Nefsa ever get back to you?

Soren had introduced himself to a few faeries Briar had been unable to get to return her calls but so far his public involvement with Alvier, as well as Briar, was holding him back. The few people who agreed to work with him had nothing worth the cost and no one was willing to let him spend all day perusing the stacks of their collections.

Briar was beginning to feel like the faeries were a dead end. Everything had been a dead end, taking her further away from her real mission—to find one specific book. Even if Soren did get access to someone’s library he wouldn’t know what he was looking for. Briar had an uncanny ability to pull the right book from a shelf and even when that failed, she had read enough old tomes to at least know where to start.

No one would let Soren see anything truly old. She couldn’t blame them. Briar would never let someone untrained put their hands on her most prized possessions. She kept those scrolls and papers in a locked storage box beside her bed that had been custom made to just her specifications.

But Soren had gotten taken in by the old journalist’s charms, going as far as having his own lunches with Henrik Stuttle. She’d seen it before; several of her former boyfriends had found themselves caught up in her exploits, certain they would be the one to find the secrets of magic. The fact that she, rich and well connected, top of her class, had found nothing never dissuaded them. All exes rarely missed.

Her phone buzzed and she picked it up, already composing a text to Soren in her head, but Lillia’s name flashed on the screen.

I still haven’t made up my mind about everything but I could probably teach you to do a spell or two.

Briar grinned at her screen, tapping her fingers on a stack of ledgers she had been ignoring all day, as she tried to think of a reply. Her phone vibrated again. This time it was Soren.

Actually, yes. I got a meeting with Nefsa and an endorsement from the Wesvik Association of College Witches. I truly can do it all.

Briar feared her eyes might roll out of her head.

Don’t blow it and see if you can get me in there. I actually can do it all.

Briar ran her hands through her curls.

Maybe you can show me after dinner sometime. Delphine’s? I already have a reservation tonight at 7. And I’ve still got that dress to try out on you.

Delphine’s was one of the best restaurants in Wesvik and her grandfather’s favorite. He ate there at least once a week and spent enough that any of the Constances could get a quick reservation. It was one of her go-to first date moves and also a good place to take anyone she was trying to butter up. Hopefully, they could get her in with a few hours’ notice.

The Goddess sent a breeze through the room and the headache Briar always got when she tried to do her accounting eased up a bit. “I don’t suppose there’s a Goddess of math,” Briar whispered. Faint laughter echoed through the room.

Briar flicked her wrist so her office door shut. She didn’t need rumors about her talking to herself getting around. “It is a little weird, you know, that you chose me. Don’t get me wrong, I’m all for this. I enjoy Soren. He’s not like I thought he’d be. But it gets confusing. You must have a plan but I do wonder sometimes.”

Across the room a blue-and-gold-bound book fell off the shelf. Briar stood to pick it up and ran her fingers over the title. Eliana. A single word. It was the first old book she bought, and a terrible purchase. She doubted it was more than a hundred years old and it was a total fake. Not the diary of a Goddess at all, but she had kept it. She wasn’t sure why. She didn’t need the reminder not to be fooled; that was part of book acquisitions, especially if you were a leggy blonde socialite, and yet she had never been able to throw the book away.

You just happen to have a reservation for one? Lies. Why don’t you come over here?

Come on, wouldn’t you rather eat out?

A little bubble indicating Lillia was typing popped up and disappeared—twice. Briar kept one eye on her phone, smirking to herself. Had the Goddess of witches ever found herself in two confusing relationships? Right as she was about to return to her work, the phone buzzed.

I’m sure eating out with you is quite nice but I know some kitchen spells. Maybe we could try those out.

Be careful. Means to an end.

The words played through her head as though they were placed there. But she didn’t need the reminder, the book was the real target. She would get her hands on it but that didn’t mean she couldn’t have a little fun. Besides, people were always more willing to acquiesce to those they cared about.

Something inside her stirred, a feeling she couldn’t quite place. It was almost guilt, but softer at the edges. Could flirting really be wrong? She was working for the Goddess, and besides, Lillia knew she wanted something from her. She wasn’t lying. Lillia might not know all the details but she had her own secrets as well. This was a game they were playing. She doubted Lillia showed spellworking to every girl she liked. She had her own motivations.

She pushed the feeling down. It was just a dinner, she wasn’t composing sonnets or making promises she wouldn’t keep. And Lillia had gone to Fauna. She was a grown woman and she knew exactly what she was getting into. From the beginning she’d understood the situation better than Briar had. There was absolutely no reason to feel guilty.

A knock on the door brought Briar out of her spiraling thoughts.

“Come in.” She nearly recoiled at the appearance of her aunt Vestia. Her blonde hair was pulled up in a tidy ponytail, and her long legs were wrapped in a pencil skirt. She’d never come to Briar’s shop before.

“It looks good here, Briar.” Vestia glanced over her shoulder. “I was quite impressed with the fundraiser. I’ve even heard rumors you’re the one who talked her into running—smart move. She gets along well with our family.”

Briar just nodded. She’d long ago stopped shrinking from her overbearing aunt. Her father had put an end to it after he found her hiding in a guest room at their house once. It was probably the best conversation they had ever had. He’d hugged her and told her he knew being at the outskirts of the Constance family could be rough, but life could also be a lot worse, to take the benefits and enjoy them.

Then he’d looked into her eyes and told her the most important skill she could learn was to let everything Vestia said go in one ear and out the other. It didn’t matter. “Let your nasty aunt run the business. You have the means to pursue your dreams.”

She doubted her father’s dream had been to become a public alcoholic with an absent wife but she’d done her best to take his advice. The unmistakable phantom hand of the Goddess settled on her shoulder, and she sat up straighter in response. She smiled placidly at her aunt. “You know I like history and that’s what Jenia will be. She’ll go down in history, a witch Prime Minister elected after Savros’s failure.”

Vestia nodded and tightened her ponytail. “Maybe you should take a bigger role in the company.”

Laughter bubbled in her throat. A few months ago, she would have jumped at the chance. Despite her father’s advice, and her willingness to listen, part of Briar would always be a Constance, and the child in her longed to be the chosen Constance. But now, she had been chosen and Eliana hadn’t rebuked all her attempts for decades. “I’m really busy, Aunt Vestia.”

Vestia’s brow furrowed but she kept the shock that flitted across her face in check. “We can get you a full-time accountant, might free up some time. Maybe a new shop girl?” Vestia smiled—a smile Briar was sure had won over many boardrooms, especially considering the woman it was attached to. Her aunt wasn’t a bad woman, not in any of the ways that truly made someone bad; she’d just been raised to put the business first.

Still, Briar had a sense of satisfaction seeing the frustration on her face and knowing she could withhold something her aunt wanted—the relationship she thought Briar had with Jenia, and the good press that would come from Briar showing up to the company high-rise before leaving for political meetings. No need to mention the fact that Soren handled all the politics. She hadn’t even spoken to Jenia in over a week besides a few texts showing her the poll numbers—all in Jenia’s favor.

“I really do appreciate the offer, but I’ve started working with Henrik Stuttle. We’re going to write a book. Now that I’ve got a faerie friend all kinds of doors are opening.” Briar lifted her hand above the desk. Twirling a finger, she spun her pens in circles. A show of magic and a cruel one at that. Vestia might have the most power at Constance Steel but she had the least magic in the family.

“I guess you have things figured out.” She gave a curt nod and turned, her heels clicking on the hardwoods as she left the shop.

Briar sighed with relief and went back to her books. There was no point in dwelling on what could have been. She’d always know no matter how sweet her grandpa was, or how many presents her aunt bought them as children, the thing the Constance family really valued was prestige. The offer wasn’t made because they valued Briar; they wanted Jenia Alvier’s political power on their side.

She caught her reflection in her darkened computer screen. She looked tense. She was always tense after dealing with Vestia, but this time she didn’t need to be. For once she had the upper hand. If she pulled this off she’d be famous, and not just because she happened to be born into a famous family but because she’d done something no one else had ever been able to do. It would be her moment, Briar’s own glory. A way to leave preconceived notions behind and become her own person. She just had to find the solution, pull the right strings.

The room was too hot. She needed air. Briar stood, grabbing her sweater and yelling to Avi before she left the shop. Everything was running smoothly. She’d managed this part of her life well enough. Now she had a new path. She just needed to clear her head before she attempted to make any leeway with Lillia.

“Briar!”

Briar spun around, regretting the decision as her ankle popped in protest. Soren was running toward her. “I was getting coffee and I saw you out of the window.”

“Don’t you have a meeting to go to?” Briar clicked her phone on, glancing at the time.

“I’m heading there now.” He held up his hands, a coffee in each. “I didn’t want to show up empty handed.”

“Literally.”

Soren chuckled and leaned against the brick wall of the shop beside him. “So, is there any spectacular insight into Nefsa you can give me?”

Briar shook her head. “Not really, I’ve only met him at events. I barely know him. Gods, I’m jealous. Are you meeting him at his house?” She wanted to join him so badly it was giving her a stomachache to think about. Who knew what treasures there were to find and Soren wouldn’t even know what he was looking at. Stupid faeries.

“His apartment.” Soren flashed a smile. “Which is apparently different from his house. It killed me not to ask why he had it when he lives in the city. I don’t think he has a family.”

“Probably for sex,” Briar said, and Soren rolled his eyes. “No, I’m serious. It’s not just the books at his house, some of which are absolutely invaluable, he’s also an arts dealer. There’s paintings and sculptures and shit moving through his place all the time. He’s probably too paranoid to bring people back to his house and it’s probably a good idea.”

“That doesn’t seem to stop you from bringing home randoms.”

“Okay, first of all, rude and second of all, I don’t have artwork worth several million dollars littering my hallways and my most valuable books are in a safe beside my bed. If I had a whole library of them, I probably would invite less people over.”

“Probably.” Soren wiggled his eyebrows suggestively. 

“Double rude!” Briar laughed. “But, seriously, you’re charming. You’ll have a hard time because he no doubt knows we’re working together. If I had to guess your best chance is to play up how you’re also working with Jenia, how it’s a new world, and doesn’t he want to be included in what we’re going to create?”

“So subtly threaten to publicly out him as a faerie elitist?”

“Well, don’t blackmail him or anything but maybe give him a little friendly, mildly threatening, nudge to do the right thing.” Briar eyed the coffee in his hands. A little caffeine would be nice, especially if she might be up late learning spells. Excitement sparked inside her at the prospect.

“Oh, did I tell you Bastianna came by my office?” Soren shifted his weight from one foot to the other and put the extra coffee on the windowsill. “She wanted to apologize.”

“She did the same to me.”

“She’s kind of cute.” Soren eyed her, obviously looking for some kind of reaction.

“I think she likes girls, Soren.” What did he want her to do? Be jealous, obviously, but where was that going to get them? She was more concerned than anything, Bastianna was not an easy girl to ditch.

“Oh, so you can be bisexual and no one else can?” Soren took a sip of coffee and crossed his arms.

Briar had to work hard not to roll her eyes. “I’m not saying she can’t be bisexual; I’m saying I wasn’t aware. And for your information, she showed up at Lillia’s house the other day while I was there, flowers in hand. I think your efforts are better spent elsewhere. It shouldn’t be hard; I always see pictures of you in the checkout line magazines with someone on your arm.”

Soren uncrossed his arms and shrugged. “You know how it is, it’s not hard to get a date when people know you. It has dried up a bit since the whole…my-father-is-a-murderer thing.”

“We all have our demons,” Briar teased. She glanced into the dress shop beside her where the girl behind the desk was staring at them. “Speaking of people knowing who you are.” She nodded toward the girl. “We better go before she calls the paparazzi.”

“She doesn’t have the number for the paparazzi,” Soren said but he picked up the second cup of coffee anyway and took off down the street. “What are you off to do?”

“I’m going home to get ready for a…I don’t know. A thing with Lillia where I try to manipulate her into revealing she has the book. Here, give me that.” She reached for the coffee.

Soren pulled it out of her reach. “You can’t drink it.”

“I’m not going to. I wanted to make sure it’s warm when you get there.” He handed it over and she cupped it in both hands. A strange word floated in her mind and warmth spread through her, glowing gold at her fingertips, until she was sure the coffee was back to its original temperature.

Soren watched and Briar hoped he was impressed. “Neat trick. I can keep your drinks cold if you ever need it.” He kept up the pace, walking down the street beside her. “So, back to old subjects. Do you like Lillia?”

“Yeah, maybe.” She glanced at Soren out of the side of her eye. “Is that okay?”

Soren stopped and moved one of his hands forward, like he might grab her wrist if his hands weren’t full of coffee. “Of course. We couldn’t…it would be messy.”

“I mean…I’ve definitely thought about it.”

“Oh, yeah?” Soren gave her a look that made her think about it again. “Was it good?”

“Shut up.” Briar laughed and moved in front of him. “Soren?”

“What?” He moved again, like he wanted to reach for her, and she was glad he couldn’t. They hadn’t talked about this before and now she was lightheaded.

Briar touched him instead, letting her fingers graze over his wrist. “I’m going to live a long time, Soren. You know how it is for witches, it’s rare but I’m sure I will, so I’m glad…I’m really glad I met you and maybe I won’t be all alone, you know?” Whatever was happening between them, they’d always be connected. This wasn’t the kind of thing you forgot.

Soren’s brow furrowed and a wind kicked up around them, turning into a solid wall of air that he placed the cups on. He pulled Briar into a hug. “You’ll never be alone, I promise. And I get it, I know how lonely being noticed can be.”

Briar wrapped her arms around him and held him for a moment, letting the smell of snow and evergreens and cold nights fill her nose until his phone vibrated between them. He pulled it out of his pocket and looked at it, confusion blossoming on his handsome face.

“What?”

“Agatha Marsh?”

“Shut up!” She had to put her hands in her pockets to keep from snatching the phone out of his hand. “Agatha used to run the Endlyia Library of Records. She’s written so many books. Never had time to answer my letters or calls but she’s well known and a big proponent of shared access to our histories.”

Soren grabbed his drinks and handed one to Briar. “Fuck it, go ahead and drink it. He’ll never know. If she’s so into sharing histories, why did she never get back to you?”

Briar took a sip of the coffee, disgustingly sweet. Was that how Soren took his? She looked him over. She would have guessed black. “Well, as you can imagine not everyone takes me seriously. I’ve been to the library, obviously, but she has even more in her personal collection. I heard a few years ago she was planning on scanning her collection and making it all public online but I guess that never happened. What did she say?” Gods, the jealousy inside her was roaring.

“She said she heard I’m looking for answers on our history, she commends the work I’m doing with Alvier, and would like to meet with me.” His phone vibrated again. “And she says if I see you to apologize. That your mother spilled wine on the rare books at a fundraiser once and she’s never quite gotten over it.”

“Sounds like my mom. Get a meeting with her, Soren, not just for the books. If she supports Jenia she’ll have most of the academic faerie population with her as well. See if you can bring me with you. I’m truly good at this kind of thing. Let me know whenever it is, my schedule is flexible. She’s in Ourst so we’ll have to travel.” Briar’s brain was flying with possibilities. 

“It’s a date.” Soren smiled. “I gotta go. I’m going to be late.” He leaned in and planted a kiss on Briar’s cheek.

“If he’s rude, fuck him. We’ve got Agatha Marsh now,” Briar called after him, taking a sip of the coffee. She had chased after Marsh for years but never even spoken to her outside of passing niceties. Agatha had retired a few years ago but before that she’d worked in academia, teaching at Ourst College in addition to running the library. She was everything Briar wanted to be.

Often Briar had wondered why she couldn’t get a meeting with her when so many of her peers had. Agatha had been one of the leading figures behind opening up Ourst college to witches, back when she had been a student, over a century ago. She also persuaded the nearby University of Brievard, formerly a witch-only college, to do the same. Her speech on segregated colleges, by then not the norm but still a fixture at many of the top schools, was constantly quoted. Briar had quoted it herself in a couple of her college papers.

It wasn’t all that shocking that her mother was behind someone’s ill will toward the Constance family, Briar in particular. Andora Constance had many friends but was immensely talented at making people angry, often without meaning to, simply because no one came before Andora in her own thoughts. Briar had learned early on that her mother’s inattention had nothing to do with her, a painful realization at first, but one that had freed her from trying to get her mother’s attention.

There was nothing she could do. Once Briar was no longer small and a cute addition to pictures, her mother simply had no interest in her anymore. Why her parents had not divorced she would never understand, though surely an iron-tight prenup had something to do with it.

Once again, Briar found herself crawling out from under the shadow of a Constance, but she was happy to forge her own way. She could do it. A cool wind swept by, rustling the leaves of the trees lining the street, and on it a faint whisper of acceptance, not something heard but instead felt deep within her.




Chapter Twelve

THERE WERE NO children outside this evening, though an older woman watering hanging flowers did wave. Instead, dining room windows were lit from within. Briar did her best not to stare but still caught glances of families at the table, their laughter ringing out from open windows.

Beside her the invisible spirit of Eliana was tense, her presence thickening the air, though she sent no message to Briar to stop, or retreat from this mission. No, even in its discomfort, the hand on her shoulder told her to keep going. This discomfort was for the Goddess alone to feel. Whatever frightened Eliana about Lillia was no threat to Briar, it was nothing the Goddess could not handle.

How Briar knew this was hard for her to say, though the strangeness of it was not lost on her. Maybe this was how it had been with the Gods long ago, before they had left for whatever reason. If it had been like this for everyone Briar understood why peace was so much easier to keep than it was now. She felt more complete than she had before. She didn’t need to see the future to know she was on the right path, that she was headed in the right direction.

If only Eliana could touch Fauna in the same way, make her understand this was good, that things would be better if they found the book. Maybe they could bring the Gods back, bring peace to the world again, and end whatever fracture was between witches and faeries. They had all been human once.

She stopped outside the gate to Lillia’s house and her thoughts returned from hypotheticals to the present. She adjusted the black dress she had picked out and fluffed her hair. She scanned the street to make sure the woman watering her flowers wasn’t looking, then stuck her hand down her top, adjusting her cleavage to her satisfaction. Undignified but effective. She straightened her shoulders and opened the gate.

The path was lined with primroses starting to open their yellow blossoms for the night. The flowers scented the air. Light and fresh, they smelled like new beginnings.

The door swung open and Lillia stepped out into the last of the evening sun. She had on dark jeans, and her hair had been pulled into a knot on the top of her head, though it struggled against its confines and strands fell around her face. She’d ditched her leather jacket for a black-and-red threaded corset top that made Briar’s heart do a little jump. “You’re late.” She tapped an invisible watch.

“Always.” Briar grinned. “You look nice.”

“Always.” Lillia motioned her into the house and Briar once again felt the strange pressure of the ward as she stepped through the doorway and her connection to the Goddess was severed.

Lillia led her not to the kitchen where they had been last time but toward the living room. It was full of plants, bright rugs, and old crushed velvet furniture. A book with weathered pages lay open beside a plate of charcuterie on the coffee table. “My aunt said if I teach you kitchen spells to begin with, I deserve the fire I’ll get.”

“I can’t think of a counterargument.” Briar took in the room, the life Lillia had poured into the space. She’d always liked her own decorative skills but this was so much more fun than anything she’d ever arranged. The room had personality; it invited long conversations and drinking with friends. “Soren got a text from Agatha Marsh.”

Lillia’s brown eyes grew wide. “No way!”

Briar grinned at the excitement on Lillia’s face. It was nice being around someone who liked the same things she did. And Fauna must have been working on her because she didn’t cringe at Soren’s name. “No joke. He’s supposed to set a meeting. Have you ever met her?”

Brown curls bounced as Lillia shook her head. “No, I didn’t go to college and besides, how would I get in touch with Agatha Marsh? She likes the rich and famous, and I’m neither. My family runs an apothecary and I help out.” She picked up the book and cleared the coffee table of anything but food. “Witches don’t rely on ourselves enough anymore. I don’t mean that in any sort of segregationist way,” she added, after glancing at Briar. “We’re too quick to run to the doctor or look to science. Sometimes it’s the right choice but we also have a connection with the earth faeries don’t have. We should use that more.”

Briar settled into a dark-green armchair and pulled one of her feet under her. “Do you really think that’s true? Faeries have elemental magic. Don’t you think they’re more connected than we are?”

Lillia sat cross-legged on the floor and put a piece of salami onto a slice of cheese. “They have elemental magic but it’s limited. Sure, their magic can be powerful but witches have forgotten how much we can tap into. Faerie magic is just different from ours. It burns brightly and grants them a longer life than most witches but find a powerful witch, one like you, and faerie magic doesn’t even touch it. It’s their long lives, not their magic, that let them rise to power early in our history. Finally, witches have realized faeries aren’t better than us, they’re different from us. Why we let those differences divide instead of celebrating what makes us unique is beyond me.”

The speech was unexpected, and it intrigued Briar. “Says the girl who nearly bit my head off for cavorting with a faerie.” She leaned over and grabbed a cracker.

Ire flashed bright in Lillia’s eyes, her features sharp with anger. “I was mad because he’s the son of a killer and I assumed he was connected to that evil. We’ve forgotten the impact of loss of life. And I still think Ansel had ulterior motives. It reeks of sacrifice.”

Briar cocked her head to the side. This was a theory she hadn’t heard before, though the anger twisting Lillia’s features made her reconsider pursuing the line of thought. “You’re right and I shouldn’t joke about it, especially not when I’m supporting Jenia.” She wanted to ask about the other things Lillia had said but worried if she made her angry again she’d never earn her trust.

Lillia shifted and her features softened slightly. “And look at Jenia, she’s not all witch. It’s obvious yet she hides it. It shouldn’t matter that she has fae blood. We can celebrate all of our differences without letting them divide us. But it’s like…” She put the little cheese and salami sandwich she had made in her mouth and contemplated. “You study history. Have you noticed when things are quiet for too long and we’re all peacefully living together, something happens—the Assault on Amberlin for example, but there’s so many more. Those acts of violence that seem to come out of nowhere.”

“Perhaps it’s simply human nature.”

“We still call it that, but humans did so much better than we did.”

“What happened to them, Lillia?” Briar voiced the question that had plagued her for so long. Why had the humans disappeared and magic taken hold in the land? And why was the history so hidden, falling through the fingers of anyone who tried to grasp it like grains of sand?

Lillia shook her head and ran her finger over a line in the wood of the coffee table. “Well, this took a different turn than I had planned.”

“What did you plan?” Briar moved off the chair and onto the floor beside Lillia. The rug was soft beneath her legs.

“I don’t know. It’s so complicated, Briar.” Lillia shifted, moving closer. Her leg rested against Briar’s thigh. The air was heavy with the silky scent of her.

“Hey.” Briar reached out and put her hand on Lillia’s. She didn’t know what she would say until the words tumbled out of her mouth. “I know what it’s like to have secrets, you already know some of my biggest ones. What I’ve learned recently is the world is more complicated than I thought. I know there are things you can’t tell me. That’s fine. You don’t have to. Maybe someday we’ll be there…wherever that is, maybe we won’t—and maybe tonight you just teach me some spells.”

Lillia stared at their hands, resting on her lap, and ran her thumb over the back of Briar’s hand. She looked up smiling and Briar’s head was clearer than it had been in weeks. She wanted to say something, but her breath caught in her throat.

“Yooohoo!” a cheery voice rang out from the front of the house and the woman she had seen before, strikingly similar to Lillia, appeared in the doorway holding a grocery bag full of food. “Oh, hello. I’m Estoria.”

Lillia pulled away from Briar and stood. “You’re late too.”

Estoria shrugged and headed toward her sister. “Awfully demanding for someone asking for a favor.” She bumped her hip into Lillia’s. “Maybe you should keep your own cabinet stocked better and you wouldn’t be knocking on my door, waking up the baby.”

“I didn’t wake up the baby. You’re so dramatic.” Lillia took the bag and peered inside at the contents.

Briar glanced between them and stood. “I’m Briar.” She shook Estoria’s hand. “It’s nice to meet you.”

Estoria looked her over and Briar felt like she was back in grade school, being scrutinized by a teacher. “Have you ever done spells before?” She sighed when Briar shook her head. “I can’t believe how many witches have lost the path. There’s power there. You look smart. I’m sure you’ll pick it up quickly. Anywho, I’ll let the two of you get to it. You’ll love the magic.” She turned on her heel and left.

“She seems nice,” Briar said.

Lillia let out a bark of laughter. “She’s meaner than a snake but she’s good to have on your side.” She set the bag on a side table and began pulling out the contents while Briar watched. It was full of all the things Briar had read about in books: crushed flowers and herbs, little vials of colored liquid, a piece of a honeycomb, dried fruits with rattling pits, bugs in tiny jars.

Drawn to them, she moved closer, imagining the power she could have if she only knew how to use it. More words tumbled from her mouth, which had seemingly disconnected from her brain. “If Soren and I go to Ourst you should come too.” She picked up a jar of iridescent beetles and turned it over, watching them sparkle.

Lillia chewed on her lip. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. We don’t really know each other.”

“It’s not about me, it’s about Agatha Marsh. I think she’ll find you fascinating. And it’s my treat, since it’s my idea. Please?”

“I’ve never been to Ourst.” Lillia gathered up the dried flowers and some kind of root Briar couldn’t identify. “Come here.” Lillia led her to the dining room where a mahogany table took up most of the space. The top of it was covered by a cream-colored runner with flowers stitched on it, uncut strings stuck out at random. “Don’t judge. I made it a long time ago.”

“You did this?” Briar looked at it more closely. “You really can do it all.”

“Sit.” Lillia pulled out a chair and Briar obliged. She left the room and Briar studied the table runner while Lillia banged around in the kitchen. She returned with a mortar and pestle and sat down in the seat beside Briar. Brow furrowed in concentration, she ground the ingredients together silently.

Briar watched as she worked. Lean muscles moved under the skin of her bare arms as she turned the pestle. She ground the flowers first, then moved to the root. Its scent was something between nutmeg and ginger and filled the room as Lillia ground it, making Briar’s head feel light.

Lillia worked with purpose. She grabbed the runner off the table and carefully folded it, then grabbed a handful of the mixture and wiped it across the table leaving a rust-colored smear.

“I didn’t know it would be so messy,” Briar admitted.

Lillia’s hands were covered in the mixture but she only smirked. “Now you do it.”

“I should have worn different clothes,” Briar said but she obliged. It was cool and thick, and made her hands tingle. She wiped it across the table just as Lillia had done.

“It’s not always so messy but you don’t know what you’re doing and this will help make it a little easier. It’s how we teach the kids.” Lillia put her hands up, palms toward Briar.

Briar rolled her eyes but put her palms against Lillia’s. “What are we doing?”

“My favorite spell when I was in school. It’s going to link our minds—don’t worry, we won’t be able to read each other’s minds, I don’t know of any spell for that—it’s like a telephone. Just say what I say.” She took a deep breath and closed her eyes and whispered words in a language that Briar didn’t know but resonated deep within her soul.

Briar repeated the words and her magic sparked inside her, responding to the call. The one simple spell she knew had been easy enough but she had thought learning more would be hard. She’d always assumed the mixing and grinding and remembering the words would be tedious, mind-numbing work but this was nearly easy. It was magic already inside her, something she had been born to do.

The connection spell was a string between them. She couldn’t read Lillia’s mind, just as she had promised, but Briar could feel her presence. Warm and comforting, but not sweet, it left a spicy flavor on her tongue and heated her chest.

“Hello.” Lillia’s voice echoed in her mind, clearer than Eliana’s had ever been. This was something else entirely, their own magic, apart from the Gods.

Briar grinned and sent her own thoughts back to Lillia. “We did it.”

“Of course, we did.” Lillia’s returning smile brightened the whole room. She stepped closer, intertwining their filthy fingers. Her eyes on Briar’s mouth. She took a deep breath, lips parted, and raised to her toes.

The kiss was brief, ending before Briar fully realized what was happening. “I couldn’t help it. You looked so happy.”

“I am.” Briar sent the words to her. It was easier to talk through the magic, more intimate. “Do it again.”

Lillia shook her head, the shadow of a smile on her lips. “Do you want to learn to levitate something?” She released Briar’s hands and the temperature in the room dropped. Her heart continued to beat a little too fast.

“I already know how to do that without spells,” Briar teased.

“Okay, how about this?” Lillia muttered more words under her breath and the mess on the table was gone. “Neat, right?”

Briar glanced at her hands. They were clean. “I’m enraged at my ancestors for ever forgetting cleaning spells.”

“It’s always fun to teach people because you start to realize even though we say they’ve been forgotten they still pop up. I bet you have a few little tricks you can do, or you’ve searched for a spell or two online, maybe with mixed results. Witch magic is so raw, we learn how to use it in our own ways. Spells are another way to channel it.”

The magic was the same as when she had warmed the coffee earlier, a trick she had learned as a child when she had gotten so engrossed in reading her food had gone cold. She had simply willed it and a strange word had sprung to her lips and her food had warmed. Now she only needed to think about it and it worked. How had she never realized what she was doing?

“I must admit this is all a bit strange,” Lillia said, breaking Briar out of her contemplation.

“What is?”

“You, here. I’ve been a bit envious of you, all your connections, getting access to the stories I wanted so desperately to read, and now you’re here.” She didn’t make eye contact, instead busying herself pulling more ingredients from the pile she had made. Briar opened her mouth to answer but Lillia cut her off. “Ready to try something else?”

Briar had never been more ready. Her body ached to release magic she hadn’t even realized was pent up inside her. She held up her hands, golden strands of magic running between them. “Teach me everything.”

“You’re on.”

*

THE FEEL OF the crushed velvet couch brushing against her exposed leg was the only thing reminding Briar she was still a person, not a vat of starlight, a beacon of light shooting off into the cosmos. Her head was heavy, in the best possible way, exhausted from concentration. Her fingers ached from the magic that had run through them, a conduit to things she had never thought possible. The world was laid bare, spread before her feet, ready to let Briar experience everything.

“Are you okay?” Lillia’s voice was flat but her fingers brushed Briar’s, reaching up from the floor on which she lay.

“Mmhmm.” Briar tried to nod but her head would not move. “Is it always like that?”

“Not even close.”

After an hour of practicing spells, they had let their magic free and it had exploded out of them, bursts of color and light filling the living room like small fireworks. Briar had never been so alive, so exhilarated. Not just the warmth of the golden magic she was used to but earthy greens, red-hot sparks, and heady purples had come from her, things she hadn’t known were possible.

Lillia shifted and Briar rolled onto her side to watch her with one eye open. Her fingers trailed Briar’s arm as she stood. Then she padded on heavy feet across the carpet and stood on tiptoes to reach the top of a built-in bookshelf beside the fireplace. She opened an ancient-looking, leather-bound book and a sheet of parchment tumbled out. Lillia caught it on a gold-tinged wind and held it gingerly between her fingers. Her eyes scanned it as she walked across the room. “I know you have a connection with Eliana so maybe she’ll have some answers about this…if you decide to tell her.”

Briar took the parchment. It was strange; clearly some enchantment or spell had been placed on it to keep it in good condition. The sensation was odd. Her fingers didn’t truly touch the paper; there was only smooth glassiness beneath her hand. This was better preserved than what could be done with any spell Briar knew or any of her tricks that involved dipping things into solutions. Whoever had saved this had been an expert at preservation.

She sat up to read it. It was addressed simply to “M” and signed off with “I.” This wasn’t a historical record. This was a love note. It spoke of M’s enchanting beauty, her soft skin and lyrical voice. The writer went on and on about how things would be when one day they could be together, when things were different. It was beautiful.

But it was not only the content that caught Briar’s eye, it was the ink. Whatever had been used to write this, and it was certainly old, Briar did not recognize. It was both flat and yet it caught the light. It had not pressed into the paper, there was no indentation, but it was a strong hand, with blocky letters. And it had not faded in all the centuries since it was written. “Who is this from?”

Lillia shook her head and sat on the couch beside Briar. “I don’t know. No one does. It was tucked away in another book—one of Ortus’s, don’t get too excited—and we’ve never learned where it came from. It’s beautiful, isn’t it? I used to read it every day when I was little, wishing someone would write me something like that.”

Heaviness, an old weariness she barely realized she was carrying, returned to Briar’s mind. “Can I see the stuff you have from Ortus?”

Lillia sighed and stood up. “It’s getting really late and I’m tired. Maybe you can call me tomorrow, or whenever you find out more about Agatha Marsh.”

Briar nodded. She knew a dismissal when she heard one and her gut told her not to push. Her heart told her she didn’t want to. She glanced at the letter one more time. It was a beautiful piece of history. “Whatever you’re comfortable showing me I would love to see. This is really incredible. Thank you.” The magic of the night was ending, falling away bit by bit, but it had touched something inside her, awakened her spirit. “Seriously, I appreciate all of this.” She bent and kissed Lillia on her cheek and left.

The step through the doorway was nearly overwhelming and she did not resist as Eliana searched through her mind.




Chapter Thirteen

BRIAR’S HEAD ACHED like she’d been drinking, and she was half surprised there was no one crawling out of her bed before she remembered the night before. She groaned and rolled over, pulling her pillow over her head.

At the edge of her consciousness something nagged. She was sure it was important, but she couldn’t remember what it was, like walking into a room and forgetting why you were there. The mornings had grown harder lately, full of headaches and fleeting memories of strange dreams.

It made her nervous and uneasy but before the feeling settled Eliana was with her, calm and reassuring. This was the path. She was going in the right direction.

“She’s nice. I like her,” Briar said into her mattress. On a whim she spoke the words she had learned with Lillia, sending out a link to the goddess. The feeling was nothing like the night before, not a string but a thread from a spider’s web, barely there and something you could not hope to grasp without breaking it entirely.

A flash of the Goddess smiling made Briar gasp and sit up in bed. Eliana was beautiful, brown-skinned and sun-kissed. Gorgeous beyond anyone she had ever seen.

The voice in her head was faint. “Won’t hurt her. It’s okay.” The last words reverberated in Briar’s head as the strand between them broke.

She rubbed her eyes and flicked her wrist to open the blinds, letting in the buttery morning sun. Her phone vibrated and she picked it up and mashed the numbers to open it. Waiting for her was a string of messages from Soren. He’d gotten them a meeting with Agatha Marsh the next week. The last message put a knot in her stomach. Jenia wanted them to get an endorsement from Marsh. She wasn’t sure Agatha had ever endorsed anyone.

She put her head back on her pillow. She needed to find out if Agatha knew anything about the Book of Beginnings. And stupidly she’d invited Lillia. She was selfish, she’d wanted to spend time with her, impress a girl. But how was she supposed to talk about the book with Lillia there? She didn’t support what Briar and Soren were doing. She had books from Ortus, and though Briar still didn’t understand what the problem was, Eliana didn’t like him. The goddess didn’t want Lillia to know all her plans. She was supposed to keep her at bay, use her to find what she needed, not invite her on vacations.

She didn’t want to disinvite her either. And Soren would be there.

Gods.

It would be interesting at least. And she still didn’t understand why Jenia needed to be Prime Minister, or why Eliana would care. Briar didn’t understand anything.

She stretched as she got out of bed and pulled on her shorts. She’d feel better after a run, she always did, then she could go to the library. She didn’t think she’d find anything but being in the presence of all those books, smelling their musty spines, always calmed her.

The sun beat down between her shoulder blades and burned away the fog in Briar’s mind. She shoved her earbuds into her ears and took off toward Esse Park, maneuvering between pedestrians on their way to work. She let her mind wander, back to before she was caught up in any of this, before thirteen witches died, before she met Soren. Memories of flashing lights and dancing beside Fauna filled her mind as her feet pounded the pavement. College days spent staying up too late and filled with expensive coffees.

She missed Fauna. Even when she did manage to see her lately, they couldn’t stop fighting. She wasn’t used to fighting with Fauna. They had always been on the same team.

Flipping off a car that honked at her, she turned a corner. The smell of jasmine hit her before she could see the park. She let her magic reach out to it as two little faerie girls zipped by her, howling with laughter. As they hit the grass, flowers bloomed where their feet touched, leaving a path of purple and pink zigzagging through the park.

Briar slowed her run, taking in the beauty of the Gods Spot. She took a path to her right, leading to the old temple, and was surprised to see signs for Jenia put up along the path. Vines of ivy had begun to grow where the metal stuck into the ground. It was rare to see signs here. They never lasted long. The earth took them back, keeping the spirit of the Gods alive.

Magic pressed on the soles of her feet as she ran, and she welcomed it. The Gods Spots were why she’d always believed in the Gods, proof of the deep magics they had once poured into the world. There were other places, a park in Ourst where it was always snowing, or the never-ending sandstorms in Beisha, but this park was her favorite.

In her junior year of college, she had traveled all over with Fauna, seeing all the magical spots left behind from long ago, their own pilgrimage, and had come back to camp out in the center of the park. It was one of her favorite memories.

Would she look back fondly on this time? Her mind felt strange and sometimes it seemed like it should bother her, but it didn’t. The confusion was the hardest for her, filling her mind with questions right before she fell asleep. And Lillia and Soren—she couldn’t think about them for too long or frustration rose in her chest. She’d never been close to a man like she was with Soren, though if she really thought about it, she didn’t know him well. But she trusted him, they shared a secret.

They’d both been deemed worthy.

She reached up to straighten her ponytail and froze. Had she summoned him?

Sitting on a bench, near a fountain depicting Lorcus and Ivian, was Soren and beside him, smiling like she’d just won a prize, was Bastianna. The smile fell from her face when she noticed Briar.

Briar wasn’t sure why such irritation flooded through her body but something snapped, something she’d been holding back without even knowing. The presence of the Goddess was nowhere to be found in her rising anger. She put a wide smile on her face; decades in the public eye and she could look happy no matter what she was feeling. “Hey, guys!” She jogged over, put her leg on the bench, and stretched.

“Briar.” Soren looked her over, his eyes dragging for a second too long. She only grinned wider. His eyes were stormy and his lips slightly parted. For the first time she truly wondered what it would be like to kiss him. “I wasn’t expecting to see you today.”

“I’m heading to the library.” Briar switched legs and slowly massaged her calf. “It’s good to see you again, Bastianna.”

Bastianna frowned, her cheeks turning the same color as her hair. “You, too, Briar.”

Squeezing in between them on the bench, Briar turned her body toward Bastianna, fully committing to being rude. Why was Bastianna here? She didn’t trust her at all, even the hand of Eliana returning to her shoulder couldn’t completely dissolve her annoyance. She tricked Lillia into coming to the fundraiser knowing it would upset her, showed up at her work uninvited, and now was pursuing Soren. The Goddess might trust her but Briar did not. Especially not here with Soren. Why was she twisting herself up in Briar’s life like this?

“So, how have you been? Seen Lillia lately?” Briar tilted her head in a mockery of curiosity. She could have sworn she heard the Goddess giggle, the hand on her shoulder wavering. Perhaps they were even more kindred spirits than Briar thought.

“I have not seen her, Briar.” The last word was harsh on Bastianna’s tongue.

It lifted Briar’s spirits. She hadn’t been openly rude in so long; she’d been keeping so much bottled up. She was ready to explode. Too much time had passed since a Constance scene had made the gossip rag.

“Just Soren now?” She looked him over in a way that was wholly inappropriate outside a bedroom.

“Briar!” Soren stood and grabbed Briar’s wrist, pulling her up from the bench. She wrenched her arm free and he glared at her. “What the fuck?”

Briar shrugged. If pressed she would be unable to explain this outburst. Soren grabbed her arm again, gentler this time, as he continued to pull her away from Bastianna.

“What’s your problem?” he hissed, keeping his voice low and dropping her arm. “I invited her to the park.”

“There’s something weird. Why’s she so involved in all of this?” She ran a finger along his bicep.

He slapped her hand away. “You’re fucking jealous.”

“I absolutely am not.” Maybe she was. She didn’t usually have to compete for people’s attention. She still didn’t like Bastianna.

“Yes, you are. She dated the girl you liked and now she’s at the park with me and you’re jealous.” He laughed and it sent Briar’s blood pressure soaring. “Gods above, you aren’t used to not getting every little thing you want, are you?”

“That’s mean,” Briar said, though embarrassment was starting to creep in. But it still bothered her. Of everyone in the world Bastianna was making eyes at the two people who had just come into Briar’s life. Lillia sure, she’d seen her first, but Soren? He was a Gods-damned Savros. What was he doing taking a party planner on dates to the park?

And it wasn’t that she didn’t like Soren, it was that she couldn’t. She didn’t really have any choice at all.

“You’re being mean. If you wanted me to ask you on a date I would have. I fucking would have, Briar. I’ve been nothing but a gentleman so cut your shit out.” Something about the glint of silver in his eyes, steely now, tightened her stomach.

“I happen to like my shit, Soren Savros.” She bit her lip and even Eliana seemed to wonder if Briar had any shame at all. Apparently not.

Soren shook his head. “Ry, come on. I like her and she knows a few things about where certain witches might hide valuable books. It’s win-win and not dissimilar from your own shitty motivations, so please? Maybe not do…that. Also don’t stretch like that in front of me.”

“I like to stretch.” Briar had no intention of admitting she was wrong—even if she was.

Soren laughed again. “All right, fine. I’m not chaste either. Now, go to the library and leave me alone.” He took one last look at her running shorts. “Asshole.”

“Back at you. Bye, Bastianna!” Briar waved and resumed her run.

That had not been well done. She had gotten so mad so fast. Soren was attractive but did she like him? Did she want him? It wasn’t like she had never exploded over something small before and she’d been annoyed by Bastianna enough times it wasn’t completely unjustified. But she hadn’t felt it coming.

It didn’t matter. Soren was right, it wasn’t fair. She’d made a choice and it was the right one. Getting involved with Soren would absolutely be a mistake. But it still chafed that Bastianna would get to try them both. Briar had never liked to share.

She did her best to clear her mind as she left the park. She slowed when she was a few minutes from the library, letting her heart rate return to normal. Her phone buzzed in her pocket and she pulled it out. Soren’s name flashed on the screen and she opened the message as she slowed to a stop.

She laughed so loud she startled the woman walking next to her. It was a picture of Soren, his hair a bit longer. It clearly wasn’t recent and clearly wasn’t taken for her. He was shirtless, his sweatpants low on his hips, clinging to every inch of his well-toned body.

Another message popped up.

Oh sorry. Sorry. I was just stretching and accidentally sent a picture.

Asshole. Still, she saved the photo.

Now I can blackmail you.

Haha. If you ever go through with it let me know. I’ve got worse than that.

I don’t want to see worse.

Allegedly.

Aren’t you on a date?

She pushed open the door to the library and let the familiar scent fill her nose. While she didn’t love the public library quite as much as she loved the one at the university, she wasn’t sure she was up for co-eds today.

Memories smacked her without warning. The last time she had been here she had just met Evaria. She’d had to shove her phone down in her purse to concentrate. Now she was texting Soren and her inbox was full of emails confirming a hotel reservation for Ourst. Maybe Fauna was right and people fell in love with her easily but that didn’t usually lead to any good behavior on her part.

“Ms. Constance, it’s good to see you again,” the head librarian said, shifting a stack of books from one arm to the other. “The front desk has the archives cards. Let me know if you have any trouble. And thank you so much for getting us that donation.”

“Of course. No problem. It’s good to see you too.” Briar smiled and looked around the library. The wood floor was newly polished and the shelves in the children’s section had been replaced. She was glad some good had come out of all those texts to Evaria.

No wonder she had never solved any of history’s mysteries; she’d spent her life flirting with everyone she came in contact with. “There’s nothing wrong with being vain. That’s just a lie ugly people tell you to try to steal your confidence,” Andora, drunk on wine, had told her once when she was little. It wasn’t good advice, but it had certainly made an impression, and it wasn’t the worst thing her mother had ever said.

“Any new books, Elloree?” she asked the girl behind the counter.

Elloree grabbed a stapled stack of papers and skimmed through it. “A book of spells believed to be written by Velorian, but it’s in Beishan so good luck. Another book from the same donor on Velorian himself but it has no author, so again, good luck. Oh, something by a noblewoman from a few years after the change, strange like most of those are—you know how muddled they get. We’ve got some old scrolls we haven’t officially catalogued yet, a few minor books. The usual bullshit. I saw a blog post about you and Soren Savros. Is he as dreamy in real life?”

Briar nodded and grabbed one of the archive access cards from behind the desk. “He’s very delicious. And nice, too, nicer than you’d think.”

Elloree scrunched her nose. “I’m not sure nice fits in with my fantasy.”

“Dirty.” Briar winked. “If you think of anything else I might like let me know.” She headed between stacks of books and rows of students doing work to a thick set of wooden doors set with long windows. She pressed her access card against the lock and it beeped. The doors clicked open and Briar headed inside.

She could feel the Goddess smile beside her as her own heart soared to be back amongst the books, the thick smell of old paper and parchment and ink. Evaria had spruced up the front of the library, but Briar had paid for all the chairs in this room, replacing wooden-backed models with wide chairs with thick cushions people could curl up in.

She wasn’t surprised she was the only one in the room in the middle of the week and she was glad for it because she kept finding herself speaking to the Goddess as she browsed the rows. “Well, I know this book is garbage because it says the Gods had been killed. You’re obviously here. I do suppose you know what happened. Maybe we should work on some full communication, it would make this a lot easier. Maybe invent cell phones wherever you are because it’s all a mystery to us. How humans got magic? What changed? Where did the Gods go?”

“Book of Beginnings.” The words floated into her mind along with the image of a leather-bound book.

“I know. I know. I hope you can talk to me once I get it.”

A silent affirmation.

Briar pulled books and scrolls, leaving behind the stone tablets that predated magic by quite some time and that she hated moving. She sat in her favorite chair, kicked off her shoes to pull her feet under her, and grabbed a book off the top of the stack.

Velorian was the only title listed, beautifully handwritten. Velorian, the last king of Endlyia, after the change. By all accounts he was a good king, a faerie it seemed. She’d seen him called the first faerie but there was no clear consensus on what that meant; all magic had appeared around the time he was young.

Then he had died. His wife was only a few months pregnant, a baby could not rule, and it fell to his advisors. It was how democracy had been established in Endlyia but it was also the last peaceful reign.

She searched through the book. Most of the information she knew, and the Goddess must have known it all as well, or just been tired of reading history she had lived through because her presence had waned. Perhaps she was with Soren. She stopped at a paragraph about Velorian’s lover.

Lynah, this book called her, beautiful and unwell. She’d seen it said before, Velorian’s lover was not well. This book called her capricious, unable to settle. She would appear at Velorian’s side for a week, then not be seen for a month. Briar jotted down the name of the book on the checkout sheet. She’d never seen so much on his lover in one place. She closed the book and looked for an author but there wasn’t one listed.

Most books focused on Queen Cordelia, a sweet girl with none of the fire of the king’s lover. It had been a political marriage but Velorian must have cared for her, or at least the child she quickly became pregnant with. He’d refused his mysterious lover after and had a garden built for his wife. A small park still remained in its place in Velorian’s quarter.

Then the king had become ill. Many scholars blamed his lover of course, but Briar had her doubts. There had been a sickness, Briar suspected a flu, that swept the land that year and by all accounts the king caught it. Magic was new, medicine as well, and the king had died. History loved to blame women, but Briar knew plenty of girls who had been dumped, been angry, and never murdered their ex.

She’d read this part of the story many times; the origin of democracy was something schools loved to talk about, but there was less on his lover. She’d always wondered about her. What kind of woman could so publicly sit beside a king but never marry him? She, like all the history of magic, remained foggy, remembered but never well, with vague and winding paragraphs that didn’t always make sense.

Once again Briar contemplated how all of it was related. How did King Velorian and this Lynah fit into whatever had happened, whatever had swept the land into such chaos people could not write it down? And what were the chances the very book she needed would be in Velorian’s Quarter still, so many centuries later, held by another less mysterious girl?

Briar closed the book and gathered up a few other tomes she wanted to take home. With Elloree working she could probably sweet-talk her way into a few over the limit on historical archives. Her stomach was growling, and she was already trying to decide where to stop and eat when her phone vibrated.

Fauna’s name flashed on the screen.

Ry, why am I engaged? If I marry this man I may die of boredom. Want to pawn my engagement ring and use it to go drinking later?

Briar shifted books to free her fingers, completely unsurprised. 

Keep the ring, we can use it to create a scene, it’ll be my second of the day. But yes on drinks. Meet at my house.

A normal night would be good.




Chapter Fourteen

“LET ME SEE it again.” Fauna grabbed for Briar’s phone. Her hair was loose around her face, complete with a pink streak she’d impulse dyed in the hours between texting her cousin and showing up, already several drinks deep, at Briar’s apartment.

“No, you pervert,” Briar yelled over the music. The pink looked better than the time Fauna had dyed the entire underside of her hair blue and gotten into a bathroom fight in a country-themed bar she’d insisted on going to. Their hairdresser had made good money fixing the damage the next day.

Briar didn’t mind breakdown Fauna. She only came out a couple times a year, less often as they got older. A good night of wildness followed by rest usually returned her sanity and if it didn’t, they could always hop on a plane to somewhere sunny and sandy until she snapped out of it.

“He’s cute.” Fauna settled into the disgusting club couch. “Damian’s cute, too, but he’s so boring. He just…nothing. He does absolutely nothing. Soren doesn’t seem boring. I know Lillia’s not boring. How do you meet such exciting people?”

Briar leaned forward, knocking over an empty beer bottle with her elbow, and grasped her cousin’s face in her hands. “Not in boardrooms.”

Fauna erupted into a fit of laughter. “Gods, why am I like this? I think there’s something wrong with me. I don’t need a fucking fiancé.”

“No!” Briar let go of her face and did a shot. “I’ve been telling you that. Is it because your mom was married by now?” Briar shrugged. “Like she’s the picture of a life well led. Fuck them all. Fuck steel.”

“Shut up. Someone’s going to record you saying that.” Fauna looked around but the only people paying them attention were a group of guys whose interest in recording them would certainly skew toward different activities. “I need to get out more. I haven’t even left Wesvik in months, and don’t get me wrong, this is the greatest city on the fucking planet but I could use a change of scenery.” She ran her hands through her hair, her face somewhere between laughter and tears. “I’m losing it. I’m absolutely losing it. It’s so much pressure. She wants me leading the company by the time I’m thirty-five and she keeps talking about kids. I wish Sparrow was older.”

“Can you imagine Grandpa if Sparrow was older than you? He’d be fully gray from the stress. You need a break.”

“I never get a break. This is my break.” She gestured to the club and pulled her phone out of her pocket. “Oh look, suddenly he has so much to say.”

Briar took her cousin’s phone and put it in her purse. “Who cares what he thinks. He’ll have someone new in a month. Listen, I’m going to Ourst in a few days with Soren and Lillia. Do you want to come? We’re meeting Agatha Marsh but I planned an extra day because Lillia’s never been.”

Fauna did another shot, winked at one of the guys watching her, and motioned to the waitress for another round. She pointed a finger at Briar, using her other hand to steady herself on the couch. “Let me get this straight. You’re going to Ourst with Soren Savros, deposed Prime Minister’s son, who definitely likes you and who you are searching for an ancient book with, and Lillia Orivius, girl who recently kissed you and probably has the ancient book but won’t give it to you and who you are definitely, totally, not using for information?”

“Mmhmm.” Briar nodded and pressed a bill into the waitress’s hand. She groaned as the guys watching them headed toward them. “So, are you coming?”

“Obviously, I’m coming.” Fauna scooted over on the couch, making room for the beefiest of the group. “What about you? Have you ever been to Ourst?”

Briar looked over the group of men. None of them stirred anything in her and she doubted any of them had even read a book in years. Maybe she could do something really stupid tonight and show up at someone’s house. Probably a bad idea…but maybe?

Too bad she didn’t know which house she’d pick.

It wasn’t the first time she’d had lineups of several people, but this was different in a way she didn’t like. She grabbed a drink, not wanting to dwell on the way it made her stomach clench to think about.

“Yeah.” The guy nodded. “Not as much nightlife as Wesvik but there are worse cities in Endlyia. I’m Boris.”

The two remaining muscled men sat on either side of Briar. “I didn’t think we’d see the Constance cousins out tonight,” one said, his leg brushing against hers.

Briar giggled. “I’m gay.”

“I’ve seen you with guys.”

“And yet, tonight I’m just feeling so incredibly gay.” Briar stood. “Fauna?”

Fauna rolled her eyes. “Some nights she’s less fun than others.” She pulled her face into a dramatic frown. “I broke up with my fiancé today, you’d think she’d want me to have some fun.”

“Fine.” Briar sighed and sat down on the couch. “But you’re coming home with me.”

“I sure hope not.” Fauna took another shot and Briar followed suit. “Not all of us have a phone full of suitors to choose from, you know.” She leaned closer, failing completely to whisper. “Some of us have to make do.”

“That’s a lie.” Briar distributed drinks among the men as the waitress brought another round and she shoved more money at her. “You are one of the most beautiful witches in the entire world. You’re just a little stuffy sometimes.”

“That is so hateful.” Fauna pouted, but fluffed her hair, the pink catching in the blacklight of the club.

“Sometimes the truth hurts. The good news is you’ve dropped your biggest problem.” She fished in her purse for Fauna’s phone and keyed in the code, then scrolled through her contacts and deleted Damian’s number. She handed it to Fauna. “There you go. And don’t answer your phone if any Constance number but me or Sparrow calls. Vestia has probably never had fun in her whole entire life. You don’t need their negativity.”

“Just their cash!” Fauna stood and pulled Boris with her. “Come on, let’s dance.”

“Well.” Briar motioned to the dance floor. “Are you coming, boys?”

 

*****

 

Briar should have gone home, yet her feet had gone in the wrong direction when she left the club. She told herself to get a cab after making sure Fauna and the beefy man had headed to Fauna’s apartment. She had not. At least her cousin was safe. She wouldn’t get abducted from her own home, not in the fancy high-rise she lived in.

She wished she’d worn more comfortable shoes, but the glittery silver heels were her cutest pair and matched the micro-dress she’d squeezed herself into. Her toes hurt though. They weren’t walking shoes.

Two more brownstones to go. She glanced once more at the numbers, one hand on the wrought iron fence lining the street. Snowflake the cat was the first to greet her as she pushed open the gate. She scooped him up and knocked on the door, leaning her head against the cool stone of the doorway. She should have bought an old house. Her apartment was nice but it had no history.

She loved history. And books. Maybe she could go to the bookstore. That might have been a better choice. She was so drunk. She loved rum almost as much as books.

And she loved Soren in just a pair of underwear as he stood in his doorway, his hair tousled and video game headphones slung around his neck. “Briar?”

“Hi. I wanted to apologize.” She pushed past him and deposited the cat onto his credenza. “I shouldn’t have acted that way.”

“You’re…very drunk.” Soren glanced down the street before shutting the door. He grabbed a hoodie from the coat rack and put it on without zipping it. It did nothing to take away from his state of undress.

Briar looked him up and down. “Why are you here alone? You know every girl I meet tells me how cute you are. They love you.” She poked him in the chest. “This Jenia thing has done wonders for your image.”

“Yes. Much better than my father’s mass murder, it would seem. I suppose you’re going to sleep here.” There was nothing playful about his expression. If anything, he looked irritated.

Briar sighed and headed for his kitchen. There wasn’t much apart from beer and cheese in the fridge but it would do. She hadn’t eaten anything in hours. “I am sorry though. You probably really liked Bastianna and I ruined it.”

Soren sighed and grabbed a beer, the movement bringing him close enough to Briar the strings of his jacket brushed against her arm. He froze and she pressed her back into the counter. “What is all of this, Briar? I know you like Lillia and you’ve made your thoughts on the two of us pretty clear.”

Briar nodded. “That’s why I’m sorry. I saw you with Bastianna and I snapped and I didn’t expect it.” She hadn’t but she should have. Briar had never been good at sharing. She’d never denied herself much either.

He closed the fridge and shifted but he was still so close and so shirtless. She’d had too much to drink for this. Why was she at his house?

He pushed a strand of hair behind her ear and his thumb brushed her cheek. “I think…it’s not the right time and it’s not what the Goddess wants. I also think you like Lillia and even if I kissed you right now that wouldn’t change.”

“Do you want to?” Briar held on to the counter to keep her knees from buckling.

His fingers moved from her cheek to her throat. He ran his hand slowly up her neck until he was grasping her by the chin. His other hand pinned hers to the counter. Briar held her breath, afraid of what she would do if she moved.

Soren moved his lips to the shell of her ear. The naked, hard muscles of his abdomen pressed into her stomach and good Gods, was it hot in this house? He nipped the lobe of her ear. “If you ever want me to kiss you, you only need to let me know.” He released her. “Until then, we’re going to eat the rest of that cheese and I’m going to teach you how to shoot virtual zombies.” He stepped back.

Briar nodded, took a deep breath, and pressed her thighs together. “And Bastianna?”

Soren opened the fridge again and handed her a beer. “Let me and Eliana handle Bastianna. You handle Lillia. Then in a few months we can come back here, get drunk to celebrate Jenia as Prime Minister and the return of the Gods. We can revisit any feelings you’re having then.”

“All right. I can do that.” Briar raised her beer. “To accomplishing our goals.”

Soren tapped his glass against hers. “Wear that dress again then.” He headed toward his living room.

Briar didn’t bother to wonder what letting Eliana handle Bastianna meant. If the Goddess wanted her to know she would tell her. Hopefully. She pushed thoughts of Lillia from her mind and followed Soren to the living room.

It was strange though. Briar wasn’t sure she’d ever become jealous so suddenly. She usually went for what she wanted and she usually won. The irritation had been so quick to rise but her feelings for Soren felt like something that had been simmering. How had she not even noticed? She sat on the couch and kicked off her shoes. And Lillia, that was real, too, more real than she had experienced in a long time. Her feelings were twisted up inside her chest and their interaction in the kitchen had done nothing to help.

It was all so strange. She yawned, putting those feelings away for now. There were zombies to kill and she wasn’t sure how much longer she was going to be able to keep her eyes open.

*

Briar woke up in a bed with something else in it. Her breath caught in her chest as something brushed her arm. Snowflake poked his head out of the blanket and Briar relaxed, laughing.

“Maybe I should get a cat,” she said, rubbing him under the chin. “Do you think I should be embarrassed when I see your dad in a minute?”

The cat curled up on the pillow beside her.

“Yeah, embarrassment never gets you far. My grandpa used to tell me you can’t change the past. Focus on fixing the future.”

Snowflake closed his eyes.

Briar got out of bed and looked around. She’d slept here before and come face to face with Soren’s father. At least that was unlikely to happen again. On the dresser was a pile of women’s clothes. Of course he had spare women’s clothes. She just pulled on the shirt and shorts.

The smell of coffee filled her nose when she opened the door. “Bless you, Soren Savros,” she called, as she headed for the kitchen.

“How do you take it?” Soren was even more delightfully disheveled than the night before but he was, unfortunately, wearing a shirt. A bright-red shirt with a rooster on it.

“Black, enough sugar to take the bitterness out.” She looked him over. What had come over her last night? Alcohol. Too much. She rubbed her eyes and reached out to the Goddess. She was there. Briar sighed as calm washed over her. “That shirt is truly a travesty.”

“It’s a big cock, get it?”

“It’s not really subtle.” Briar took the cup he offered her and sat at the kitchen island. “I bet you’re getting real sick of me, huh?”

Soren shrugged and refilled his mug. “You’re not the worst girl I’ve had show up at my house. Terrible at video games though.”

“I was drunk. I’d kick your ass otherwise.” Briar grinned mischievously. “I may have invited Fauna to come with us to Ourst. She’s single now.”

“Of course you did and I’m not touching the rest of that. Listen.” He put his coffee down and leaned on the marble of the island. “I don’t know what’s between us, Briar, but I meant what I said before. You’re one of the best friends I’ve ever had and you’re never going to be alone but…” He smirked. “You’re cute, I thought so before I met you. There’s something, it waxes and wanes between us, but not the friendship I feel. That’s always there. I was hoping right now maybe we could focus on that. We are going to have a long time to figure out whatever we need to figure out. Okay?”

Briar nodded. “What do you think would have happened if we had met without all this? You were on my list.” She tapped a finger to the side of her head. “Cute people I’m gonna meet.” The list was actually attractive men she should definitely stay far away from, but that ship had sailed.

“If we had met at some party we probably would have slept together and I probably would have thought you were funny and never called again.”

“Why?” Briar asked, genuinely curious. He had a reputation as a playboy but it didn’t fit the man she had gotten to know. He was gentle and kind, even when he didn’t have to be. He could have taken advantage of her last night, but he hadn’t.

“Before everything happened with my father it was too much. He’s a bad man. I couldn’t bring a girl into my mess of a life so I never pursued anything, at least that was the reason more recently. I was also young once.” He stretched, moving the stupid rooster across his chest. “Like you’ve called back everyone who sat by the phone. I do remember hearing you were in Ourst once when I was and I thought I should try to find you. You were always up to trouble then. I hoped we could cause some real chaos.”

“Oh! Speaking of Ourst and me inviting hordes of people without asking, I got a suite. I knew there was a good chance we’d need some extra space.”

“Your cousin cannot come to our meeting with Agatha Marsh. I’ve spoken to her on the phone a few times and she’s a very serious woman.”

Briar stood up and headed for the pantry. It was as woefully empty as the fridge. “I know. Fauna dumped her fake-fiancé, like she always does, and she seemed like she could use a getaway. It’s a penthouse at The Evergreen. There’s plenty of room.”

Soren reached over her and grabbed a loaf of bread from the pantry. “Did it ever occur to you that when I think of a good time I don’t think of you, me, Fauna, and Lillia?”

She watched as he loaded bread into the toaster. “Well, when you put it like that it seems a little weird. It will be fun though. If you like me, you’re going to love Fauna. And school is in, the bars will be full of girls. Or there’s Agatha Marsh, maybe you can seduce her into giving us her books.” She pointed finger guns at him. “She’s old but she’s fit.”

“You are the strangest girl.” Soren pulled himself up onto the counter and sat beside the toaster. “Do you think I could paint you sometime? And no, before you ask, not nude. You give off so much life. I want to see if I can capture it.”

“Why Mr. Savros, that might be the nicest thing anyone’s ever said to me. And yes, of course. I’d be honored.” Briar sipped her coffee, and despite the contentment she felt still something deep down remained muddled, a mess of feelings she couldn’t grasp well enough to contemplate.




Chapter Fifteen

LILLIA FOLDED SO neatly Briar couldn’t take her eyes off her as she moved. It was an art—a science. She folded and patted and placed each individual piece of her clothing carefully in the suitcase. Briar had packed for the trip the day before but not with any sort of attention to detail. What she forgot she could buy in the city.

This was a different side of Lillia. She didn’t have on her usual winged eyeliner; instead, she was fresh from the shower, her hair still glistening with droplets of water. She’d thrown on some tattered pajama shorts and a shirt so threadbare it was nearly see-through.

Briar had offered to help, several times now, and been turned down every time. Now she understood why. Her own suitcase was a disaster compared to this.

“So, a thing happened,” Briar said, trying not to grimace as the words left her mouth. She didn’t want to tell Lillia but this was better than it coming up on the plane, or at the bar after a few drinks. “I may have caused a little scene when I saw Bastianna and Soren at the park. I’m not even sure why really, it’s just…”

“You’re jealous.” Lillia didn’t bother to turn. She continued her meticulous folding. “I’ve seen the way Soren looks at you and she’s my ex-girlfriend. It must be weird for you.”

Briar fell back onto Lillia’s bed and studied the ceiling. She was comfortable here, relaxed. It should have been odd considering how little she’d actually been around Lillia but it felt…normal. Lillia’s life, at least before Briar had inserted herself into it, was what she used to dream of—no cameras, no one watching, a family who actually loved one another. “When you explain my outburst like that it sounds a lot nicer. Maybe I should hire you as my PR person.”

“Sounds like you have an opening for a party planner.” Lillia glanced over her shoulder and grinned, revealing a dimple in her left cheek. “I’m actually exceptionally levelheaded. It just falls apart for pretty girls sometimes.”

Briar’s phone buzzed and she pulled it from her pocket. It was a message from Soren.

I invited Henrik but he said he’d rather never read again than join you and Fauna in a Ourstian penthouse.

Briar giggled.

Agatha already loves him. He doesn’t need to come with us.

She put her phone back in her pocket and flipped over for a better angle to watch Lillia.

“Why do you bother with this?” Briar asked, tracing the pattern of the quilt underneath her with a finger. “You’re not going to give me the book, if you have it, which I suspect you do. And you know I’m a mess, plus you don’t like Eliana. I’m half convinced this is a trap.”

Lillia put a folded jacket into her suitcase. She stood still for a moment, then came and laid beside Briar. The bed groaned under the weight of both of them. “You’re right. I’m not going to give you the book and I’m not going to extrapolate further on that so don’t ask. But if you know then why do you bother with me?” She propped her head up on her hand, her elbow sinking into the mattress, and Briar was uncomfortably aware they were on a bed together. “I like you and despite the discouraging news you just told me about Soren, I think you like me too. So I guess I’m being an idiot but it is what it is.”

“I do like you too.” Briar moved, mirroring Lillia’s pose. “You’d tell me if there was something I needed to know, right?”

Lillia frowned. “Would you listen? Could you?” Her face grew serious. “I know I shouldn’t say this because it will all get twisted but you can’t get that book for Eliana. You need to stop looking. There’s things I could do to help—to get her out of your brain. She doesn’t have to control you.”

“She’s not controlling me.” Briar scoffed and scooted away from Lillia. “Why don’t you tell me what the problem is? Everything is so cloaked with you. You won’t even tell me why you don’t like her.”

“I barely know myself, Briar. You know how it is trying to find out anything about the Gods. I don’t have any more answers than you do. But you can’t say she’s not controlling you. Why else would you be looking for a book of spells? Don’t you think it’s dangerous?”

“She’s a Goddess, Lillia. We’re supposed to work for her.”

“Why?”

“It’s just how it is!” Briar sat up and Lillia did the same. “Tell me why you hate her.”

“Because I’m supposed to!” Lillia reached for Briar’s hand. “I don’t know. It’s what’s been passed down. Don’t trust Eliana. Keep the book safe.”

“So you’re watching over me?” Briar pulled her hand free. “All this talk of liking me, but I’m only a project. This is all to keep me from the book?”

“No. I mean…that’s why I let you in but…” Lillia moved like she would reach for Briar again but instead shoved her hands into her lap and her voice settled back to a normal tone. “That’s why you showed up at my house though. We were both trying to make each other a project but the feelings…those are real, right?” She sighed and her eyes moved over Briar’s face. They were so brown, like soil in the spring. “We both care about history and neither of us really knows what we’re doing so can we just stick to that?”

“You can’t try to stop me.” Briar didn’t like the way she felt. She wished she could reach out to the Goddess, kept away by the wards on the house. She did like Lillia, and though it made her feel guilty she would keep trying to get the book. Lillia might not be in possession of it but she knew where it was. She’d tell her eventually. She could see it in Lillia’s face; she wanted Briar and she didn’t like denying her. “It could be your stories that are wrong, you know. You’re assuming I’m on the wrong side, but do you even know who those messages came from? Whoever left them for you could be the one sowing discord.”

“Maybe,” Lillia said, but she didn’t sound like she believed it. “My head has been such a jumble lately, ever since I met you. How about this? We both work toward finding the truth. We can have a common goal. And then once we learn more about all of it, we can decide what we want to do. Together.”

Briar nodded but she wasn’t convinced. There was no reason to believe Eliana had some malevolent plan simply because Lillia’s ancestors had told her to keep the book from her. So much had fallen apart after magic showed up and the Gods left. Restoring their connection to the world couldn’t be wrong, and that had to be what Eliana wanted.

The Book of Beginnings, a way to start over, to fix whatever had broken all those years ago. She couldn’t blame Lillia. She was sure she’d feel the same way if she had some mysterious family calling but it didn’t make it right and Briar was the only one of them with an actual connection to the Gods. “My whole life I’ve thought if I could find the answers then I could see where it went wrong and maybe it could be fixed. We could go back to the peace when the Gods answered our prayers. That’s all I want, Lillia. I want to help people. That’s all Eliana wants, too, just to come back.”

“Maybe you’re right.” Lillia smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. There was no dimple this time. “Logically, one of us must be being tricked, maybe it is me. I’ll give her a chance, okay? And if we find something that makes it even a little bit clear what her motivations are I’ll help you find the book. I promise.”

Her motivations. It nagged at Briar. She needed to try to talk to the Goddess again, get some clarity, ease the pain constantly pounding at the base of her skull now, leaving her mind jumbled and her head groggy. But she didn’t dare ask Lillia about the one word she had heard before, Ortus. She wouldn’t tell Briar the truth and Briar was afraid of overplaying her hand—if Ortus was working against them she didn’t want him to know her suspicions.

Her feelings for Lillia were real, she was sure of that, but those feelings only made things more complicated. The other thing Briar was sure of was that they were both lying to each other.

She pulled herself together and moved closer to Lillia. “Okay. We’ll work together. I think you’re going to like Ourst.”

“I’d hate to admit how excited I am.” Lillia’s shoulders relaxed; her smile changed back to something real. “You’re much more well-traveled than I am.”

Briar ran her fingers over Lillia’s hand and stroked her wrist with gentle, barely there touches. “That’s something else we can work on together, without Soren next time. Somewhere warm and sandy where we can wear tiny bikinis.”

“That doesn’t sound so bad.” Lillia’s eyes focused on Briar’s mouth. She froze for a moment, lost in thought, then stood. “I have to finish packing. It takes me a while.”

Briar laid back down laughing. “Yeah, I can see why.”

*

NEXT TO WESVIK, Ourst was Briar’s favorite city in Endlyia. It was always bustling, full of men and women in smart suits and perfectly tailored dresses rushing down the street during the day. At night the city’s energy transformed. It was a place where you could find whatever trouble your heart desired. And right down the street from their hotel was the best pizza on the planet.

The Evergreen stood out amongst the mostly older buildings making up this stretch of Ourst. Recently renovated, it jutted above the other buildings, a chrome and glass masterpiece that had been a great contract for Constance Steel.

The doorman’s grin widened at the sight of them and he glanced inside. Before Lillia’s suitcase was free of the car the hotel manager was waiting for them in a suit that probably cost more than Briar’s shoes—and they were imported.

“Misses Constance and Mr. Savros, welcome! We just finished getting your rooms ready!” The manager was shorter than Briar, though not by much, with a thick neck and a head full of graying hair. “Let us get your bags!” He nodded to the still grinning doorman.

Lillia pressed closer to Briar as they passed through the double doors and into the atrium. The gold-flecked floor shone. A giant fountain, carved to look like dozens of woodland creatures, sprayed water into the air. The middle of the hotel was hollow, ending stories above their heads in a giant dome carved to let sunlight stream down on the two enormous evergreen trees growing from the floor. It was truly a remarkable feat of magic requiring the employment of several fae whose only job was to keep the trees alive.

The manager chatted happily on the elevator ride to the penthouse, telling them all about the renovations, things to do around the city, and what respect he had not only for Jenia Alvier but also the Constance family. Not a single mention of Ansel Savros’s homicidal behavior. What was it like for Lillia to be around Soren? Probably the same conflicting emotions Briar had when she first met him.

“How much did you pay for this?” Lillia hissed in her ear as they exited the elevator behind everyone else.

“Company credit card. Checking on the Constance investments with the heiress is a paid expense.”

“What a weird fucking life,” Lillia said but she bumped her hip into Briar’s and smiled in a way that made Briar’s heart flutter, just a little.

“Well, you all enjoy. We have a car coming to take you to Ms. Marsh’s residence after lunch. If you need anything at all, please don’t hesitate to call down to the front. Your keycards are on the coffee table. Have a great stay at The Evergreen Hotel.” He smiled and sent a final glance at Soren. Briar stifled laughter, thinking about how it must look for Soren to be here with all three of them sharing a suite. The playboy politician’s son, the Constance cousins, and Lillia.

“He thinks we’re having an orgy,” she said as the door closed behind them.

“He totally does.” Fauna laughed. “Bookdealer at noon, orgy at midnight. It’s my kind of vacation.” She threw open the doors to the balcony and the muted sounds of the city filled the room.

It was every bit as lavish as the rest of the building, hardwoods overlaid with plush rugs, drapes and furniture in rich jewel tones, and stainless-steel appliances in the mini kitchen.

Soren dropped onto one of the couches and sprawled out. Lillia looked around for a second longer, then did the same in an emerald-green love seat. “I never expected I’d be sharing a hotel in Ourst with you.”

Soren opened one of his already closed eyes. “A good life plan, honestly. Briar has a way of making us all do strange things.”

“Oh!” Fauna turned from the open balcony and pushed Soren’s feet down to sit on the couch. “If you need stories about Briar I am a fount of information.”

“Please do not.”

“In our sophomore year of high school…”

“No!”

“Our parents sent us to an all-girls school because they thought Briar was too distracted by boys.” She shot her a look and Lillia snorted.

“Stop it.”

“Please, go on.” Soren pushed himself up.

“Anyway, there’s this old lake like half a mile from the school, far enough no one would hear a party. It used to belong to the school, they used it for rowing or some shit. It hadn’t been used in years. They had a new one dug and the old lake was abandoned. So Briar convinces like half the girls to go have an absolute rager of a party there. I mean she has kegs, bottles of liquor—she even got a band to come play. And it would have been fine, but you know she likes attention.” Fauna blew her a kiss. “So she decides she’s going to get everyone to skinny-dip.”

Briar shook her head, poured herself a glass of wine, and watched the others from the kitchen. Briar might like attention but not half as much as Fauna. There was no stopping her once she got started on a story.

“But it’s kind of chilly, you know like now, when the season is starting to turn to summer but the nights are still a little cold so people are hesitant. Briar says fine, she’ll go first and she strips down absolutely nude in front of a hundred girls.”

“Nice.” Soren put his hands behind his head.

“She loves getting naked but I’m fairly certain that was her biggest audience. Anyway, she stretches her hands toward the sky, fucking levitates herself into the air like a big shot, and splashes into the lake amongst all these sparks of golden magic. So, of course, all these girls are amazed by Briar, right? Next thing you know she comes up screaming, just absolutely shrieking. She cannot get out of the water fast enough. Turns out they stopped using the lake because it’s full of leeches. She was absolutely covered, had to go to the hospital.”

“Five of ’em on my ass alone.” Briar lifted her glass into the air. “Got kicked out of the school.”

“What I’m hearing is, you haven’t changed much in the last decade.” Soren pushed himself off the couch and headed toward her. Briar grabbed a glass from where they hung from the ceiling.

“I only skinny-dip in clear bodies of water now, thank you very much.” Briar poured him a glass and handed it to him. “Limit of two, we still have to see Agatha. Speaking of, what are you two going to do while we’re there?”

Fauna glanced toward Lillia. “Want to go shopping?”

“Sure. I could use some new shoes.”

*

AGATHA MARSH MUST have been quite old, judging by what Briar knew of the fae aging process and how far back she’d seen her name written in books, but she looked incredible. She was rail thin with sharp features, including the ears poking out from under her steel-gray hair. Her skirt-suit, the same color as her hair, must have been custom made for her because it fit her perfectly and Briar could only pray she would still be able to walk in stilettos when she was Agatha’s age.

Briar grasped the faerie’s hand in her own. “It is so wonderful to finally meet you, Ms. Marsh. Thank you so much for taking the time out of your schedule.”

“Of course.” Agatha patted Briar’s hand. “And again, I do apologize for turning you down so many times. Your mother had left a bad taste in my mouth and from what I saw on the television you behaved like her.”

“I’m always concerned when someone isn’t bothered by my mother.” Briar dropped her hand but stayed close. “And I suppose I only have myself to blame for a bad reputation.”

“You’re young. I’m sure you had fun earning it.” Agatha grinned. “And it’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Savros. You are both fine examples of the fact we can always strive to do better than those who came before us.”

“Of course, Ms. Marsh.” Soren’s smile could have lit the room. “And those who came before us are the reason we’re here. We’re working on a history of magic. I’m sure you’ve found the beginning of our races as obscure as we have. In particular, we’re looking for the books rumored to belong to Eliana. We’ve had some luck tracing the Book of Bindings but the Book of Beginnings remains as elusive as ever.”

“Well, I’m afraid I don’t have anything as notorious as those tomes.” Agatha ushered them into her foyer. Her house was full of dark wood, priceless paintings lined the wallpapered walls, and their footsteps echoed throughout the house. “I looked for it myself once and all evidence points to Ortus hiding it. The Death God was the last God to be recorded as still amongst the humans, if you believe the accounts of Petrovius.”

Ortus. Petrovius. Lillia Orivius. Briar stiffened and the Goddess’s presence materialized beside her. Eliana had been gone more often lately, her presence only felt when Briar reached for her across whatever void separated them, but now she was amongst them, listening to the words of Agatha Marsh. Briar already suspected they had traveled all this way for nothing—at least as far as her mission from the Goddess went—but she was still Briar Constance, history lover, and she didn’t want to pass up an opportunity to meet someone as prestigious as Agatha.

“I read an interesting book in the Wesvik library the other day on Velorian. Do you have anything on him?” Briar asked, trying to walk as slowly as she could, taking in all the antiques lining Agatha’s walls. One day she wanted her house to be exactly like this.

“I do adore the faerie king but I’m afraid everything worthwhile I’ve recently loaned to the college library. They’re doing a course on him this semester. Maybe one of the students will have a breakthrough. You know what a mess it all is, I’m sure.”

“Do you have any theories on why there are no clear records of our history?” Briar asked, reluctantly following Agatha down the wide hallway bisecting her home.

Agatha paused, running a finger around the opening of a hand painted vase. “I think the Gods did it. Something happened they didn’t want us to know. Perhaps it was related to Velorian. Then this conversation can go down in history once the mystery is solved and the veil is lifted.” She laughed, bright and clear. “But truly, so many of us have spent our whole lives looking for answers, if they were written anywhere, I have to believe someone would have found them. Think of all the hours you’ve spent in libraries, there’s little things here and there but never enough, absolutely never enough, to confirm anything you find. I do hope you find something new though. My library is vast, and hopefully you will find some clues to the books of Eliana. That was never a mystery I spent much time on myself. However, I’m afraid you won’t find the answers to how magic came into the world in this house, and I don’t think you’ll find it in any house. Those answers lie amongst the Gods and they no longer care to speak to us.”

Briar glanced at Soren. “Do you think something is stopping the Gods from speaking to us or do they just not want to?”

Agatha shrugged. “What I have found seems to indicate the Gods all had their own agendas. I think that part of the research gets overlooked. You won’t find anything on the years you’re searching for but if you read old human records there’s so much on the Gods’ interactions with people. You can really see their personalities, especially in old diaries.” She started walking again. “Oddly enough, there is almost nothing on Eliana. She’s mentioned after the magic as a Goddess and she must have been a deft hand at spells judging by how sought after her spell books are but before, you only see her name for a few decades. I’ve often wondered if she was a new Goddess. There’s some evidence the Gods did not all come into being at the same time. Anyways, I laid out some things I think might be interesting. Feel free to browse for as long as you’d like. I’ll be down the hall.”

It took Briar half an hour to stop marveling at the sheer size of Agatha’s personal library, as she walked the rows, letting her fingers trail over the books. It was incredible. She pictured herself older, surrounded by books, some of them bearing her own name.

She spent the next half hour snapping dozens of photos from the books she was reading and sending them to Henrik, whose responses became so enthused she was worried she might send him into cardiac arrest. But it was clear Agatha had not lied.

There were no more answers here than anywhere else. Extraordinary books to be sure, diaries with the words of Lorcus, a book with illustrations hand painted by the first king of Beisha, the blueprints for the temple to Bruelle in Evicia, and books and books from the early days of magic, when faeries were beginning to realize their power was different. But despite the way her heart leaped with each new discovery none of them held real answers, none of them explained what had happened.

“This is the most impressive collection on the actual history of the Gods I’ve ever seen, but there’s nothing here about the Book of Beginnings.”

“Of course not,” Soren said, without looking up from a manuscript on medical history he was perusing.

“What does that mean?”

“Lillia has the book. I came here because you wanted an introduction and to make your novel with Henrik, though it appears that won’t happen. Did you think the book would be in her library?” His voice was harsh and it chilled Briar. He had never spoken to her in a tone like that before.

“I think Lillia has the Book of Bindings and she might know where the Book of Beginnings is but—”

“But you won’t push her because you want to fuck her.”

“Soren?” How was this the same man who had sworn they would always be friends only days before?

“I get it, Briar. It’s a weird position for you but…well, you can’t expect Eliana to not have any other plans. She needs the book. She’s going to fix everything if we can just find it.”

“What does that mean…other plans?” Briar opened and closed her hand, willing sparks not to shoot from her fingers so close to so much paper. “You were excited to work with Henrik.”

“Until you made it clear Lillia knows where it is.” He closed the manuscript and sat it gently on a pile. “It’s fine. Eliana wanted us to come here, right? Maybe she realized we needed a break. Take some more pictures for Henrik. Even if you don’t come up with the whole history you two could write a pretty interesting book on the search for the Gods. It’s a different angle. There’s not much on that. You’ll still get your notoriety.”

There was something—something he had said was a piece to the puzzle, but Briar could still not put it together. She willed her mind to focus, to sift through the facts like she’d done so many times in the past, but she couldn’t. Nothing fit. It made her head hurt. She reached to the Goddess.

The presence on the other side told her it was fine. Everything was fine. But the link snapped and there was no comforting hand on her shoulder.

“We all play our parts. I’m just jet-lagged. I shouldn’t have been so rude.” Soren stretched his arms over his head. “Do you think she’d let us take some of these?”

“Only if Briar promises to take good care of them,” Agatha said from the doorway. “And I’ll keep looking. I try to look through a new book each day, so I can focus on ones about the Gods. I will send you anything I find if you make a deal with me.”

“What’s that?” Briar asked, grabbing another book. Soren might be ready to leave but she could stay here for days.

“I’m working on an article about the uses of spells in medicine, specifically focusing on the turn of the century before spells fell out of vogue. If you find anything I’d love to see it.”

“I have a friend whose family still actively practices spell magic. Would you like her number?”

“Yes.” Agatha moved faster than Briar would have thought possible. She hurried on her heels and sat next to Briar. “It’s been hard to find. I get a lot of grief for focusing my research on witches but spells are still common in hospitals. They’re taught in medical school. I’d love to see where it came from.”

“Of course.” Briar jotted Lillia’s number on a sheet of paper. “I’ve always been a proponent of us focusing less on our differences, which are only magical, and working together.” It had sounded so nice when Lillia said it, she had added it to her own list of mottos.

“Smart girl.” Agatha pulled out her phone and entered her number, then pulled a few books toward them. “This one mentions the Book of Bindings by name. The author had it briefly before it was stolen.”

“Excellent.” Briar pulled it closer. “You can leave if you want, Soren.”

“No, I’ll stay with you. I have to make sure you eventually leave to go out tonight or Fauna might disown you. I’m worried you’re going to ask to move in.”

Briar kept her face neutral but only years of practice allowed her to do so. What had flickered in Soren earlier had frightened her. So much anger. He’d been stewing in it for a while. She tried to focus on what Agatha said but it was all so strange. Why were they here? It was odd to be in this city when the books were home.

A phantom hand swept reassuring strokes down her back and the adrenaline building inside her dissipated. There was a plan. Eliana always had a plan. And being here, it would help with Lillia, show they weren’t just focused on the books. She would lower her guard. And it was nice to have a side project, a book to work on. There was nothing to fear. The weekend would only bring them closer and if she could gain Lillia’s trust, she might tell Briar where the book was. She’d already said she’d consider it.

Briar relaxed the hand she hadn’t even realized was gripping the edge of the table. She had to trust, to stop fighting the path the Goddess was trying to lead her down. They would get there. Things would be better.




Chapter Sixteen

THEY STAYED UNTIL Soren took a book from in front of her face and pointed out that the sun was starting to set and she’d probably want to change and maybe brush her hair before they went out.

Briar wanted to take half the books in Agatha’s library but in the end it was enough to know something had shifted. She was one of the most powerful witches and she had gotten to see one of the most extensive personal book collections of a fae. She wouldn’t let it end in chaos like so many other times had, when things appeared to be getting better and ended so terribly. She wasn’t sure how she would stop it but she would.

Even if no one was telling her the whole story.

As they headed toward the hotel Soren was quiet. Briar had so many things she wanted to ask him, especially about how angry he had gotten earlier, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it. It would only end in a fight and they were stuck in Ourst together.

But she couldn’t leave things like they were, so she grabbed his wrist as they exited the taxi. “Everything has been so strange, Soren. We’re still in this together, right?”

Something flashed in his silver eyes but then he smiled and it was gone. “Of course. I’m sure we’ll have even bigger fights eventually.” He put his hand on top of hers. “I know you have doubts, more than me, but it’s all going to be amazing in the end. You’ll see.”

Briar nodded as Soren dropped his hand from hers. “Of course.” She turned toward the door and the Goddess was beside her. “Let’s just have some fun tonight.” Soren grinned and even Eliana seemed to agree. They’d earned a night off.

“You’re late!” Fauna yelled as they opened the door to the suite.

“Visiting Marsh was the actual purpose of the trip, asshole.” Briar sat on the couch and pulled her shoes off.

“Whatever. Just get ready. I want to do something. All that shopping made me thirsty.”

Briar rolled her eyes and stood up. She did need to get dressed if they were going to get dinner before they went anywhere, and she definitely needed dinner before she made an attempt at keeping up with a newly single Fauna.

She pulled her jacket off and Soren made a low whistle. Briar turned and her heart and stomach competed for who could jump the highest. Lillia blushed from the doorway.

“You look hot, girl!” Soren high-fived her and she laughed.

She did look hot. She had on more makeup than she usually wore, smoky eyes and a red lip, and her curly hair was let loose, framing her face. Dangling diamond earrings peeked out from her hair, brushing against her long neck.

She must have bought the dress in Ourst; Briar would have noticed her packing it. The fabric was pure white, and tight enough to show every curve. Really there wasn’t much dress at all; most of the middle consisted of only a series of intricate straps. Briar wanted to tangle up her fingers in them, rip them. Heat rose between her thighs at the delicious thought of it.

“Fauna bought it,” Lillia said, her hands fluttering near the hem of the dress like she wanted to pull on it. “She said it would look better on me.”

Briar opened her mouth, then closed it, aware she was staring. She didn’t want to stop. She wanted to throw everyone out. They could go wherever Fauna wanted but Briar knew where the night was going to end for her.

Soren crossed the space between them in long strides, heading toward his room, but stopped beside Briar. “Tell her she looks beautiful and go get dressed,” he whispered in her ear, his voice empty of its usual purr. His fingers grazed her side as he walked away, jolting her back into reality.

“Don’t repeat this but anything would look better on you than Fauna.”

“Hey!”

Lillia giggled, girlish and high, and her eyes widened as though she was surprised by the sound. “She got you some shoes.”

“Good.” She was enchanted by the way Lillia’s lips moved. She wanted to kiss her, to touch the smooth brown skin that disappeared under the hem of her dress and peeked out between the straps. “I’m going to get ready.” She nodded to her room. “Want to come help?”

Lillia’s lips curved toward a smile and her shoulders straightened. “I’m afraid we’d be terribly late. Now hurry up, I’m starving!” She smoothed the dress over her abdomen. Briar followed the movement with hungry eyes.

“I wouldn’t want to keep you waiting.”

Briar moved quickly as she got ready, but it was only a few minutes before her door handle turned. She looked up, hopeful, but it was Fauna, fully dressed in a red sparkly dress and heels. “Do your makeup. I’ll do your hair.” Fauna pointed toward the all-in-one vanity and desk Briar had dumped her makeup bag on.

Briar obliged, sitting and pulling the bag toward her. “Her dress is really something. Turned my brain right off.”

“I had a lot of fun shopping today. I like her.” Fauna’s hands moved deftly, handling Briar’s curls better than she ever could, as she twisted and pinned. “And I love you, you know.”

Briar paused halfway through applying pink eyeshadow to her crease. “I love you too. Is everything okay?”

“Of course. It’s just been different. I know you’ve been busy and I wanted you to know that no matter how anything ends up I love you so much.” Fauna squeezed her shoulder and leaned down, letting Briar’s hair fall from between the fingers of her free hand. “And you should have fun tonight, forget your mission. I’ll keep Soren busy. It won’t be any trouble.”

Briar pursed her lips. “Not too busy.”

“Pervert.” Fauna returned her attention to Briar’s hair. “You should wear the black dress I’m sure you brought with you. The one with the mesh. And move the pink in closer on your eye, add some black to the edges.”

Briar did as she was told and let Fauna talk as she finished getting ready. She chatted about Damian, about what she had hoped things with him would be, and what they definitely weren’t. She smiled when she spoke about being free and doing her best to take Briar’s advice.

And she did love Fauna, more than she had ever loved anyone else. A lot had changed in her life, but her cousin was her constant, ever since they had been born three months apart. It was strange to do so much lately without Fauna. Were they growing apart or was this just part of adulthood? She wasn’t sure but she wouldn’t let them drift too far like so many people did.

Lillia looked up when Briar returned to the common area. She had been watching some cooking competition with Soren but she stood quickly. “Oh.”

“Oh?” Briar kept her eyes on Lillia’s face. Anything lower and she worried she’d find herself unable to leave. Her body vibrated with want.

“Soren, I heard you’re an absolutely atrocious dancer,” Fauna said from the kitchen, taking a shot.

“You really are a rude thing.” He turned off the TV and frowned at Fauna before he opened the door to the hallway. “You’re going to be embarrassed when you see how phenomenal I am.”

*

SOREN REVELED IN the looks he got walking down the street with the three of them. He had clearly spent some time on his own outfit. Dark jeans and a maroon button-up shirt with the top left open. His sleeves were rolled up, exposing muscled forearms, one of which Fauna clung to as she navigated the ancient streets of Ourst in stilettos.

Three bottles of wine split at dinner hadn’t helped any of their stability.

Lillia hung back and Briar did the same, letting Soren and Fauna lead the way toward what Soren swore was the best nightclub in the city. He should know, he’d spent a lot of time here when his father was Prime Minister.

Was being back in Ourst hard for Soren? Did his head fill with strange memories? She’d certainly been avoiding half the city and she hadn’t even been here when the massacre happened.

A chilled, pleasant breeze blew down the street, ruffling Soren’s hair and kicking up leaves from the fallen trees. Lillia stepped on a branch and it cracked under her foot.

She paused, bending to check her shoe, and Briar grinned, quirking her head to the side—taking the opportunity that presented itself. She offered her a hand as she stood back up and Lillia linked her arm through Briar’s.

“It’s cooler here,” she said as they paused outside the club and Soren disengaged from Fauna to go talk to the bouncer. Lillia pressed closer to Briar.

Briar nodded, letting her hand trail slowly down Lillia’s back as it found its way to her waist. Gods above, there wasn’t much to the dress. Her core heated and she calculated the time it would take a taxi to get them back to the hotel.

Soren nodded for them to come in. They slipped through the crowd waiting outside and were immediately engulfed in music and flashing lights.

“This is weird,” Lillia yelled over the music. “I haven’t done this in at least half a decade.”

Briar leaned in, letting her nose brush the side of Lillia’s neck. “Well, you look hot.”

“Come on, we need more drinks before I start feeling old compared to the teenagers here.” Fauna wrapped an arm through each of theirs and pulled them toward the front of the club.

“Maybe we should skip this and go to a bar.” Lillia moved closer to Fauna, avoiding the onslaught of dancing bodies, moving in time to the beating music.

Fauna had to yell to be heard over the music. “No! We’re still young and we’re on vacation. Get drunk and pretend you’re back at college. It’s fun, occasionally.”

Briar maneuvered around Fauna, closer to Lillia, and held up a fistful of cash toward the bartender.

“I didn’t go to college.”

“I’m sure you still managed to cause plenty of mischief when you were young.” She glanced down the bar as Soren caught up to them.

The bartender turned at the sight of him. “You’re back. I’ve missed you.” She smiled, throwing a sheet of brown hair over her shoulder.

Briar pushed bills across the bar, more than they needed to get good service. “And he brought friends, ready to make up for all the assholes you deal with all day.”

“My kind of girl.” The bartender winked. “What are you having?”

“Rum. Something fruity.” She waited on the drinks and grabbed Lillia’s hand, pulling her away from the crowd pressing them into the bar. “I don’t want you to dance with anyone else.”

Lillia’s cheeks turned red and she nodded.

Briar grinned, a single goal in her mind. She drew Lillia close, hitching a finger under one of the straps of the dress. Fauna and Soren were making their way toward them and it took all of her composure not to tell them to go away. She danced in time to the music, each swing of her hips moving her body against Lillia’s.

It took two drinks, not including the ones they had consumed in the hotel and at dinner, before Lillia relaxed. Once she did, she might as well have been a Goddess herself, dancing under the strobing black lights, her body swaying to the music. Briar could focus on nothing else, so completely wound up in Lillia that Fauna and Soren eventually drifted away, laughing over something Briar hadn’t heard.

Despite the cacophony in the club, for Briar there was only the movement of hips under white fabric, the bounce of curls, and the smile parting Lillia’s red lips. Her skin prickled in anticipation as she pushed through the crowd and pressed a drink into Lillia’s hand.

Lillia grabbed her waist with her free hand and her body writhed against Briar’s hips. She looked up, her brown eyes so soft and deep. “Thanks for bringing me.”

“I’d take you anywhere.” Briar finished the rest of her drink and placed the empty glass on the tray of a passing cocktail waitress. Lillia did the same, her eyes on Briar the entire time, her gaze focused despite the alcohol, so intense that it shifted something inside Briar’s chest. She moved, holding Lillia with both her hands, exploring curves, her fingers digging into silky skin and moving slowly to the music. Lillia’s gaze didn’t waver, holding Briar in the thrall of those brown eyes.

“I wish we could run away, leave all of this behind and then I’d know it’s real.” She moved her hand up Briar’s back, slowly, until her fingers tangled in the curls.

“It’s real,” Briar said. “Things are strange, confusing, but this is real. I know because it would be so much easier if it wasn’t. After the election we can go wherever you want, pick a location and I’ll take you.” The last drink had been strong and her head was swimming, intoxicated by drink and the scent of the woman looking up at her. She ran her hand up Lillia’s waist, her thumb tracing the underside of her breast. “I can’t stay in this club anymore. I want you.” She had barely touched Lillia yet and she was ready to explode.

Lillia rose onto her toes and kissed Briar, hard and deep. Briar ached for her. She grasped the hair at the back of Briar’s head, her other hand tight around her waist. When she pulled away a moment, or maybe several minutes later, her lips were swollen and her cheeks pink. “Take me back to the hotel.”

Briar kissed her again before reaching for her hand and leading her across the dance floor and out into the fresh air, thick and heady with the arrival of summer. Lillia did not keep her hands to herself as they rode a taxi back to the hotel and pushed through the crowded streets of the city. They made it into the elevator and Briar didn’t let the camera staring at them stop her from pressing Lillia against the wall. The doors dinged open and Lillia pulled her toward their room.

“Hurry.”

“Gods, I’m trying.” Briar fumbled with the hotel lock and pushed the door open, stumbling and laughing as she reached for the lamp on the side table.

“Leave it.” Lillia pulled her toward her room. The bed was still made, and her clothes were in a pile on the floor. Briar kicked the door closed behind them. She pressed into Lillia, pulling her close with a hand at the back of her neck and kissing her without restraint. Lillia took a step back, pressing into the bed, and Briar pushed her down.

She paused before joining her, taking a moment to appreciate the woman on the bed underneath her, dark hair spread across the white sheets, the bottom of her dress hitched up one delicious thigh.

Briar focused her attention on that thigh as she crawled onto the bed. She ran a hand up Lillia’s leg, her touch slow. She wanted to move fast, to taste her, but she didn’t want this night to end either. She was drunk with desire, with the ache between her legs.

She pressed her lips to the cool skin, tasting summer—honeysuckle and salt. Her fingers explored ahead of her mouth, finding only lace standing between her and Lillia. She pushed it aside.

Looking up, she ran her thumb over the sensitive spot she had just undressed and Lillia gave a little twitch that made Briar feel wild. She replaced her fingers with her mouth, tracing the same slow pattern, and Lillia moaned.

Briar retreated, smirking. Only her fingers remained, tangled in Lillia’s underwear, while Briar watched her. Lillia bit her lip and threw her head back, grinding her core into Briar’s fingers. Briar ran her tongue up Lillia’s thigh, then pulled away, teasing, moving slow. Afraid for every moment after this and exhilarated in them.

Lillia pushed herself up and grabbed Briar’s face. She kissed her fiercely, her touch anything but gentle. She grasped the bottom of Briar’s dress and pulled it over her head. This was better than the magic; every brush of fingers set her on fire.

Briar freed herself of the rest of her clothes and pushed Lillia back onto the bed with a growl. She looked at Lillia’s dress, pushed up to her abdomen, the gleaming skin it revealed. “Off.”

Lillia obliged, squirming to pull it over her head, and Briar watched every glorious movement. She threw the dress to the side and hitched a leg around Briar, bringing her down on top of her.

Briar brought her mouth to Lillia’s breast, biting gently, tasting skin she’d been thinking about for weeks. Her hands went lower, moving down her abdomen and between her legs until they found her core, slick and wet. The strokes of her fingers were slow, teasing and retreating until Lillia was panting. She pressed two fingers inside her, her movements deliberately slow.

“Please,” Lillia breathed and Briar lost all restraint.




Chapter Seventeen

BRIGHT MORNING SUN and the smell of coffee filled Lillia’s room. Relaxed and content, Briar reveled in the presence of both a naked Lillia and the Goddess that filled the room for a moment upon her waking. Her presence whirled and swooped so viscerally Briar was sure if she focused hard enough she’d be able to see her. It dissipated as Soren’s laughter rang through the common area.

Lillia stirred, rolling over and throwing an arm over her face against the slats of sunlight pouring in through the window. She peeked out with one eye. “Good morning.” Her lips were still swollen, her hair a tangle, and she looked so thoroughly fucked Briar could think of nothing but doing it again.

“Morning.” Briar pushed herself onto her side. Her eyes were greedy, trying to remember every curve and dip. “It’s too bad we can’t stay here forever.”

“In Ourst?” Lillia moved, mirroring Briar’s stance. She reached out and pushed a piece of hair behind Briar’s ear.

“In bed.” She traced patterns on Lillia’s leg, never wanting to stop touching her. “The location is the least important part.”

“If only there was a book, something to bind us here.” Lillia’s fingers retreated from Briar’s face and something dangerous flickered in her sleep-hooded eyes.

Briar took a breath, steadying herself. “Lillia, if you know where the Book of Beginnings is, we could be done. We don’t even have to wait for the election, we can go anywhere. Don’t you want that?”

Lillia’s lips pulled into something closer to a snarl than a smile but she reached out for Briar and wrapped her fingers gently around her hip. “What does she want, Briar? I know coming here was a passion project, what you really want is the book, but why? Have you stopped and thought about what you might be unleashing on the world?”

“Peace. If the Gods come back it can be like it was before.” Why was she doing this now? It had been so good. Why did she bring up the book and ruin the happy bubble they were in? But that was all there was between them, it was all there ever had been.

Lillia’s hand fell to the bed. She clutched the sheets in her fist. “You don’t even know what it was like before. All you know is what you’ve read. You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“And you do? I think you’re the one who doesn’t know what they want. You know where the book is and you’re happy to come to Ourst and fuck me in expensive hotels, but you won’t help me.”

Lillia sat up, pulling the sheets to her chest, her hand balled above her heart. She looked so devastatingly sad. “I am helping you, Briar.”

“Don’t you want us to be together, without all this?”

“Why do you think I’m here? I’m an idiot imagining there’s something between us, that you want me and not just the information you’re trying to pry from me. I used to see you, when you’d pop up in an article online and you were so beautiful. People would ask you the stupidest questions and I always thought, ‘She has a history degree. Stop asking her about clothes!’ So I used my ex-girlfriend for a chance to meet you and now I’m pretending you actually like me.”

“I do like you.” Briar stood and grabbed her clothes from the floor. “But I have to find the book.”

“Why?” She rose from the bed as well, letting the blanket fall and leaving her naked. The still rising sun cast strange shadows that danced across her body. She was so beautiful and Briar had been hopeful for a moment but now it was broken. Lillia’s anger radiated through the room, golden sparks flying from her whenever she moved. “Snap out of it, Briar! What does she want? She’s using you and you’re using me. Is that why you slept with me? Thought it would get my guard down?”

“No!” Briar pulled her dress back over her head and threw a pair of Lillia’s shorts at her. She didn’t bother to catch them, letting them fall on the bed between them. “I wouldn’t do that.”

“You don’t know what you’d do.” She moved around the bed, each step urgent, and stopped inches from Briar. She glanced toward the common room where Fauna and Soren were still laughing and held up a hand, muttering something under her breath. The temperature in the room dropped suddenly then rose again, leaving Briar lightheaded. “We only have a moment but there’s something I can do. I can help you. Just come with me right now. Trust me, please.”

“I don’t.” The words tore from her chest and left her eyes stinging with tears.

“Well, that’s it, then, isn’t it?”

Briar blinked against the tears blurring her vision and they fell, unobstructed, down her cheeks. “Please, give me the book. Tell me where it is, Lillia.” She reached out a hand and Lillia recoiled but let Briar grasp her fingers.

“We should have met sooner. I never would have let her do this to you.” She pulled free from Briar’s grip and wiped a tear off her face. The magic in the room swirled, dying as the cold wind of the Goddess beat against it.

“She’s not doing anything to me. You are.” Briar wiped at her eyes. “Please, say you’ll consider it.”

“Okay.” Lillia nodded, an obvious lie, but Briar wasn’t sure she would have been able to leave the room without it.

She glanced at the bed. They had been so happy, only moments ago. There would be an after, she told herself. And she was certain now, Lillia knew the location of the book. She would probably check on it when she got back. Briar just had to watch her and maybe after, when things were better and she realized Ortus was not the God to support, Lillia could forgive her. “It was nice though.”

Lillia nodded, the same dangerous look as before in her eyes. This time it was not a flash but something Briar feared would reside there permanently. At least they had gotten a night together. She wasn’t exactly an enemy but the teams they worked for were not the same and it was time for Briar to choose her allegiance.

She slipped between Lillia and the bed and left the room, pushing the door closed behind her. The stack of books from Agatha was still on the counter, judging her. Why had she come when she had so many more important things to do?

Fauna looked up from her spot on the couch. Soren was sprawled across the other, wearing only a pair of gray sweatpants, his hair ruffled, and what was possibly a lipstick stain on his neck. Fauna grinned at her cousin but Briar only had eyes for Soren.

“I need to talk to you.”

“All right.” He winked at Fauna, pushed himself off the couch, and led Briar onto the balcony. He shut the door with a wave of his hand, leaving a solid wall of cold air between them and the hotel room. He played with his magic, letting snowflakes fall to the balcony floor from his outstretched fingers.

The city was coming alive, car horns and people shouting, even a burst of magic followed by raucous laughter. Briar took a moment to watch the snow melt before glancing inside at Fauna. “Did you guys sleep together?”

Soren stopped playing with snow and ran his fingers through his hair. “Nah, I like her though; she’s funny. Clever if you give her a chance. Why are we on the balcony, Briar?”

“I’m all in,” Briar said, gripping the railing so hard her knuckles went white. “I’ve been screwing around, trying to have it all and I can’t. I’m only hurting people. So I’m all in. Lillia knows where the book is. She won’t confirm it but her family has it. They’re connected to the Gods somehow. It has to be with them. It might have been Ortus who did…whatever it was.”

A grin split Soren’s face. “That’s excellent news. And you can have it all. We’re going to have everything; we just have to work for it a little bit.”

“Why are we really here?” Briar asked. “I know you’re more connected to Eliana than I am, she came to you first.”

Soren shrugged. “You work for her, she works for you. You’ve always wanted to meet Agatha Marsh. I don’t talk to her either, Briar. The other Gods are holding her back. They aren’t all on our side. That’s why we need the book. We can free her.”

There was commotion in the common area before Briar could respond and Soren let the wall of air fall.

Fauna looked between Soren and Briar as the door opened. Lillia was red-eyed and dressed, her bags packed.

“I’m going to go,” she said, gripping the handle of her luggage.

A crease had formed between Fauna’s eyebrows and Briar could tell she was working hard not to have an outburst. “I’m going to go with her.”

Briar didn’t bother to argue. There was no reason to have her stay, she’d burned a bridge this morning and as much as she wanted to grovel and try to rebuild, she had made her choice. She could not keep pretending this could work; it had only hurt Lillia in the end. Letting her go was kind—even if she was beautiful and special and made Briar’s heart flutter. There would be other girls, or maybe even other times. And despite Lillia’s earlier promise she would never consider giving Briar the book.

Eliana’s fingers grasped her shoulders, giving her the courage she needed to let them walk out of the room. There would be plenty of time to regret her decisions, to wonder if she could have done things differently, could have been sweeter or coyer and won her over. But she knew, as clearly as if the Goddess was whispering in her ear, she needed the book by the election. They only had a few months. She may not understand completely but she trusted Soren and she trusted Eliana.

Follow the path.

Follow the path.

The words reverberated in her mind. She breathed in and exhaled slowly as the door shut and it was only then she realized she’d been standing silently for several minutes.

She walked back until her legs hit the couch and she fell onto it, a heavy weight deep in her chest. She breathed again, in and out, slow and steady until her heart stopped pounding. “We need to watch what she does next. We can find the book.”

“I’ll let Bastianna know. She’s with us.”

Briar closed her eyes against the headache threatening the edge of her consciousness. Bastianna. Of course.

Inhale.

Exhale.

At least she knew now. At least she had gained enough of Eliana’s trust for Soren to admit the truth.

Exhale. Exhale. Exhale.

He sat beside her and placed a rough hand on her knee. “Come on. Let’s get you changed. It’s going to be okay. And you look ridiculous, still wearing that dress. Hot, but ridiculous.” He pulled her to her feet. “I was worried. The Goddess can only nudge but so can the others. I didn’t want to lose you. Why don’t you go get changed?”

Briar glanced toward the door where Lillia had left, taking something unnamed with her. “I’m sad.”

Soren held her face in both of his hands. “You’re going to save her. She’s being misled. Ortus is the God of Death and he has his claws in her. Eliana may have been a young Goddess but you know history, she was beloved. Have you read the same of Ortus?”

Briar shook her head. “People were afraid. But how can we be sure it’s him?”

Soren moved his hand from her face to her heart. “She doesn’t need words to communicate. Can’t you feel her?”

Briar nodded and the tension finally left her body. “Do you think he’ll hurt Lillia if we get the book?”

“Once we have the book, we can stop him. It’s Eliana’s spells. We can return them to her. As far as I can figure they were stolen but couldn’t be erased. Who knows what horrors were done to her? My best guess is some kind of fight between the Gods. But we’ll know once we get the Book of Beginnings.”

“I liked it better when the mornings after clubs involved mimosas and lots of tonics.”

“When all this is over, I promise I’ll get you spectacularly drunk and nurse you back to health.”

“Yeah. I bet you will.” Briar laughed, feeling slightly better though guilt still gripped her heart. Visions of the night before, Lillia flushed and moaning, came to her head. Some things were worth fighting for, even if it hurt.




Chapter Eighteen

SOREN GLANCED AT his phone, completely oblivious to the longing stares from two women in business suits across the restaurant. “They aren’t back yet.”

The diner was all chrome and Formica, with green laminate flooring and waitresses wearing matching green aprons. It was obnoxious but it had greasier food and less of a line than the pizza place Briar now regretted mentioning on social media once.

“I’m not surprised. There’s no way they got a flight landing sooner than midafternoon. Chill out.” Briar grabbed a fry and popped it in her mouth.

“Interesting advice from someone who almost hyperventilated this morning.”

“I don’t know why you’re so worried about it anyways.” She pushed her phone toward Soren. Graphics from a news poll reflected in his eyes. Every day, support for Jenia grew; every speech brought her closer to becoming Prime Minister. “Why do you think Eliana wants her to be Prime Minister, anyways?”

“I’d imagine for all the same reasons you support her. She’s brilliant and she’s going to do a fantastic job. The peace Eliana wants will be easier to find with someone like her in charge. Whenever I’m stressed, I imagine her winning, Eliana with her, walking amongst us like the Gods used to.”

“That was rare, they weren’t usually corporeal.” Briar dipped another fry deep in honey mustard, the greasy goodness easing the pain in both her head and gut.

“And you don’t think she might come on out for an election she supported?” Soren reached across the table and tried to take the ramekin but Briar swatted his hand away.

“Yeah, maybe. Seems like sometimes they did it out of boredom. Tell me the truth. Do you really like Bastianna?”

Soren pulled a face, thinking for a moment before he answered. “She’s nice and she’s pliable.”

“Ouch.”

“I don’t worry about the morality of the things Eliana calls me to do.” He laced his fingers together behind his head and leaned back in his chair.

“You’re full of shit.” Briar pulled her hamburger toward her. “Trusting her and not caring are not the same thing. If you hurt my feelings like I did to Lillia this morning you’d feel bad.”

“Maybe you’re the exception, Briar Constance. And besides, after a night with me you wouldn’t leave.” He bit into his sandwich, a stupid grin on his face, and spoke with his mouth full. “Unlike your cousin, apparently.”

Briar nearly dropped her drink. “What?” she yelled so loudly the people around her turned to look.

“Kidding, kidding. I just wanted to see the shocked look on your face. My innuendos don’t make you look like that anymore.”

“Asshole. Now, back to poor Bastianna. What’s the plan for her? What part does she play? I feel like there’s so many moving parts and I can’t piece out how they fit together.”

“She’s helping look for the book.” Soren held up a hand to get the waitress’s attention. “We’re going to need an order of tater tots, one chocolate and one vanilla milkshake, and something with a vegetable to make us feel better.”

“I can’t eat all that,” Briar said once the woman had left. “Since we have all day before our flight, I thought maybe I could go by the college library and see some of the books on Velorian, if they’ll let me.”

“I might know a guy whose family has paid the Ourst College a lot of money throughout the years.”

“Is he cute?”

*

WHAT BRIAR HAD not expected was the head of the history department, Allister Tavra, to rush out, in a flurry of tweed, and offer her a teaching position at the college.

“I wish I could accept,” she told him. She had once dreamed of being a professor, not in Ourst, of course, but still the offer was sweet.

“It wouldn’t be full time, just one class for a semester.” Allister shifted the leather-bound book in his arms and the ribbon bookmark danced in the breeze blowing through the courtyard.

Soren elbowed her, grinning like a cat that caught a mouse. He’d been smiling all morning. “Things really have changed here, offering a witch a teaching position.”

“You can thank Agatha. She started bringing them on about a decade ago and it’s improved our curriculum so much.”

“Couldn’t figure it out on your own that everyone should have the right to a decent education?” Briar’s words came out harsh and she might have felt bad if they weren’t entirely true.

The professor didn’t miss a beat. “A foolish notion and one that deprived the college of generations of brilliant students. I’m glad to see Jenia Alvier running. She’ll have my vote.”

“Would the College be interested in an endorsement?” Soren asked, hopeful, the grin still plastered on his face.

Allister shook his head. “The college as a whole doesn’t endorse candidates but if you sniff around you might find some groups happy to do so. Now, what brings you here today?”

“I was wondering if I could look over some of your books on Velorian. Agatha said you’re doing a class and she gave you her collection.”

“Indeed. I’m actually the one teaching it. Velorian is a very interesting figure. I’d be happy to show you in exchange for Henrik Stuttle’s phone number. I was hoping he would want to collaborate on an article I’m writing on the Attack on Amberlin. He’s never at the paper when I call. Come on.” Allister nodded at a passing group of students and headed across the courtyard, past blooming jasmine and tall oaks.

“That seems a fair trade,” Briar said. “I’m really interested in learning more about Velorian’s lover, Lynah.”

Soren followed them across the courtyard, making faces at the co-eds. Briar imagined how satisfying it would be to trip him.

“Aren’t we all? A couple of Agatha’s books speculate she poisoned him. Of course, that was during the plague and everyone was sick then. Furthermore, I’ve never seen even the whisper of a mention of any trial or charges against her. Odd, isn’t it? You’d think the death of a king would be a big thing but no one paid attention to Velorian until a generation or two ago when Evell wrote his paper on him and people started asking questions. Evell’s thesis is a big part of my lectures.”

“There’s a whole section of Wesvik named after Velorian. He wasn’t exactly lost to history.”

“Well, he was a king so he was remembered, don’t get me wrong. He had his tributes of course, but it’s like no one cared about the mystery. He died and Queen Cordelia turned the country over to the common vote without a fight. It was the start of our democracy and yet there’s no meat to the story. It’s odd.”

“Perhaps, or maybe we’re all mystery chasers and there’s nothing there,” Briar said, watching a group of girls painting in the courtyard. “He had a wild lover, married a princess for political gain, and then got sick from the plague and died. If it’s true, that’s no mystery—it’s just the story of a pregnant woman unprepared for leadership who turned it over to people who could handle it.”

Allister pushed open a heavy, wooden door carved with the school crest. Inside the air smelled like an antique shop, and Briar took a deep breath, missing her bookstore. She needed to message Ursula and tell her to pull the trigger on hiring someone new. Briar was never there. She’d give her a raise when she got back, she’d more than earned it.

“One of the most interesting parts to me,” Allister said, pulling keys out of his pocket and opening one of the doors lining the carpeted hallway, “is that his child is rarely mentioned and didn’t seem to try to gain any more political influence than a cabinet seat.”

Soren followed through the door and sat in one of the wide leather chairs. Briar wasn’t sure she’d ever seen him be so silent for so long. His eyes darted between the two of them.

“Maybe he took after his mother. If he wasn’t raised being told the country belonged to him it might have been easy to give it up.”

Allister turned from the metal cabinet he was unlocking and fidgeted with the glasses dangling from a chain around his neck. “What about one lecture? You could be a guest speaker? Please?”

“Perhaps.” Briar smiled and Allister returned to unlocking his cabinet.

“I can’t loan you the books right now, unfortunately, I do need them, but I’ve made copies of some of the most interesting parts. You can take them if you’d like.” He sat behind the walnut desk.

“Are you sure?” Briar asked, but she took the papers held out to her and rifled through them. That he had managed to copy some of the old books was a feat in itself. She wouldn’t have dared.

He must have noticed her looking at them. “Mix a little faerie magic and find a witch who knows her potions and you can make some amazing strides in the field of preservation.”

“The offer you made me is getting more and more tempting.”

“Name your price, Ms. Constance.” He pressed his fingertips together.

Soren cleared his throat. “Don’t you have a campaign to help me manage?”

“Alas, I am working toward getting Alvier elected and I’ve also made a deal with Stuttle to write something on the history of magic.” She sighed. Gods, she would love to teach a class. She already had a lesson plan half done in the drawer of her desk.

“Well, then you’re looking in the right place. You might not find the whole history but there’s a lot of interesting things on Velorian in there. There’s a few firsthand accounts and a love letter.”

“Really?” Briar thumbed through the papers, thrilled to have her hands on them. It was a dream come true. “I can’t thank you enough, Allister. I don’t have as much as Agatha but if you’re ever in Wesvik I’d love to show you my collection.”

“I will definitely take you up on your offer one day but I’m sorry to say I do have a lecture to get to. The students seem to think if I’m more than ten minutes late they’re free to leave. But I’d love to pick your brain a bit after you get through reading everything.”

“I’ll call you next week,” Briar promised.

“I look forward to it. Lovely to meet you, Briar, Mr. Savros. Have a safe flight.” He led them out of his office and was down the hallway before the door clicked shut behind them.

“You really are good at this stuff, and they all get so twisted up by such a pretty girl.” Soren was still grinning.

“I don’t even think he likes girls.” She clutched the papers to her chest.

“Everyone likes a pretty girl.”

*

SEVEN HOURS LATER, Briar was expecting to find an empty condo. She had already started contemplating which wine she wanted to drink on the balcony when she found her cousin asleep on her couch.

Fauna stirred slowly as Briar dragged her suitcase across the terrazzo floor of the living room. She frowned as she sat up, stretching.

“I assume you have something to say. I’m really looking forward to getting love advice from a girl who just broke up with her pretend fiancé. This one might have been the shortest yet. What’s your record? Three months?” Briar leaned against the wall.

“Cute.” Fauna stood up. “No, I don’t have any advice, only a question. Estoria said she saw Bastianna around Lillia’s house. Do you know why?”

Briar’s mind floundered for a moment, like a swimmer trying to reach the bright light of the surface above. She pushed her suitcase the last few feet into her room and it tumbled over. She shook her head. “No. She hasn’t made much progress in her advances on Soren. Maybe she was trying to rekindle the flame.”

“The wards on her house had been partially breached. She had to redo them but she’s hoping they stopped whatever Bastianna had planned.” Fauna’s eyes narrowed as they bored into Briar.

“That sounds very dramatic but I don’t know. Bastianna is my party planner, I don’t keep up with her weekend expeditions.”

Fauna shook her head. “All right. You don’t have to be such a dick about everything just because I left with her. She was sad and she’s my friend.”

Briar sighed and came back to the living room. “I didn’t mean for things to go the way they did.” She took another deep breath to push away the tumbling feelings and memories that surfaced. She didn’t want to think about Lillia, not right now. This was all so much harder than she had anticipated. The Goddess had made it easier for a while but now she didn’t seem to be around, at least not fully and not as often.

“What do you think made Eliana come back at all?” Briar asked, saying the words before they fully registered in her brain. “I wonder if Lillia’s family has ever felt this way with Ortus.”

“I really don’t know. I’ve never even thought about it. It must have been something though, right?” Fauna’s phone lit up and she glanced at it before her fingers flew across the screen. “Might be worth looking into how people used to make connections to the Gods.”

“I can look into it tomorrow. I’m really tired.” It was the truth: partying took a harder toll on Briar than it used to. She wanted to lie in her bed and not open her eyes for at least twelve hours.

Fauna’s blue eyes were soft as they took in Briar. She stood and closed the distance between them. She wrapped her arms around Briar, pressing her face into her shoulder. “I’d like to do something, just me and you. Soon.”

“Of course.” Briar spoke into her cousin’s hair. “I have to interview more planners, less party and more event, now that I’m old and mature. Maybe you could help me one day and then spend the night.”

Fauna pulled away but kept her arms around Briar. “I’d really love that so much.” She pressed her lips to the middle of Briar’s forehead. “Good night. Sweet dreams.”

“Good night,” Briar said, letting the warmth of Fauna’s embrace spread through her.




Chapter Nineteen

BRIAR TRUDGED THROUGH the morning, making coffee, watching the news, reading old text messages. She couldn’t think about Lillia; whenever she did her stomach tightened and her head became heavy. So she didn’t. She pushed it down and remembered good things, the sounds she’d made before the fight, strobing lights, and a white dress. When that failed, she thought of Soren or pulled out messages from Evaria. So what if it didn’t work with Lillia, so what if all they had was one good night? Plenty of fish in the sea. Plenty of other women to make laugh. She’d had worse fights after better relationships.

She pulled on her favorite running shorts, shot a text to the girls letting them know she’d be in the shop today even if she was smelly, laced up her running shoes, and headed out of the door.

She had to fight the urge to close her eyes as her feet moved across the pavement, leading her through crowds of people she barely noticed. Her mind was gloriously free, freer than it had been in months.

Her musings turned to Velorian. How strange it must have been to be a king while magic swept over the land, to lead as people learned about their power, and yet none of them had used it to try to overthrow him.

Unless they had, unless he had been murdered. And how strange also that his family had given up so easily. There must have been an uncle or cousin or forgotten half-brother who wanted the throne. All information worth looking into.

Like a moth to the flame of history and research, Henrik Stuttle came out of a nearby cafe, blocking her path. He shoved a notepad in his breast pocket. “I was hoping you would come this way.”

Briar paused, stretching her legs. “Henrik Tuttle, you memorized my route? Do you have a crush?”

“My tastes lean more toward one side than yours.”

“I take it that side isn’t the one I’m on.” Briar winked. “Did Agatha call you?”

“Yes. I’m going to Ourst next week to interview her. I wanted to thank you.”

“Speaking of men—”

“Were we?” His lips fought off a smile.

“The man in charge of the history department at Ourst College, Allister Tavra, asked about you. I’m going to send him your number so you can meet up with him while you’re there.” She stretched her arms above her head. “So, the newspaper lets you run around writing stories on whatever you want?”

“Yeah, that’s exactly it.” He shook his head. Briar loved making Henrik shake his head like that. “I was hoping to compare notes when I get back. Agatha said you seemed interested in Velorian. I dated a man once—”

She cut him off. “Yeah. I found some really cool stuff. As you’d expect, not a ton on the history of magic but I keep running into information on Velorian. I’ve always believed in following the signs the universe sends you.”

Henrik nodded. “It’s all about following threads. Some of them end nowhere but some of them take you to the bulk of it. We’ll follow this through.” He looked Briar over once. “I’ll let you get back to your run, and for your information I eat at this cafe several times a week so no stalking.”

“You’ve got to branch out, Henny.” Briar laughed as he recoiled at the nickname. “How are you going to find a lead if you’re sitting in the same cafe?”

“Do you hear that?” Henrik cupped his hand to his ear. “It’s the pavement, begging you to keep putting one foot in front of the other.”

Briar blew Henrik a kiss and started running again. She didn’t stop until she reached the bookstore where Avi was outside cleaning the windows. Inside, several girls were perusing the romance section, or at least pretending to. Most of their attention was focused on a group of boys looking at comics.

Briar leaned against a display of little plastic people dressed up like movie characters. “Hello.”

The tallest of the boys blushed furiously. “Oh, hi.”

“We’re running a special, ten percent off comics with the purchase of a romance novel.”

Ursula looked up from the cash register, her brow furrowed, but Briar waved her away.

“We don’t really read romance…ma’am,” one of the boys said, a stack of comics under his arm.

Briar shrugged and leaned in closer. “Maybe you should make friends with someone who does.”

Giggling erupted from the romance section and Briar headed to her office where an iced coffee was already waiting for her. She stuck her head out of the door. “Have I ever mentioned how much I love you?”

Ursula appeared from between the stacks. “Remind me next paycheck. Speaking of, I’ve got some applicants for you to interview.”

“I will be reminding you next paycheck with your nice manager raise, and you can do it. I trust you. Besides, you’re here more than I am.”

“Perks of being the owner, I guess.” Ursula looked her over. “Are you doing okay?”

Briar nodded. “Yeah, this is just how I look when I know I have actual work to do.”

“Well, let me know if you need anything.”

Briar settled in behind her desk and did her best not to look at the clock as she sorted and filed, replied to emails, filled out order forms, and did all the things that had not occurred to her when she had signed on the dotted line to buy this place.

Her phone lit up with an email, the weekly report on the orders from Jenia’s online shop. She clicked through it. The yard signs were outselling her wildest expectations though the shirts were underselling. She should have gone with her gut and put up a fitted option. Briar scribbled a note on a sticky pad and stuck it to her computer.

The door to her office flew open, hitting the doorjamb so hard the glass rattled.

Briar jumped out of her seat, hands raised, chest heaving.

Lillia stood in her doorway, furious. “Who took it?” Her voice was low, nearly a growl, and it made the hair on Briar’s arm stand on end.

Magic flickered at the ends of her fingers. “Took what?”

“The Book of Beginnings. It’s gone. Was it you? It took powerful magic to break through Estoria’s wards around it.” She took a step inside the office, fists curled at her sides. Rage twisted her features.

Estoria. She should have known. Glee filled Briar’s chest. They had the book. Of course, Eliana had been absent, dealing with so many moving parts. But now they had the book. Lillia took a step toward Briar and the glee dissipated as quickly as it had come.

“I don’t know anything about it, honest.”

Lillia flexed her fingers, dark magic swirling up her arm. Briar steadied herself. She was more powerful than Lillia but she’d never fought anyone with her magic. Her only fights were pulled hair, a couple of punches before someone broke it up. That was all she knew. Lillia swiped a hand and a lamp exploded.

Briar screamed. Then she was angry too. She’d liked that lamp. “Get out!”

“No.” Lillia held her hands in front of her, dangerous magic still moving its way up her arms, engulfing her shoulders. She looked deadly. “You don’t know what you’re doing, Briar! If you saw the spells in that book…blood sacrifice, dangerous rituals. We’ve kept it locked away for hundreds of years for good reason. You’re so blinded by Eliana you never even stopped to question what she plans with it.”

“She’s a Goddess!” Gods, they’d already had this fight.

“She killed the Gods! Years after Eliana showed up the Gods just disappeared? Have you not made the connection? Blame it on the beginnings of magic all you want, follow the words of Eliana, but they’re gone and you’re blindly following her. I’m going to break her hold on you.”

“Get out of my fucking office.” Briar’s head felt the way Lillia looked, full of dark swirling magic, so foggy she could barely make sense of it. But if Lillia stayed she would hurt her. Her days without Eliana had been hard, she wouldn’t let Lillia sever their connection. The Goddess had chosen her.

“This ends, Briar.” Lillia took a step back, framed by the doorway. Her magic sparked off the wood. She looked different, nothing like the woman who had kissed Briar so thoroughly in a taxi and squirmed underneath her days ago. She was fury and regret. Darkness sparked around her, swirling and turning, darting through the coils of her hair.

It didn’t matter. Briar already knew. She could be angry, she could hate Briar. This went beyond their feelings. And it wasn’t Lillia’s fault. She couldn’t help what she had been raised to believe. Briar would never fault her for that.

Briar reached out, over the invisible thread Lillia had taught her to tug, and the Goddess came to her. Her euphoric presence filled the room so suddenly Lillia recoiled.

Eliana did not need words to express the gaiety flooding through her. She had the book.

Soon. Soon she would be back among the humans. Briar knew it as sure as she had known anything. Eliana would come back. They would be blessed. Her presence had never been so strong, so deep.

“You have no idea what you’re doing.” Lillia’s eyes swept the room. “I would pray you’re still in there somewhere but I don’t know who I’d pray to.” She turned and left without looking back.

She should be sad. She should be worried. But all Briar could feel was the triumph radiating throughout the room. They had the book. Eliana would be restored. Peace would come and Lillia would finally understand.

Briar flicked her wrist and picked up her phone. She scrolled through her contacts until she found Soren’s number, then hesitated.

Are you home? Lillia showed up at my office.

His response was almost instantaneous.

I just finished a meeting with Jenia. I’m guessing Lillia wasn’t happy. I was planning to come by but I should have warned you. I didn’t find out until minutes before my meeting.

Lunch at Emore’s BrickFire?

See you in an hour.

*

BRIAR COULDN’T DECIDE if the restaurant was her favorite or least favorite in the city. Emore’s BrickFire had been designed as a tongue-in-cheek homage to the Fire God, but the decor was ghastly at best. The floor was painted to look like flames, the tables and chairs were carved from burned wood and slick with epoxy. Everything was cooked over an open flame. Three brick fireplaces held several enormous black cauldrons full of soup.

Briar ordered broccoli and cheddar and rearranged the bottles of hot sauce lining the table.

Soren practically floated in wearing a cobalt-blue shirt. His hair was brushed back and tiny snowflakes dotted his eyebrows and hair. Apparently, everyone was having trouble controlling their magic today.

He slid into the chair across from her and smiled. “We’ve made quite a team, haven’t we?”

Briar shrugged as the waitress slid a bowl of soup in front of her. True to theme, the bowl was battery powered with little light-up flames dancing on its side. “Me, you, and apparently Bastianna. I think I’ve been just a smidge harsh.”

“Just a smidge.” Soren held two fingers close together. “Eensy bit. Speaking of, do you mind if she joins us?”

A burn mark on the table caught her eye and she traced it with her finger. “Of course not. What better venue to apologize?” She did mind, though, a little. But she had a brand-new memory to draw on whenever irritation at Bastianna sparked and the pettiness of that knowledge filled her with happiness.

Soren chuckled. “Honestly, you should probably pray to Emore more often, you’re fiery.” He straightened out the container of little sugar packets. “I hope you don’t feel played, going to Ourst. I can’t speak directly to her either. I was just following what I thought was right and I truly did think you’d have a good time.”

“It’s fine, really.” And it was. Briar was no longer letting hostile feelings waste her time. The more she went along with what the Goddess planned the easier it was. She was done pushing. “So what do we do now?”

“I’m poring over the book to find the spell to bring her back. I’ve felt it today. That’s what she wants. She’s going to be among us again.” He kept his voice low, too quiet to spread among the din of the BrickFire’s diners. “Will you be terribly offended if I don’t show you yet? I’m worried if anyone learns what we’re doing we will be easier to stop. I know you like old books.”

Briar blew on a spoonful of soup. “The Goddess will show me in time. Plus, I think you’re right, between Lillia and Fauna it’s best for me not to know. But I’m here to help with whatever I can. And Soren…” He looked up from the menu at his name. “They mean well. They’ll understand when she’s here.”

“Of course.” He nodded and went back to perusing the pizza section. His voice was dreamy, slow and quiet like someone who had just woken up. “I care about them too. We’ll keep them away until it’s done and then they’ll know the truth. It’s all going to be fine.”

The door to the shop opened, letting in a warm breeze that ruffled Briar’s hair. Soren ordered a sandwich as Bastianna sat in the seat beside him.

Briar handed her a menu. “Good job getting the book. Sorry for all of my terrible behavior. Jealousy is never a pretty emotion and I made it even uglier.” She kept her face serene thinking of Lillia’s admission that she’d used Bastianna to get an invitation to the fundraiser, plus Briar was sure she could get Soren to take her home right now if she wanted. She certainly held the upper hand. Not that she was keeping score. That would be rude and not at all the behavior of someone working toward Godly peace.

“Thanks. And it’s fine, I’m sure I seemed like a stalker. It can be tricky when the Goddess doesn’t always let us know what’s happening. I’ll admit I was shocked to see you at Lillia’s house.”

Briar nodded. “Did Eliana lead you to bring her to Jenia’s rally?”

Bastianna laughed. “No, that was entirely my own serendipitous stupidity. It was the first night I felt her presence though. So despite any of our past we’re linked, Briar. I’ve given the book to Soren. It was the right thing to do. I could feel it. He’ll tell us what to do next when he figures it out.”

A grin spread across Briar’s face as she stirred her food. A group of fae women laughed behind her and the waitress dropped a glass. Briar reacted quickly, her magic stopping it before it hit the ground. The waitress was red faced as she thanked her. Soon Briar would be able to help them all.

She would make everything better.




Chapter Twenty

SUMMER HAD FULLY come but spring had given a final gift. The flowering trees planted throughout the city over a century ago had bloomed one last time. Briar loved sitting on her balcony, looking at the bursts of color from overhead. It made her feel like a queen, perched high above everyone. Autumn had been in full color when she was looking for somewhere to buy—her bank account freshly padded with a birthday present from her grandfather—and she had fallen in love with the view. Several years later and it had never gotten old.

The copied papers from Allister and the college were strewn across her living room floor. It had been nice to not have to worry about keeping anything intact. She swirled the glass of wine in her hand and stood over them, words and phrases jumping out. So much had been strange lately but these were puzzle pieces she still hoped she could put together. A pink notebook that would one day, hopefully, become a book on Velorian lay nearby, nearly half full of notes.

Lynah. Lily. Lydia, even. So many names for the lover of the king. Briar’s fingers tightened on the stem of her glass as she remembered a letter she had once found in a first edition she’d bought overseas. She hurried across the floor and into her study and pressed her fingers against the cool steel of her safe. It clicked open in recognition.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket and she smashed the button to silence it. She was knee deep in planning another rally for Jenia. Soren was too busy with trying to make sense of Eliana’s book, her spells were apparently incredibly complex, and he still hadn’t shown anyone. She couldn’t blame him, and truthfully, she was glad not to know, but she was also sure she could figure it out faster than he could.

Either way the end result was that Jenia would not stop texting her. Despite being so far ahead in the polls Briar was pretty sure she could hide in her house for the rest of the election, Jenia was a ball of nerves. Briar was already dreading Soren’s campaign that would happen if—when—Jenia won. The campaign he’d asked her to head up, even though she’d explained she wasn’t a campaign manager and had other things going on.

Briar returned to rifling through the papers in her safe until she found what she was looking for, an ancient letter now covered in plastic and a preservation tonic of her own design. She had known it was old when she found it but now she wondered, had the book it had been pressed inside— a dull biography of a philosopher she didn’t really care for—belonged to Velorian or perhaps his mysterious lover?

L,

I dreamt of you again and once again I was forced to wake. I miss you terribly while you are away. I can only hope you return to me swiftly. The grounds are lonelier without you, and despite the warmth I can expel none of it matches the feeling of you in my arms.

There is a spark inside you, a wildness that will not be controlled. It both frightens and excites. When I think of you, of all the secrets I dare not write in this letter, I am in awe.

Memories of our last conversation come unbidden and frost coats my heart. I love you. I will never love another. Please, I beg you, let this be enough. Stay with me. I fear if you follow this to its end you will only find trouble.

With all of my love, forever,

V

Briar read the letter, then she read it again. “Gods above.” She’d been sitting on this for years. V. She had barely given any thought as to who had written it but now she was certain. Velorian. It had to be. She had an original copy of a letter from King Velorian to his lover. This was priceless. This was the making of her manuscript.

Eliana’s presence filled the room suddenly and a girlish giggle Briar had not heard in weeks sounded as the letter fluttered in the wind. “Did you know him?” she whispered.

The Goddess settled beside her and Briar pulled on the thread between them. A single word came into her head. Lynah.

Lynah. The king’s lover. Lynah. She turned the name over in her mind. Eliana. Liana. Lynah. Briar shot up, her heart racing. Was Eliana the lover of the king?

It made no sense. Lynah, by all accounts, was a real person who walked among them—but the timelines added up. It would explain why she was away so often. Was her true nature what the king didn’t want to mention?

Was this why the Goddess had chosen her? For a letter tucked away in a safe? The trinket would have certainly drawn Eliana to her but it still didn’t explain how magic came to the world or what had happened. This strange part of history with a multitude of accounts that all added up to nothing, as though the facts themselves had been wiped from minds.

Another outpouring of laughter, this time closer, more solid. She wished she could speak to her, really speak to her. But she couldn’t, no matter how hard she tried, as though something was blocking them.

Was that the answer? Her heart pounded.

Was it not the veil between their worlds keeping them apart but something more concrete, something malicious? Had the Gods been banished on purpose? She’d always assumed something had gone wrong to take them from the world but what if they were forced to leave? What if something had blocked them from humanity?

Her mind raced through possibilities. She’d considered it before, she’d considered all manner of things, but this was a real clue. This could help. Maybe she should tell Soren. Perhaps it would help him in his efforts to decode the manuscript.

“Did something hurt you? Is something stopping the Gods from returning?” Was whatever force had pulled the Gods away also what was manipulating Lillia? Not actually Ortus at all but some malicious force masquerading as a God. Lillia would have no way of telling the difference.

She still had no answers but it felt closer. It felt right. She was wild, giddy and half drunk. Gooseflesh prickled her skin as the temperature sunk and pain moved through her body, not her own but the shadow of someone else’s, more masculine and cloaked by the veil between the worlds.

Ivian, said to be the watcher of the faeries.

Like so many of her interactions with the Gods she’d be hard pressed to explain it if asked. It was another sense, something primitive and long forgotten.

She should tell Henrik but it felt private. Personal. She looked at the letter. She could show it to him. He wouldn’t know. And after all, what was there to tell?

She snapped a picture of the letter on her phone and went to her messages to send it to Henrik. Instead, a message from Lillia caught her eye. Something sad turned in her chest as she clicked on the thread. They were all from before the fight, flirty messages planning their trip to Ourst. She didn’t know Lillia well; there were only a few weeks’ worth of texts. She didn’t understand why the memories hurt so much.

Briar wanted to go to her house, shove the letter in her face and say see—Eliana was real. She wanted to explain her theories of what had happened.

She wanted validation.

She sighed, sent the message to Henrik, and stuck her phone in her pocket. Obsession was settling in. She wouldn’t sleep tonight. She would be up all night looking at books on Velorian and putting in bids online.

She reached for a dusty volume on the top of one of her shelves and laid it out on her table. She needed to learn all she could now that she had somewhere to start. If a great evil had taken the Gods from them, she needed to know what she was up against. She was a powerful witch; maybe that was why Eliana had chosen her. She would be able to fight. She could protect the people she loved.

Magic had come to the earth suddenly, that was clear. Accounts were far between but there were references to a sweeping light many described as leaving them blessed. Then, the reports of The Changed started, those whose magic was different. Modern science agreed it was the fae. They would have been easily identifiable, silver eyes, pointed ears. That part of history was not contested, but it still left the why, the eternal question. What had happened?

She had once made a list of all the major events since the beginning of magic that drove faeries and witches apart. She still had pages and pages of events saved on her hard drive. Whenever things were amicable something would happen, an attack, a murder. People were violent, it seemed natural and yet she had once noticed the worst incidents came after the most peaceful periods. They happened more frequently now, but with fewer long-term effects.

Briar flipped through her old notebooks and found something she had scrawled years ago. The internet? A postulation that the interconnectedness of people made it harder for a lone evil to tear them apart. Even Ansel’s gruesome murders hadn’t stopped Jenia from rising in the polls.

Briar pulled her laptop across the table, scattering pens and paper, and started looking through lists of old books. She wanted spell books, every single one she could get her hands on. This had to be magic, powerful old magic from when it was fresh and running wild over the world. Whatever had cursed them and taken their Gods had murdered thirteen witches but maybe she could end it.

She clicked and clicked, ordering books until it was dark outside, some strange passion lit inside her. It was a fever, burning through her and making her path forward clear. Her power was a gift, everyone always said it, but maybe the gift wasn’t for her. Maybe it was her gift to others.

*

THE NEXT MORNING, she woke up on the couch with her phone buzzing. She fumbled with it before answering. “It’s early, Soren.”

“It’s really not. Listen, do you think the full moon would count as a celestial event?”

“What?” Briar rubbed her eyes and sat up on the couch. “Why do you need a celestial event?”

Soren’s voice on the other side was breathless, excited. “I figured out the spell. It took me a while because I didn’t understand half of it, but it seems like we need the blood of both races so Bastianna’s going to help. You should come too. She wants you there. It says it needs to be done under the power of a celestial event. The full moon is coming.”

Briar tapped her fingers on the coffee table. “You’re bringing a Goddess back. I wouldn’t rely on a monthly event but there’s a meteor shower coming up.”

Soren made a noise of triumph into the phone and Briar held it away from her ear. “I forgot about that! I need to sleep more.”

Briar laughed. “Me too. You should come over later, there’s something I want to show you and I need to see your contact list for Jenia’s event.”

“Okay. I’ll bring pizza for lunch. When is the meteor shower?”

“Two weeks. Is that long enough?”

“We’ll make it work. Let’s keep this under wraps. If it doesn’t work, we won’t get another chance. We can’t deal with any interruptions.”

He meant Lillia and he was right. She couldn’t contact her, couldn’t try to help her. If Lillia figured out what they were doing she’d try to stop them and she’d probably succeed. She had read the book; she could do spells. She was powerful. “I won’t tell and you don’t tell me. I’ve been so foggy lately I barely trust myself.”

“I trust you. See you in a few, Ry.”

Briar hung up and straightened her papers. Then she checked her email and cringed at the number of confirmation emails from the night before. She’d had worse late-night shopping sprees but they usually involved a lot of wine and a breakup.

She glanced toward her bedroom door and the safe further beyond. Her fervor of the night before had waned and her theory was less concrete in the morning light. She was still sure Eliana had been the king’s lover but the question remained—how? How had a Goddess been among the people so often? They corporealized occasionally, that was clearly documented, but they were recognizable. They were described as otherworldly, glowing, beautiful beyond compare. By all accounts, Lynah, or whatever she was called, had been a woman, a beautiful woman but a woman all the same.

The TV flashed. A killing abroad. Three faeries dead in a bar fight. Cooler temperatures next week. Alvier poll numbers holding steady against Ryder Estelle who was now running smear ads. Evaria Jakobson came on the screen with a little blurb about an art gallery. Briar turned off the TV.

She pulled up her calendar on her phone. Two weeks. Two weeks and she’d be able to ask Eliana in person. She was giddy with excitement, it barely felt real. Twenty-five years old and she was about to achieve her biggest dream. She could see it now. Eliana traveling, helping people. Lifting the plague of violence that coated the world. It was all happening.

Girlish laughter rang through Briar’s mind.

*

“DON’T TOUCH IT!” Briar slapped Soren’s greasy hand away from the letter. “It’s only for looking.”

“I can barely read it. What kind of man writes with all those curls?” Soren garbled around a slice of pizza from his place on the floor.

“Kings, apparently. You better not let Eliana hear you insulting her lover.” She picked up the letter and did a dramatic reading. “So I guess we can confirm King Velorian had some kind of fire power, the opposite of you, I guess.”

“So are you going to call a library or something about it?” Soren’s eyes narrowed.

Briar snorted and grabbed a piece of pizza. “I’m about to have an exclusive interview with a fucking Goddess, you think I’m going to tell the library first? You’d be a terrible journalist.” She took a bite of pizza and leaned back on her couch.

“Oh?” He lifted an eyebrow. “Are you a journalist now?”

“No, that’s just what Henrik told me when I suggested we take it to the library.”

Soren leaned his head back against the couch to look up at her and Briar ran her fingers through his hair. “Is it weird if I like to imagine us hanging out when all of this is over? Not co-conspirators but friends.”

“Yeah, I’m sure things will be much less stressful when you’re mayor.” Briar let herself sink deeper into the couch, until her face was only inches from Soren, his head resting against her chest. “Will you invite me to the mayor’s mansion?”

“Do you think I can do it? Sometimes I feel like we got so excited when Eliana first came to us that I bit off more than I can chew. Can I really run Wesvik?”

Soren tensed underneath Briar’s hand. His worry wasn’t him being humble, he was truly scared. She lowered her voice to a whisper and moved her mouth to his ear. “You’re going to do great, and don’t forget it’s me and you. I’ll be there whenever you need me.”

Soren moved quickly, pushing himself up. He twisted on the floor and pressed his lips into hers. One of his hands gripped Briar’s waist, leaving ice crystals on her shirt. She didn’t have time to react before he pulled away, his eyes wide.

He stood up and Briar did the same, putting the coffee table between them. “Soren.”

He shook his head and snowflakes fell. When he spoke the temperature in the room dropped. “I swear that wasn’t planned. I’m sorry.”

Briar’s heart beat in her chest so hard she worried he could hear it. “It’s okay. I just…I can’t right now.”

“No. Me either.” He moved slowly around the table. “I’m so overwhelmed, Ry. Everything is heavy and you just make it—” He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “You make things feel manageable.”

“You and Bastianna?” Briar took a step toward Soren as she tried to sort through her feelings. It was an impossible task. Everything about Soren, every moment with him, had been so caught up with Eliana she didn’t know what she felt for him.

Soren laughed and the snowflakes disappeared from his eyelashes. “That’s nothing. She’s here for Eliana. She’s doing a better job than we are.”

Briar grabbed Soren’s hand and was glad to find it warm. She flashed a coy smile. “You aren’t the first person to kiss me accidentally.”

He rubbed his thumb on the back of her hand and held it to his chest. “I feel blasphemous saying this but I’m ready for everything to be over. If I’m being truthful my life has been quite easy and I think I’m suffering from a bit of exhaustion.”

“Two weeks.” Briar reached up with her spare hand and brushed the rest of the snow from his hair. She could smell evergreens and winter nights as it floated to her floor and melted. “Maybe we’ll take a trip somewhere. The election is still over a month away. We can take a long weekend and just float in a pool and nap.”

“Absolutely. I’ll make time for it.” He looked at her and there was such depth to his eyes her heart ached. “I hope you’ll still care after all this is over.”

Briar could not tear herself away from those silver eyes, so full of something she couldn’t identify. She should have spent more time with Soren, making sure he was okay. She had her family to fall back on, there was always Fauna to watch over her. She had never heard Soren even mention a friend. Most of them probably left after his father murdered those witches. “Of course I’ll still care when this is over.”

“Promise?”

“I swear it. Me and you, forever, even when we’re old and gray.” Briar wrapped her arms around him and pulled him close. “I won’t leave you alone.”




Chapter Twenty-One

BRIAR LOOKED ACROSS her kitchen and into the living room and poured a little more wine into her glass. Henrik had returned from Ourst and now spent most of his time at her apartment. She understood. They were actually making great strides in the book they were working on—easily moved to a biography of Velorian. Assuming the spell went well they’d have a whole lot to add in a week, a fact she definitely could not tell Henrik.

Normally she’d enjoy it, poring over old books with someone who knew what they were doing, but right now she was a ball of nerves. The meteor shower was eight days away and she still had no idea what the spell looked like. Soren said Eliana wanted it to be private and Briar respected that, she really did, but it didn’t ease her nerves.

And it made concentrating on anything nearly impossible.

“Henrik, I’m tired.” She headed toward the balcony. Her ass was going to fall off if she sat on the couch for another moment.

“I know.” He waved a hand at her, then glanced up and laughed. “I forget you’re young. You don’t want to hang out with an old queer all evening. I think I’m going to visit some friends, see if I can get some books on Queen Cordelia. There’s not many but I know there’s a few out there. She’s mentioned in a lot of the accounts of the plague.”

“Sorry I’m being such a pain. I’ve got all this shit with my store and Jenia’s campaign.” She held up her phone as it flashed with yet another text. “Generally, I love hanging out with old queers. Look at me and Evaria.”

“Shush now. If my editor found out I knew about an affair between you and Evaria Jakobson and didn’t say anything she’d probably fire me.”

“I should let you run it. It would serve her right for being so obnoxious, and for what? She’s got plenty of money on her own.” Briar swiped away another message from Jenia. Of course she’d made sure there would be a sound system. Good Gods. “I’ve always been a sucker for a powerful woman.”

“Can’t relate.” Henrik looked up from a crumbling piece of parchment long enough to smile. “I think I’ll wait on that story so as not to upset Alvier. She usually answers my calls. I’d rather not mess that up.”

The balcony plants twisted in the breeze and Briar ran a leaf between her fingers. “Evaria’s already been playing nice with Soren, offering any help she can with the campaign when he runs. I think she wants to be on the council.”

“She should run. She’d win.” Henrik stood in the doorway a moment before stepping outside. “I’d almost think Cordelia was involved in the disappearance of magic if she didn’t seem to be the world’s most boring woman.”

“I wish I could find more firsthand accounts from Velorian. He obviously loved Lynah but he never married her, though he could have. I’ve seen diaries of courtesans. She was in the castle after his marriage and then no more.”

“Probably the baby.” Henrik reached into his pocket and pulled out an antique container full of hand rolled cigarettes. “Mind if I…?”

Briar shook her head. “Not if you share.” She gingerly plucked one from the container and rolled it between her fingers, watching the people walk past below, no more than dots on the sidewalk.

Velorian must have known who Lynah was. Maybe he was scared to have the blood of a wild Goddess in the royal line. The plague had contributed to the loss of information as well. People burned the belongings of the ill. Mix their fear and the loss of information through death with whatever mystical forces had spread magic and it left a story with a lot of holes. But now she had all the puzzle pieces and soon she would be able to put them together. She couldn’t wait to talk to Eliana.

Would she be corporeal, as she had been before? Or would it be like the accounts of the Gods before, there but not fully. Easily able to communicate, if not themselves then through the conduits. Would all the Gods return? Briar was like a child the night before a holiday, full of excitement and unable to concentrate for long.

Henrik yawned and flicked his cigarette into the ashtray Briar kept on her balcony. It was in the shape of an extremely large-breasted woman—a gift from Sparrow from the time he’d run away and lived with her for a week. “You know it’s my job to notice things, right?”

“Hmm?”

“You’re so distracted. Usually when I work with you you’re like a bloodhound, but lately I keep catching this look in your eyes, dreamy and odd.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Not that it’s necessarily my business.”

“Oh.” Briar leaned against the railing. “I am distracted, though still committed. I’ve had this…this weird thing with a girl.” If you could call the disembodied presence of an ancient Goddess a girl. Probably not.

Laughter drifted out from Briar’s apartment and the familiar cooling calm washed over her. Henrik glanced around, a wrinkle appearing on his forehead but then passing. “The Orivius girl? Her sister used to work at the paper as a photographer. She’s pretty talented. They’re a good family.”

“I really screwed it up in Ourst, Henrik.” Briar sank down onto the cold metal of the balcony and Henrik handed her another cigarette. “I keep thinking if I do this or that I’ll make it right but she’s really mad at me and…I don’t even know if there’s a right side.”

“It’s harder when there’s nothing to be truly mad at.” Henrik sat across from her. Briar didn’t want to burden him with it, they were hardly friends, more like colleagues. She couldn’t even tell him what was actually going on but whenever she thought of Lillia her stomach hurt. She knew she was right, she knew she was helping, but she wished it could be different. She wished Lillia could be uninvolved, only a beautiful woman from a party.

Henrik smashed his cigarette into the ashtray. “I met your mom once. Quite a piece of work but beautiful. She had done all these paintings, absolutely awful, but those Constance pockets are deep, so she was having a gallery opening and for some reason I was covering it—I think someone was sick. Anyways, this was before you were born and your dad was there, and I kept thinking, he’s a good-looking, rich, smart man and this woman is wild.”

“Wild is a good way to describe her.”

“I see a bit of the wildness in you. I don’t think you’ll ever be satisfied. You have the steel company, you opened a bookstore, you’re trying to write a book with me, now you’re handling the Alvier campaign, not to mention how you literally get paid to party.” He stretched his legs out and leaned his head back.

“If the entire point of your story was to tell me I act like my mom, that’s incredibly rude.”

Henrik laughed without opening his eyes. “No, the point was you also have a lot of your dad in you and I think you should watch out for that. They’re still married, aren’t they? I could see it that day in the gallery, he was in too deep. It didn’t matter that she was this tornado, he would stand right there and let her destroy him just to say he was a part of it.”

“You think Lillia is a tornado?”

“I don’t know Lillia well enough to say. I also think there’s probably more than what you’re telling me, which is fair enough. But something I learned long ago is that some stories are too dangerous to chase. It doesn’t matter how good it is, it doesn’t matter how much you want to, there’s no one to tell the story if you’re dead.”

Briar thought only of Eliana, who was once Lynah—at least to a king. “Too bad none of the Gods survived to tell us their story.”

“Indeed.” Henrik pushed himself up and offered Briar a hand. “That is the story we’re all chasing.”

*

BRIAR PUSHED A clump of curls out of her eyes and pulled shorts on. The knocking continued. Whatever Fauna wanted better be important. It was early. She hadn’t finished making her coffee yet.

She made a mental note to tell the front desk to stop letting Fauna up until at least noon. “Coming,” Briar yelled again and grabbed a hoodie. She pulled it over her head and headed for the entryway.

“What in the Gods—” Briar stopped as the door swung open. It wasn’t her cousin but Jenia Alvier standing in her doorway. In athletic wear. Her hair was clipped in a pile on the top of her head and her shirt read “I heart Wesvik.”

“How’d you get up here?”

Jenia smiled sheepishly. “I’m the mayor. It opens doors, literally.”

Briar stepped back and let Jenia inside. Nothing to be done for the empty beer bottles and old bowl of cereal on her coffee table. “I already dealt with the sound system and there’s going to be plenty of people, the venue is sold out. Not that you need it, Jenia. You’re doing great. I know you prefer Soren but—”

Jenia cut her off. “I know I’ve been annoying. I’m sorry, seriously. I’m so nervous.” She looked around. “And now I’m barging into your apartment. I’m just…I’m concerned about Soren.”

Briar fixed her couch cushions and sat down, motioning for Jenia to do the same. “Why?” She patted her pockets but her phone was still in her bedroom.

Jenia played with a piece of string on the couch. “Well now that I’m here I’m feeling a little dramatic, but as you know he decided to back off my campaign. He said he wanted to work on his own campaign but I went over to his house yesterday—I don’t know if you saw but Ryder Estelle published this hit piece in the Ourst Times about Ansel, all this dirty laundry crap that included some of Soren’s antics—so I wanted to check on him. He didn’t look like he’d slept in days and he wouldn’t let me in.”

“Oh.” Briar pulled at the bottom of her shorts, entirely too short for entertaining the mayor, and realized she wasn’t wearing a bra, or much of a shirt for that matter. “I can check on him.” She crossed her arms over her chest.

Jenia nodded, nearly jumping off the couch. “I’d really appreciate it, Briar. I really appreciate everything. You guys have been a Gods-send, truly.”

Briar coughed to cover up the snort that came from her. “I’m sure he’s fine, Mrs. Prime Minister.” She winked and followed her out of the condo.

Jenia hesitated, then hugged her, briefly and awkwardly, but enough to make Briar freeze in place. “I never would have taken the leap without you and Soren. I don’t know what magic you pulled that day to get me to do something so rash but I’m glad you did. I’m going to make you proud, I promise.”

“I wouldn’t have asked if I didn’t think you’d be spectacular. And I’ll talk to Soren. Maybe the thought of being mayor is giving him a bit of indigestion.”

Jenia chuckled and hit the button for the elevator. “Let me know how it goes.”

“I will.” Briar shut the door and sighed. She knew what was bothering him but she also hadn’t seen him in a while. It might be worth stopping by. She didn’t know what she’d do if he hadn’t mastered the spell, but if he was truly struggling a good night’s rest might help facilitate a breakthrough.

And she needed to go outside, get some fresh air. Run. It always helped to run.

*

SNOWFLAKE WAS sleeping on Soren’s steps. He opened one eye and greeted her with a meow and a stretch.

Briar knocked on the door and scooped up the cat, scratching him behind the ears as she waited.

And waited.

Music played from inside the house. She knocked again, loudly. The music turned off and the door handle jiggled before Soren opened it. No wonder Jenia was concerned. He looked like a mad scientist from a cartoon.

His hair, usually expertly coiffed, stuck out at odd angles. He must not have shaved since Ourst, his beard crept down his neck, and what appeared to be part of a pizza roll was stuck to his shirt. Not to mention the smell of burnt plastic wafting out of his house.

“I think Eliana and I can both agree you look like shit.” She pushed past him into the house. Snowflake jumped from her arms and slipped through the door before he shut it. “Even the cat agrees.”

Soren ran his hand through his hair and grimaced at the result. “Okay, so I’m slightly gross but I would be fine if you’d shown up an hour from now. I had a breakthrough. We’re set for the meteor shower.”

Briar could have sworn Eliana’s breeze squealed in excitement with her.

“We’re bringing her back, Ry!”

“I suggest a few wardrobe changes, perhaps a shower between then and now.” Briar picked the pizza roll off his shirt and wrinkled her nose. “Alvier showed up at my condo and woke me up this morning. You had her so worried.”

Soren looked at his shirt, then pulled it over his head. He took a few steps down the hall and threw it into his bedroom—Briar hoped into a hamper of some kind. “I wouldn’t worry too much about Jenia. She’s a worrier.”

“Well, I’m not worried about Jenia, maybe a little jealous. I’m worried about you. You literally stink, Soren.”

“I’m gonna shower. Good Gods. Can’t a man take a few days for himself?” He grinned, reminding Briar of the cat a few moments ago. “Maybe I got a little obsessed but Jenia could also learn to call first.”

“You’d think.” Briar pulled her phone from her pocket and waved it between them. “A million messages a day and she can’t send one saying she’s coming over? You think she’s going to do that to other countries?” Briar laughed and almost gagged; she could taste the air. She pressed past Soren as he scrubbed his face with his palms and opened a window. “Did you burn something?”

“Forgot about some nuggets.”

“Was the bag with them?”

“Nice of you to come to make fun of me so early. Now get out so I can shower.” He closed the space between them with two long strides and kissed her cheek. “Don’t let Jenia’s constant harassment wear you down. I’m sure it’ll stop after the election.”

“Yeah. Then I’ll just have you to bother me.” Briar cupped his cheek in her palm. “And please, I’m begging you, take a moment to shave. You look like you’re about to start yelling conspiracy theories.”

“Truly, the kindness you show me knows no bounds. Now you’ve got about thirty seconds before I take off my pants.”

“See you in a week. Keep me updated.” Briar pretended to cover her eyes with her hands as she scurried from the house. “He’s going to be all right, Snowflake, but if he skimps on treats you let me know. I’ll give him a solid whacking.”




Chapter Twenty-Two

FAUNA WASN’T PICKING up her phone, she hadn’t in days, yet the signs pointed to the fact that she had been in Briar’s condo—specifically how she wore too much perfume and Briar could still smell it when she opened the door.

It had pulled her back to reality, away from the fast pace her heart had been beating since she got Soren’s text the day before.

10 p.m. tomorrow. Esse Park. At the ruins.

Yet now she wanted to know why her apartment smelled like wild berries and citrus. “Fauna Constance, if you stole my earrings again I’m going to hex you,” she dictated into her phone and pressed the send button. How dare she break in when she wouldn’t even take Briar’s calls? 

You wear too much perfume you shitty thief.

I’m in a meeting and I don’t know what you’re talking about.

Liar.

Briar rummaged through her jewelry box but didn’t notice anything missing, not that she necessarily would. She glanced toward her closet. No way she’d notice something missing in there either—until she went to wear it and found out it was miles away at her cousin’s apartment.

And speaking of her expansive closet, what should she wear tonight? She felt vain for even wondering as she pushed aside sweaters, but she had to wear something. A dress? Workout clothes? Was she actually going to be doing anything?

Her pulse picked back up. There were so many possibilities before her, and even in her awe she was a little frightened. She hadn’t so much as glanced at the spell and Soren…well, the Goddess trusted him.

Still, she was pretty vomity.

She contemplated pulling the thread that led to the Goddess, but it was her big day. Bridesmaids didn’t bother the bride on the wedding day. She pulled out a mustardy-yellow dress with thin straps. It was finished with a belt and would be cool enough for the walk there and perfect in the eternal spring of the park.

Lorcus, God of Life. His park was the perfect place to resurrect a Goddess.

She laid the dress out on her bed and dialed to the front desk. She had several hours until the big moment, might as well solve the mystery of what Fauna had stolen from her condo.

“Good afternoon, Miss Constance. What can I do for my favorite resident today?” The condo manager’s voice was cheery.

“Oh, nothing too hard. Did Fauna come here today?”

“Oh, yes, ma’am. Said she needed to use the bathroom and was passing by. I hope that’s okay.”

“Of course.” Briar rifled through a drawer of her vanity looking for the eyeshadow palette she wanted. She’d told them time and time again Fauna was always welcome but she’d eat her hat if Fauna had actually needed to use the bathroom. “She didn’t leave with anything, did she?”

“Not as far as I saw. Is everything okay, ma’am?”

“Oh yeah. Just making sure she didn’t pilfer through my things. I can hardly be blamed for having better taste than her. You have a good day, Jaynice.”

“You, too, Miss Constance. Let me know if I can help you with anything else.”

She threw her phone onto the bed where it bounced so hard she had to send a blast of magic at it to keep it from falling, then settled onto her vanity stool and stared at herself. She needed a rest nearly as bad as Soren, though she’d at least continued to shower frequently.

She’d been so busy, planning meetings for Jenia, dealing with the emergency of a delayed shipment at the bookstore this morning, worrying about what would happen tonight, whenever she tried to rest her mind went to a million places. And she still had the book she was working on with Henrik. What would he say when he realized she’d known so much more all along?

What the future would look like?

Would the spell be like the ones she did before?

Would she ever get back to anything pleasant with Lillia?

What about Soren?

Her mind was so busy she worried she’d never have a good night’s sleep again.

She trusted Eliana as much as she’d ever trusted anyone—more really, but the specifics were lacking. And the Velorian thing. In all her research into the beginnings of magic she’d never considered Velorian to be so connected, though perhaps she should have. He was said to be the first fae. She’d seen it said so many times but never thought much of it. Kings made all kinds of wild claims. Besides, what did it mean to be the first when magic had swept over the entire land? Many could have made the same claim.

What caused magic had always been her focus. The answer had to be tied to its beginning. Her hypothesis had always been that it was a mistake, an accident that left the responsible party frantic to remove it, and in their haste they had made more mistakes—a string of errors leading to strange, unstable magics and a sweep of memory.

She’d heard of memory-removing spells; even now there were laws against them. It didn’t seem impossible that something widespread could have happened. Human error seemed the likely culprit. It usually was.

She had even considered the possibility of the Gods choosing to leave. Maybe after humans had their own magic the Gods no longer wanted to reside with them, but it had gone nowhere. She’d found no evidence, no substance.

Gods, she was ecstatic to receive answers tonight. She glanced at her phone on the bed, suspiciously quiet since this morning. She hadn’t spoken to Jenia since last night when she told her she stopped by Soren’s house and with any luck he was now bathed. Jenia had mentioned a meeting with him today.

Hopefully, now that he was done with the spell, he’d go back to doing most of the campaign work for Jenia. He had worked on his father’s team. He was so much better than Briar. She just had a name that opened doors, it didn’t double for experience. Not that she was really doing any managing; she was a secretary more than anything else.

She dipped a brush into bronze eyeshadow, took a deep breath, and swiped it onto her eye.

Nerves. Excitement. She was positively buzzing.

Tonight.

She had done it. She’d always known she was working toward something and now it was coming. Thoughts continued to dart in her head as she steadied her hand. Soon. Soon. Soon. She wished she could rush through time until the evening. But her desire made time move slowly, each minute an eternity.

She started on her other eye. She’d look good, at least, if she had hours to get ready. She should probably run, or do something with this excess energy, but she was afraid of where her feet would take her. She was nearly convinced if she jumped out of the window she could fly, her spirits were so high and she felt so full of magic.

She finished her makeup, admired herself, and picked up her phone.

And sat it down.

And picked it up again. She could message her mom, that would certainly lower her spirits. Or her dad. He’d come by a few days ago and dropped off a frozen lasagna. It looked disgusting and she had thrown it away, but it had been nice to know he was thinking of her. Whenever he felt guilty about not calling, he showed up with something homemade. It was sweet, in a strange way. He told her he was going on a trip, be back soon, he was proud. He’d moved from one foot to the other before awkwardly kissing her on the cheek.

He would definitely be proud when Eliana was back. How long until the world knew? Would she need time first? Probably? Maybe?

Briar stood and straightened her pillows. Her phone rang and she grabbed it.

It was Avi. Maybe they needed her at the store. “An author wants to do a signing next week. I know you like to okay it, in case they’re super weird or something. Should I email you the details or tell you now?”

“I can come in.”

“Oh, no worries. It’s your day off. I’ll just send it over.” The phone beeped and Briar fell backward onto her bed. She closed her eyes, imagining how the night would go.

And woke up in the dark.

Briar jumped up, grabbed the dress, and pulled it over her head. She had ten minutes to get to the park. There was no way. She grabbed her phone, fingers flying as she sent a text to Soren.

I fell asleep. I’m coming.

She ran out of her apartment and into the elevator as his reply came in.

You would. It’s okay. We’ve got it under control. See you in a few.

*

THE PARK WAS deserted. Thick foliage with trees eternally blooming had driven everyone away to clearer skies to watch the meteor shower. It was impossible to see the flashing streaks just starting to shoot across the sky as Briar’s cab pulled up. She jumped out and headed toward the ruins.

The park was cooler than the rest of the city, refusing to give in to summer. Briar loved it here, especially when it was fighting the seasons around it. During the winter she came several times a week to marvel at the magic. It had never grown old. Right now, she didn’t have time to marvel, only run. She didn’t want to miss anything.

Flickering light was coming from the ruins. She rarely came to this part of the park; during the day it was full of tourists. The temple must have been beautiful once, made of hand-carved stone. Parts of it still stood but most of it was now covered in vines. They hung from what was left of the roof, and small, fragrant, pink flowers dangled from them. When the breeze blew, they fell on whoever was inside.

The whole park was green but the area around the ruins was even more lush, full of flowers and during the day, songbirds. Willows sat like sentinels at each corner. They swayed at Briar’s approach, seeming to palpitate in anticipation at the return of the Gods. She slowed her footsteps. Running never seemed appropriate here. This was a place for contemplation, for love.

She followed the path toward the entrance. Half the wall still stood, blocking her view, but she could hear Soren’s voice murmuring inside. She took a step forward and had to cover her mouth to keep from screaming.

Bastianna knelt before three bodies. She was covered in blood and more dripped from the knife in her hand, joining the pool inching toward Briar’s feet. Jenia lay, unmistakably dead, her throat slit and terror in her eyes. Beside her was Ansel, his chest rising in short, labored bursts. His arm had been slashed and laid across Jenia’s unmoving chest.

Briar wanted to close her eyes against the scene before her but they took in the next body and she trembled. Evaria, in the same state as Ansel, laid on Jenia’s other side, her slashed arm bleeding out onto Jenia’s blue dress.

None of them stirred.

Soren knelt behind the bodies, an ancient book, the book before him. Bastianna looked up, smiling, and stood slowly. Briar gripped the crumbling doorframe as Bastianna walked toward her, blood still dripping from the knife, leaving a trail of horror behind her.

“It’s okay,” Bastianna said, stopping in front of Briar. “She’ll come back. The other two will be fine.” She moved her free hand and placed it on Briar’s chest.

It filled her like the breeze of the Goddess, wrapping around all her doubts, her terror, and soothing them.

“She’ll come back. Eliana wills it,” Bastianna said again. She stepped even closer, her lips brushing the shell of Briar’s ear as she whispered, “I’m sorry we couldn’t tell. You are a gentle soul. We knew you would worry so.” But her voice was no longer her own, it was ancient and effortless.

“She’ll come back?” Briar’s heart pounded but her soul was still.

“Soon,” Bastianna promised, taking Briar by the hand. Her palm was warm and sticky with blood. She led her across the temple, toward Soren. He looked different, his head bent, strange words tumbling from his lips. Briar kept her eyes from the bodies— they would come back—and knelt beside him.

Oh, Soren. She put her hand on his shoulder. He was shivering, his body ice cold, but he did not break his chant at Briar’s touch. Her eyes flew across the book and she shuddered as power gripped her chest and invaded her mind. Words spilled from her lips, creating a link between them, joining her to Soren.

Magic, more powerful than she had ever known, flowed from her, filling the ruins with a gentle, golden glow. She worried she might burst until snow started to fall. It twisted and turned on a breeze, mingling with her own magic. Bastianna directed the mix of Soren’s snow and Briar’s golden magic across the room where it fell, blanketing the bodies in light and frost.

Soren stopped chanting and a shudder moved through Briar’s body. Magic, pure and raw, seeped from her, engulfing them both in muted light. Her hand fell from Soren’s shoulder to the ground and he wrapped his fingers around it. Briar closed her eyes. The Goddess was among them, sweeping through the room.

Jenia screamed and the world went still.

Soren’s fingers tightened around Briar’s hand as Jenia raised herself from the floor, pushing the bloody arms of Ansel and Evaria off her. She rose with inhuman grace, and while she still looked the same she was entirely changed. Unearthly, ethereal.

She smiled.

“Eliana.” The words drifted from Soren’s mouth and disappeared into the now-returned sounds of the night. A meteor flew by overhead.

“Soren.” Eliana, once Jenia, walked toward them. “And Briar. Bastianna. My apostles.”

Bastianna came to her knees beside them. “Goddess.”

Eliana’s smile grew wider. She stopped in front of them. “Rise. I wish to speak to you, now that I am able, to give my gratitude and thanks, and to give apologies for controlling your minds. It was all I had.”

They did as they were bid, finding spots to sit amongst the crumbling stones of the temple. Briar pulled her knees toward her and wrapped her arms around them. Behind the Goddess, Evaria and Ansel stirred but did not wake.

Eliana came to Briar first and placed her hand on her hair. She lingered only a moment but it made Briar’s heart swell. “You were right about my letter. The king loved me well and I will tell you all you desire to know, my little historian.” She turned toward Soren. “Darling, you are more than I could have ever hoped for.” She took his face in her hands. “You have delivered me, anew. My gratitude will be eternal.” She leaned closer and whispered in his ear and he glanced at Briar, smiling.

Something twisted inside Briar as the Goddess moved to Bastianna, giving her thanks. Jenia—now a goddess. Jenia, who had been in her condo so recently and now was luminous, reborn. Greater.

Briar’s gaze shifted to Evaria, so pale, the blood in her arm now clotted. This was not as she had imagined.

Eliana sat on the remains of an altar and crossed one leg over the other. “This body is smaller than my last but it is good. A half-breed. A perfect vessel. Briar Constance, I was the start of magic. I was Velorian’s lover, and my removal from this world, my murder, was the catalyst for the confusion you seek to end. It was an attempt to stop my return. Would you like to hear my story? I have wanted to tell it for quite some time.”

Briar nodded. “I would like that more than anything.”

Eliana clapped her hands—Jenia’s hands—together. “Oh! We are going to be fast friends. I just know it. My story truly starts with my mother, Madelena. She was from a group of women, perhaps the first coven, who realized there were vestiges of magic in this world. Back then, the best way to access those magics was through sacrifices. She tried many things but she found her own blood was the best conduit. She was beautiful but for her poor arms, covered in scars, but she used her blood to forge a closer connection to the Gods, to my father, Ivian.”

Briar’s heart beat quicker. Eliana was a half-breed herself. The daughter of a human and a God. It made so much sense.

“She loved him fiercely but the rest of the Gods—and there are so many more than you know—were furious. Though they sometimes left their strange realm to dabble in the affairs of this world, taking corporeal form briefly to walk on the soil, they did not have children with the humans. But my mother, she was beautiful and wild. She would catch birds on her finger just by singing to them, and she captivated Ivian. For all his love I think he was horrified when she came to him with me growing in her belly. The Gods do not have children. The Gods simply are. What would I be? No one knew.”

Eliana shifted, pulling the hem of Jenia’s dress down lower. She grinned at her captive audience. “What I was was magic. Even if I had not been told by my mother, I would have known I was special. The Gods in their land, they are not like we are here, but they take shape and I bore the traits, my pointed ears, my bright eyes. I was tall. I was beautiful. They called me a faerie from the stories of the fair folk. And despite their initial horror the Gods and Goddesses did grow fond of me. I was nearly their opposite, able to briefly flit into their shadowy world as they did ours, to play in their realm, to taste their sweet nectar. That was when I was older, able to control things more, of course, but I remember being younger too. They would sing me lullabies, help me when I got into trouble, whisper stories into my ears. The Gods always had power to control minds, some more easily than others. Yours, Briar, is a particularly steely mind. It must run in your blood.” She winked and Briar’s heart fluttered.

“Were you lonely?”

Eliana shook her head and a breeze blew flowers from the vines. They scattered across the temple and landed in her hair. “Sometimes I suppose, as all people are, but I was also sad for humans. I had all this magic, all this power. I could fix things. I could do things. My mother, though she slowly descended into madness at her inability to call my father forth again, helped me write spells and control my power. But I wanted more. I begged and begged the Deities to favor the humans, to grant them all a bit of magic. I knew they could. They resisted for a while but on my sixteenth birthday they relented. It was all I wanted—to share magic with everyone. So, with a whisper, they sent a little of their own power to the humans. It swept across the land, as I once swept through you. That is part of the history you seek. The truth was, most did not know where their magic came from. There was no knowledge to record. But some did know, and they cherished me. I was so happy for a while, though your power was still less than mine. You must have noticed how similar the powers of witches and faeries are, two sides of one coin, both a control of the elements, of the things that push and pull in this world. You received but a fraction.”

“How did the fae get their power? You said you were the first,” Soren whispered as another meteor flew overhead.

Eliana wagged a finger at him. “I’m getting there. I’ve been cooped up for so long, I do apologize if I am long winded.”

“No, you are incredible.” Briar shifted, bracing herself on the cold stone beneath her. She would sit here all night if it meant Eliana would keep speaking. She was intoxicating.

Eliana blew her a kiss. “One day, about a year after I found my mother hanging from the rafters of our barn, a year of me blowing through the world, both happy to see people using my gift and full of such rage and sadness, gaining my reputation as a Goddess myself, I met a prince full of power. His own father would die soon after and the handsome prince became a king. Velorian and I loved each other quite fiercely. I told him everything and he did the same, but still, I frightened him. The first time he told me he could never marry me I disappeared into the realm of the Gods for a week. When I came back, he fell at my knees. That was the night I made my own spell. I wanted him to have everything. I gave him part of my own power, a greater control of the elements of the earth. I must have made a mistake, or perhaps it was the only way it could be done, but slowly that power spread to all who shared his blood. I knew he was changed as soon as he stood. His brown eyes were silver, his ears poked through his hair. I had given him something the Gods did not mean to share. That is your faerie power.”

“You gave so much.” Bastianna inched slowly closer to the Goddess, her face full of awe and longing.

“I wanted to love him and I wanted to help him. He said I was volatile, but who loved humans more than I? I had given them power beyond their wildest dreams. I would have been an incredible queen. I wanted peace. I wanted unity. Sometimes he would beg me to stay, other nights he pushed me away. He wanted a royal bride. I thought after my gift he would change his mind but still the advisors paraded women in front of him until one day he told me he would marry one. I wept and wept but he said I would still be the one he loved. Cordelia was kind, I cannot find fault in her, though I hated her at the time. I see now she was not a villain. She always acted in love for her people, same as I. After their engagement was announced, I thought perhaps I could make it work. I could still love him; he would come to understand in time. But then she became pregnant. He doted on her and I knew it was coming long before he told me.” The features of Eliana’s stolen face twisted in anger and sadness.

“And he told me so cruelly. A letter sent with a squire. He asked me, please, do not return to the castle. He said it as though he were my better, me, the daughter of a God! I meant no harm to the child. I knew what it was like to not have a father near you. I knew what it was like to lose a mother. I would not have taken either parent from that child. I had lost so much and I made a mistake, a terrible mistake. It is the reason I have returned. I only meant to curse him alone, I only meant to end his love for her. I should have known.” A tear fell onto Eliana’s cheek.

She wrung her hands together, silent for a moment before she continued. “Looking back now it is so easy to see I should not have done it. I should have learned from my previous spellwork that the potential for disaster was too high. I only meant to stop them, I swear it. Instead, I cursed the witches and the faeries to be forever apart. I would have fixed it, I tried to fix it, but the Gods swept down, horrified at what I had done. They loved me too much to kill me, but they killed my human body all the same, and abducted me into their realm. I think they meant to take the magic back, but it was too far inside humans. What they attempted left the magic, but it ruined great minds, taking their stories, their knowledge. It was a brutal manipulation of our powers.” She sighed, shifting on the altar.

“And they could not completely remove me from this earth. I was not fully a God and I came from a powerful woman, one who knew the power of sacrifice. I clung to that. I only wanted to fix my mistake. Little sacrifices let me make my way into people’s minds. Ansel, I am sorry to tell you, Soren, had already killed a man in his mad desire for power and it let me in. Enough to manipulate. I am so sorry for those witches. I wish there had been another way. But it created a foothold. Thirteen would die but I could fix the world.”

“Briar!” The voice echoed off the stones, full of rage and terror.

Eliana, her face contorted with fury, jumped from the altar. Fauna stood between Lillia and Estoria, a book so similar to the bloody one at the foot of the altar in her hands.

The Book of Bindings.




Chapter Twenty-Three

THE RUINS ERUPTED into chaos. Lillia grasped her sister’s hands, chanting an ancient spell. The words of it were washed away by the storm of wind that rose from them and fell between Briar and the rest of the group. A flurry of leaves and dust and flowers blew like a tempest through ruins, throwing back the Goddess. The altar crumbled from the impact of Eliana’s head crashing against it.

Bastianna leaped toward Eliana and Soren moved for Briar but he could not penetrate the roaring wall of air surrounding her. Fauna was screaming, loud, guttural sounds Briar did not understand as her eyes darted across the pages of the book.

Pain exploded through Briar’s body and she screamed, falling to her knees. Her vision blurred and the world swayed. Her soul was surely being ripped from her body. She clutched handfuls of her hair, sure she would not survive this. Her nerves were on fire, her blood was boiling, her head pounded as though it would crack in two.

Fauna was killing her.

And then the pain ebbed. When she opened her eyes, the world was back in focus. Thoughts poured in, unfiltered and true, for the first time in months. A stone wall she had not realized was in her mind crumbled and she was afraid she would be crushed under the weight of it.

She blinked, as wind howled around her. Something near Fauna moved but Briar’s eyes were locked on Evaria, barely breathing. Pale, in a pool of her own blood.

What had she done?

Briar tried to get up and retched. She was a murderer. Jenia was dead, Evaria was not long behind. She wiped her mouth and looked for Soren as a hand grabbed her wrist.

“We have to go,” Lillia said, pulling her forcefully toward the others.

“What did you do?” Briar could not catch her breath. She was going to die. She could not live with this. She had sat there as Evaria bled, as they killed Jenia and let a monster take over her body. She covered her mouth as her stomach threatened to empty itself again.

“We broke her control but we have to go!” Lillia yanked on Briar’s arm.

“Soren!” Briar turned. Eliana was up now, beating her power against the wind surrounding Briar and Lillia.

“There isn’t time.” Lillia did not relent. “They can’t keep it up. We can help him later. Come on!”

Briar let herself be pulled. Let herself fall into Fauna’s arms. Her cousin whispered urgently in her ear, “Run.”

Briar obeyed, her feet beating against the soil of the park as meteors flew overhead. They ran from the park and did not stop running until they came to Velorian’s Square, until Lillia’s house was in front of them.

Estoria’s arm moved, flinging the door open, and they poured inside. The weight of the ward was a welcome relief. Briar’s legs ached. Her lungs were on fire. She barely made it into the house before she collapsed onto the floor. She did not realize she was weeping until hot tears fell onto her exposed, skinned knees.

Estoria moved to the windows and doors, muttering and touching, but Lillia and Fauna knelt beside Briar.

“Forgive me,” Briar said, trying to sort through her own thoughts. She found herself more terrified as each memory slipped into place. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

“I’m sorry we could not stop her faster.” Lillia wiped her tears as Fauna pulled Briar into her arms. “We needed something to draw on. I didn’t realize. Jenia…”

“I think she’s gone,” Briar said. Fresh horror stirred and she pushed away, running for the bathroom to vomit again. Fauna was there to hold her hair and rub circles on her back. But she did not deserve friendship. “We have to help Evaria.”

“We can’t.” Lillia’s voice nearly broke. “We barely got you out. I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry, Briar. It was my job to help you. I thought if I could keep the book from you…”

“This isn’t your fault,” Fauna said. “You and Briar are both victims as much as the others.”

“I’m not!” Briar pushed herself up. “I did it! I went along. But I didn’t know…they didn’t tell me.”

Lillia did not budge as Briar tried to push herself out of the bathroom. Instead, she reached out and grabbed her shoulders. Her brown eyes locked on Briar’s green ones. “She’s a Goddess and she stole your mind. She violated you. You did not do this.”

Briar looked at her, still beautiful with tear tracks down her cheeks. She had tried to help, so many times Lillia had tried to help her. She must have realized right away and she kept trying. A sob broke free from Briar’s chest. “Lillia…”

She pulled Briar toward her chest and stroked her hair. “You fought her. I saw it so many times. The real you was still in there, fighting against her possession. You are strong and you are good.”

“You barely know me.” Lillia’s leather jacket muffled Briar’s words. She didn’t deserve the comfort of Lillia but she could not bring herself to give it up. She buried her face deeper, soaking in her scent, trying to calm the heart that threatened to pound a hole in her chest.

“I know you are good. I know you are kind. I know Fauna and I know she loves you. I should not have…I put too much pressure on you. I should have just been a friend. Before that morning I didn’t understand how dire it had become. I wanted to believe.”

Briar pulled away, aware of Fauna behind them. Aware of everything, for the first time in so long. Her mind was truly clear and she wanted to rip her skin off. How would she live knowing she could so easily be moved to do Eliana’s bidding? She had seen Jenia’s dead body and she had still knelt. Still spoken those foreign, strange words. Her tongue had not tripped on them.

She forced herself to focus on Lillia, still standing before her in the doorway. “Please, say you forgive me.”

Lillia nodded. “There is nothing to forgive. I am the one who should beg.”

Briar shook her head. She could not bear it if Lillia thought she had done wrong. Not when she had saved her. “The way I cared, it was real. I swear it, Lillia. I swear it.” She wanted to both explode and fold in on herself. She shook with sobs. And it was not done.

This was only a reprieve.

“Shh.” Fauna put her arm around Briar’s shoulder and led her into the hallway. “You will have time to beg forgiveness if you feel the need. Right now, you need to rest. We need to plan. We don’t know what her next move will be, but she’s in the body of the woman who is about to become Prime Minister.”

“And no one will believe us if we say it.” Estoria came from the sitting room. Her face was drawn. She looked tired. How much work had she done? How long had she known? Another person whose forgiveness Briar would beg, though she did not deserve it.

But there was one person whose forgiveness was not her concern, only his salvation. “We have to go back for Soren.”

“No.” The three women spoke as one.

“We have to.” Briar steadied herself on the wall. “He’s a victim too. We can’t leave him there. I promised him we’d always be there for each other. I can’t abandon him. Please. We have to help.”

“We can’t,” Lillia said. “We knew we could only help one of you and we chose you, Briar. We don’t have the power for it. I’m drained. We’re all drained. Maybe…maybe one day but not now.”

Briar looked into the eyes of everyone around her and found no allies. She was drained as well. She dug deep but could not find it in herself to argue. She didn’t need to. She had made a promise, and even if it had been coerced, she planned to keep it. She would help Soren, Bastianna too, if she was able. But she would not break her word. They were together.

A scream came from outside and Briar jumped but it was only a child, as amazed with the hundredth meteor as the first. She wrapped her arms around herself and walked to the living room. This could not be real. How had she done such horrible things? She’d done them without question. She was a good person, maybe shallow, maybe vain, but not a killer. She had only wanted answers.

Someone put a blanket around Briar. She hadn’t even realized she was sitting. Fauna whispered she needed to make a call, then Briar was alone with Lillia.

Only moonlight and a candle lit the room, casting strange, long shadows. The shadows that had danced on Lillia before had been beautiful. These did not delight or inspire; they spoke of terror and unfulfilled promises.

Lillia twisted her hands in her lap. “I have so much to apologize for, all the ways I acted when I knew you were not yourself.”

Briar picked at a spot on the pillow she had pulled into her lap and a strange laugh came from her lips. “Will you and I just apologize to each other until we both turn to dust?”

“Were you in there at all?”

Briar nodded. “Yes, I still did my makeup and watched my shows. I ran and read books. She mentioned my mind was hard to control, maybe that’s why she moved on. I’d feel so odd sometimes, like something inside me was trying to get out. When you were around though…she hated you. I don’t think I was meant to actually like you, just to lie.” It made her head hurt, to try to separate her reality from the horror that had been thrust on her. She couldn’t stop though. She turned over each moment, trying to find herself in there. She’d been in control enough, she’d made choices—how had she not realized? Why hadn’t she even tried to fight?

Lillia pulled a blanket off the back of the couch and covered her legs. Briar scooted closer, until she could rest her head on Lillia’s shoulder. She didn’t want to be alone; she didn’t want to see her apartment. This was the only place she had been safe in months.

Her fingers threaded through Briar’s curls but her movements were jerky and unsure. “It was just a story and two books passed down for generations. I hardly believed it until the night at the fundraiser. I shouldn’t have let us get so involved, I should have stayed away. Estoria was so angry when I agreed to go to Ourst.”

“I’m sorry I dragged you into this.” Briar moved her head from Lillia to the couch, savoring the feeling of the cool fabric against her head. She still felt sick, but there was nothing left inside. Her stomach was as hollow as the rest of her.

“It’s my fault. It was my job to stop her, and I failed.”

The sadness in Lillia’s eyes engulfed Briar before she could answer, giving her a place to lose herself. She could seek solace in Lillia. It was wrong and immoral, but she could forget for a while, be somewhere else. Be Briar, the selfish, vain, arrogant Briar who usually lived in her head.

Fauna came from somewhere else. Briar hadn’t heard her approach. “I’m going to go over to Estoria’s for a while. Sparrow’s bringing some of your things. We want to look over the book but until we figure out what her plan is I’d rather it not be in the same house as you. Are you okay?” Her eyes narrowed as she looked between the two of them.

“Not really,” Briar answered. “But I’ll be okay here. I trust the wards to keep her out.”

“So do I,” Lillia said, moving away from her. “I’m not certain of much but my gut tells me she can’t get into this house. It’s been here for hundreds of years, reinforced by generations of Orivius witches. Bastianna got lucky. She’d been here before; it muddled the magic.”

“Like you understand the magic,” Briar teased. She started to smile and it broke her. She sobbed, her body convulsing with each intake of breath. A woman was dead. Evaria and Ansel would probably soon join her if they had not already. Soren was there.

Soren.

She bolted from the couch and ran toward the bathroom. She tripped on the rug and tumbled to the floor. On the way down she prayed her neck would break and as she landed, she realized there was no one to pray to. The Gods had not been able to stop this. They would not help.

Fauna laid beside her. “Oh, Briar, were you really so far gone?” Her blue eyes glistened with tears. “Should I stay? The spells can wait.”

“No, they cannot.” Estoria crouched beside them. She looked so much like her sister. “But Lillia can help if you would like Fauna to stay.”

“You said…” Fauna glanced up at Estoria.

“And physically she would be safer with one of us, if our own family legends are correct, but mentally, perhaps, she needs you, and that is important too.”

“I’m not leaving her.” Lillia sat cross-legged at the entrance to the hallway.

Estoria frowned. “You do not—”

“I do not quite yet take orders from you, sister, and this is my house.”

Briar sat up, barely resisting the urge to cover her ears. “You can go, Fauna. I…I need to rest.” She could not listen to them argue, not over her. She did not deserve pity but selfishly she longed for it. For the first time in years, she wished for her mother, or someone’s mother, the mother she had often dreamed of.

This was such a mess, such a horrible mess.

She thought tonight would be the best night of her life.

But she hadn’t thought anything in months, not alone, not by herself. The violation was so deep, so humiliating, she was not sure she would ever be able to move past it. She pushed herself from the floor. She was disgusting, covered in blood and vomit and tears. She looked at the three women. “I will have years and years to cry, right now we have a lot to do. You can’t stop just because I’m struggling. I need to shower and I need to think. Go, do whatever you need to do. Lillia, can I use your restroom?” She needed to get away. Her own sadness was overwhelming, she could not look at their distraught faces for another moment.

Lillia practically sprang up from the floor, leaving a ring of dusty gold magic in her stead. “Of course. I’ll get you a towel.”

Briar turned the water as hot as she could stand it and scrubbed her skin until it was red. This could not be real. She was a Constance. She was smart. She thought she had the puzzle pieces but they were grains of sand and they slipped through her fingers, leaving her worse than before.

She sat down and let the water run over her until it turned cold. She couldn’t move. She could barely breathe. She kept seeing the three bodies. She had been herself for a moment, when she first arrived at the temple, she knew it was wrong. Why hadn’t she been stronger? She should have fought.

What of her life was real now? Her feelings for Lillia? The strange attraction she felt toward Soren? Their friendship? What had been planted by Eliana and what had been true?

She rubbed her palms against her eyes. She had known Eliana was in her head, Lillia had screamed she was being controlled. Why hadn’t she been stronger?

Freezing drops of water hit her back and she turned the knob and stepped out. The water had been cold long enough the fog had dissipated from most of the mirror and she stared at herself. Lillia had left clothes while she was showering, and she pulled the sweater over her head. It didn’t matter what anyone said, she had to help Soren. The need consumed her, the only thing she had left to cling to.

She could still do something good. She pulled on the leggings and opened the door. Lillia was still waiting in the hallway. Her eyes were bloodshot but there were no tears on her face. She’d changed out of her leather jacket and into a sweatshirt and a pair of shorts. Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail.

“I have to see the book, Lillia. I can’t leave him like that.”

“Briar, it’s too dangerous. We just saved you.”

“I don’t care if it’s dangerous!” She struggled not to scream, to remember Lillia was not her enemy but her savior. “You don’t know what it’s like. He’ll never break free on his own. I have to help him.” She was still in his head and the Goddess must be enraged right now. What further atrocities would she have him commit?

Lillia pushed herself back into the wall, flattening her hair. “Is he worth it? Remember what his father did? He probably knew. Everything he’s ever told you is a lie.”

Briar shook her head. If Soren was responsible for all the terrible things he’d done then so was she. “Everything I’ve ever told you wasn’t a lie. And you still saved me.”

“You were never a monster.”

“Those witches…that was Eliana.” Briar hated to remember. Ansel had tried to tell her. But he’d murdered someone. Did Soren know about that? He couldn’t have.

Lillia frowned and her eyes narrowed. “Oh.”

Briar walked closer, closing the gap between them. “Lillia, please. I need you to help me.”

She shook her head. “I did help you and I’m helping you now. We need to focus on stopping her. Returning her to the Gods will help Soren more than you can.”

“You don’t understand.”

Lillia’s brown eyes flashed with anger and her cheeks turned red. “I saved you over Bastianna! Don’t tell me I don’t understand! I had to make a choice and I chose the most powerful witch to help us but it meant leaving someone I used to love behind. You aren’t the only one who is hurting.”

“Even so, she never went into your head. We can help them both.” Briar blinked against the tears welling in her eyes.

“It’s the most difficult spell I’ve ever seen and she had just come back. She’s going to gain strength. We can’t waste what could be our one shot on Soren. We have to focus on stopping her. It’s not right, I know that. I understand it’s awful but we have to be smart.”

Briar’s fingernails dug into her palms. She released her fists and let the tears fall but she did not sob. She nodded. “Okay,” she lied.

She’d help them but not at Soren’s expense. She had to believe the goodness she had seen was real. She’d do it alone if she had to. “I heard her story and I can tell it to you, but Eliana doesn’t think she’s the bad guy. She doomed us all to thousands of years of strife, she had to be dragged from this world by the Gods, and I think she may have killed Velorian but she doesn’t see it that way. She thinks she’s the victim. I don’t know if that will help us but…”

Lillia took a step away from the wall. “It always helps to know your enemy.” She took Briar’s hands in her own and squeezed them. “You should sleep.”

“Will you lie with me? I don’t want to be alone.” She didn’t think she could take it. Every noise made her jump, afraid Eliana was coming to reclaim her mind.

“Of course.” Lillia let go of her hands. “I have a sleeping tonic, if you want it.”

“I do, please.”

But even with it, even with Lillia’s steady breathing beside her, and the knowledge that all the Orivius family was standing watch, Briar found it hard to sleep. Her thoughts twisted in her head. So many things had not been real. Would she ever trust herself again? As dawn started to break outside the window, Briar drifted off to sleep and the nightmares began.




Chapter Twenty-Four

LILLIA WAS NO longer there when Briar woke but she wasn’t surprised. A quick glance out of the window told her it was well beyond morning. She tried to keep memories of the day before out of her mind. She didn’t think Eliana would come for her here. She’d given up on Briar the moment she’d sent her away and had Bastianna steal the book. Now that she occupied such a conspicuous body, she couldn’t murder Briar in the middle of the city. She’d have to plan her moves and Briar would do the same.

It wasn’t over. She was still dangerous. Briar wanted to sleep for days but she had to keep fighting against Eliana, though she couldn’t imagine where they would even begin. She was a Goddess and they were nobodies. To Briar there was only one first move that made sense—freeing Soren.

Perhaps the others didn’t have the power to do it but she did. She was not only a Constance but Andora’s child. Her mother’s immense power flowed through her veins. Eliana’s story about her own mother, Madelena, had stirred something in Briar.

Both of their mothers were absent, full of obsession that left their children alone, but they had both produced women who would change the world. She once thought herself a conduit of a Goddess. What a fool she had been, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t stop Eliana. Perhaps not fully, perhaps not at all, but she could free her friend. Even if it killed her, she had to try.

She couldn’t live while he was under the control of Eliana. And she should be worried about Bastianna. She would certainly help her if she could, but Soren was the one who wouldn’t leave her mind. The most she could hope was that Bastianna would be there when she freed Soren. She didn’t need to read the spell to know she did not have the power to do it twice. She didn’t even know if it would work for two people; it had freed no one’s mind but hers at the ruins.

She knew nearly nothing, except a burning fury and the knowledge she would go down swinging if she had to, as long as she got Soren back.

Sounds and smells of cooking came from the kitchen and Briar left the bedroom and headed down the hallway as silently as she could. She leaned against the doorway watching Lillia as she washed dishes, occasionally stopping to flip the bacon on the stove. Her attraction to Lillia was genuine, she would have noticed her in any crowd, but the rest of it…she didn’t know. Her feelings were jumbled. She couldn’t figure out what parts of their relationship had been real and what had been the Goddess urging her forward, trying to make Lillia trust Briar enough to steal the book.

She did know why Lillia kept apologizing though. She would have apologized for it herself.

“Lil?”

“Oh!” Lillia turned around and smiled. “Sleep well?”

“As well as I could have, I guess.” She took a breath and spoke before she had the chance to stop herself. “I want you to know I’m not upset you slept with me, in case you think I am.”

Lillia’s cheeks turned red. “I shouldn’t have though.” She looked down at her hands. “I mean I didn’t know how bad it was, not totally or I wouldn’t have but…you know…I wouldn’t—”

Briar cut her off. “I’m telling you I’m not upset so you don’t do exactly what you’re doing. I already feel weird enough about the whole thing.” Plus, she was going to rob her, again. Hopefully, Lillia would forgive her, again. “I’d like us to just start over. A clean slate.”

“Yeah.” Lillia nodded. “I’d really like that too.”

Gods. Briar rarely felt awkward but this might top it all. Maybe she should sleep with her again. She was pretty sure she’d stop looking at her like she was dying. She had a sudden urge to laugh. At least her thoughts were her own once more, even if they were terrible. She cleared her throat. “Where’s Fauna?”

“She went with my aunt to try to get some information. She should be back soon. Are you hungry?”

“I’m starving.” She walked into the kitchen and leaned against the counter. “When all this is over, I’d love for you to keep teaching me spells.”

Lillia wiped her hands on a towel. “Really? Now that the Goddess isn’t controlling your mind there’s a lot of things I think you’d find fascinating.”

Lillia was easy to talk to and Briar kept forgetting—briefly—what had happened. She was nearly overcome with giddiness at her sudden urge to show off. Stupid things to impress girls—she really was herself again. She let the urge overtake her, a good memory before she did something incredibly reckless.

“Okay, watch.” Briar steadied her hands in front of the glass of water and repeated the words Lillia had once told her to freeze things. The glass exploded. Shards of glass and water flew. Lillia screamed and jumped and Briar did the same, crashing into her. They landed, hard, on the wet rug.

Lillia rolled onto her side. Her cheek was red and blood dribbled from a small slash under her eye.

“Oh Gods! I’m so sorry.” Briar reached across the floor and wiped at her face with her sleeve.

Lillia’s eyes grew wide and she laughed, clutching her stomach. She pushed herself up and steadied herself on the counter, still laughing.

“Stop laughing.” Briar pushed herself up as well, taking in the glittering glass that coated the kitchen. How was she going to do a spell to free anyone’s mind if she couldn’t do this? Lillia continued to laugh and looked around. The little drops of water had frozen, creating tiny icicles across the whole room.

It was a fucking mess.

Briar started to laugh as well, then she couldn’t stop either, not until she was crying and they had both collapsed, once again, onto the floor.

“That was the worst attempt I’ve ever seen,” Lillia finally said. Tears streamed down her face, mixing with the blood. She looked wild.

“I’ve had a trauma.” Briar pushed at her shoulder.

Lillia wiped at her eyes and scrunched her nose at the mess on her hands. A muttered word and the blood was gone. “Were you thinking the spell when you did it?”

“No.” Briar rolled onto her stomach. “I was thinking don’t fuck up. Don’t fuck up.”

“You have to think about the spell or it goes haywire.”

“Now you tell me. Some teacher you are.” Briar stood and wiped her hands on her pants. “I can help clean this up, unless you know a spell.”

Lillia put her hand out and Briar pulled her to her feet, leaving them far, far too close. Lillia’s eyes flicked across Briar’s face and she half-smiled, making her dimple appear. “There’s glass in your hair.” She reached over and pulled it free.

Briar caught her by the wrist and the shard tumbled to the ground. Her free hand moved to Lillia’s face, tracing a line under the cut beneath her eye. “I hurt you.” Everything was so complicated, a tangle of feelings. Her heart beat faster.

“I’ll be fine.” She moved her hand, pressing their palms together, and slowly intertwined their fingers.

“Looks like she’s been at Jenia’s house all night.” Estoria’s voice rang out through the house and the door slammed shut. Lillia dropped Briar’s hand and took a step back. Her face changed, the softness in her gaze shifting to…confusion? Regret? Briar couldn’t place the emotion she saw, only recognize its depth.

“Gods above, what happened in here?” Fauna looked between both of them and raised an eyebrow. “We got some groceries. Can you help me, Ry?”

Briar followed her outside, toward the trunk of Estoria’s SUV. “I don’t think Eliana means me any harm. Like I said, she—”

Fauna stopped in front of the open trunk and put a hand on her hip. “I’m going to give you some advice and you’re going to listen, because the Gods know I’ve listened to your shit a lot. You need to be careful with her.”

“Yeah, obviously, she’s a Goddess.” Briar tried to reach for a bag and Fauna knocked her hand away.

“No,” she hissed. “Lillia, you idiot. Go slow.”

“We’ve slept together, you’re a bit late. Stop hitting me!” Briar pulled her hand away before Fauna could slap it again.

Fauna stepped closer and Briar braced herself, though it still wasn’t clear what exactly she had done. She opened her mouth to remind Fauna that she was the traumatized one when her cousin spoke. “She’s in love with you, dummy. Can’t you tell?”

“Oh.” Briar’s hands dropped to her sides. The noise of the traffic nearby was suddenly deafening. “She barely knows me.”

“I’m not going to argue the logistics of it. I’m telling you she’s in love with you and she’s great, so be gentle.”

“I’m not…”

“No, you definitely aren’t, that’s why I’m telling you. I know she wears leather jackets and makes glib jokes and can do all kinds of magic but you also walk around in pink miniskirts and heels. That’s just how you look. You’re tough and kinda mean sometimes.” Fauna glanced toward the house. “She’s soft, at least for you. Just…be aware.”

“I’ll keep that in mind. Can I get a bag now, slappy hands?” Fauna moved aside and Briar loaded up her arms, trying to avoid her cousin’s stare.

Love. She didn’t know what to do with the information. What she wanted was to tuck it aside, to unknow it, she had so much else. She couldn’t think a thought without questioning it right now.

How could she deal with love?

She certainly didn’t feel love right now. Mostly what flowed through her was anger. Lillia did soften that for her, make her think there would be a time she might look to the future as something pleasant, but she only got a future if she survived. First, she had to free Soren, and she might die doing it.

She’d resigned herself to death, it hadn’t even been hard. She barely wanted to live right now. She was okay for seconds, even minutes, but then she felt dirty again. It hadn’t yet been a day, it had to get better, she kept hoping for better, but she didn’t have time to wait and find out if it ever would, she didn’t have time to waste. The horror she felt—she couldn’t let Soren suffer through more days of it.

She wished she could be in love—she’d never had a better candidate for it than Lillia—but she was too empty. She wanted the warm comfort of hands between her legs and a mouth pressed against hers but love was too complicated, too much potential for pain. To love Lillia right now, to even try, would only hurt her. She needed to remember that, even though she didn’t want to.

She headed up the stairs and fought down the now familiar nausea. She should have known from the start something was wrong. Someone was in her head. That was never good. She should have fought. She didn’t even try. She had let it happen. She’d killed Jenia.

Evaria.

The bag tumbled from her arms. Apples went rolling and a jar of pickles shattered on the floor. Estoria and Lillia ran out of the kitchen and Lillia caught her before her knees collapsed.

Slowly, Lillia lowered them to the ground, cradling Briar in her lap. She brushed long strokes against her hair but Briar could hear the heavy beat of her pulse in her ears. “What happened?”

“I never checked on Evaria.”

“We did,” Estoria told her, already cleaning up the mess of spilled brine. “She’s in the hospital. No one seems to know what happened, including her. I couldn’t find any answers for Ansel, though I didn’t try particularly hard. But Evaria’s okay.”

“I was joking with Henrik, about outing her for our affair, but I didn’t want to really hurt her. No one deserves what happened to her.” She pressed herself into Lillia’s shoulder. “I don’t want to hurt people.”

“Listen to me.” Estoria knelt before her and pulled her face away from Lillia. She cupped it in both of her hands. Her eyes were darker than Lillia’s, her hair lighter. Her mouth was set in a firm line and suddenly Briar was glad she was on her side. “You didn’t hurt anyone, do you hear me? I’m not telling you to be nice. I hardly know you and you’ve made my sister cry, so as a person who has thought long and hard about throttling you, I need you to understand me. You are not the one at fault here. You didn’t hurt anyone and no one blames you.”

“I didn’t fight her.” Briar tried to pull away but Estoria held firm.

“The Goddess? The one who invaded your head and turned your own thoughts against you? You say you didn’t fight her but are you the one she sent to steal the book? From what I understand she didn’t even let you see it until the spell. I think you’re stronger than you know. I think you’re so strong she knew she had to tread carefully with you, and I think you have a good chance at ending her. Now, I’m not telling you not to cry. You cry as long and hard as you need and none of us are going to judge you for that either, but please, don’t blame yourself.”

Estoria let go of Briar’s face and Lillia shifted to look into her eyes. “She’s right. I think you’re strong. I could see it the whole time, even when I was screaming at you, something in you was fighting. And Evaria’s okay. We’ll get Bastianna and Soren back too.”

The world started to close in again. Jenia wasn’t okay. And Bastianna. Poor Bastianna who got dragged into all of this because Briar was the world’s worst customer. She’d stolen her girlfriend and let Eliana get a good whiff of her. Just like Jenia, Bastianna was half witch, half fae. Clearly something drew Eliana to them, and Briar had dangled her in front of the Goddess. And yet it was still Soren she intended to help, Soren who she’d never known without the influence of Eliana.

She pushed herself up, focusing on the tiles on the floor in the kitchen and counting them, inhaling with each even number and exhaling on the odd. She should help clean up. She needed a rag. She stepped forward and stopped, her heart pounding once again. The Book of Bindings lay open on the kitchen island, a plate of bacon beside it. They thought they’d talked her out of helping Soren.

She needed the book. She had longed for the Book of Beginnings, though, she realized with a start that warmed her heart, she had never risen to stealing it. “I knew the whole time,” she whispered.

“What?” Lillia asked, moving around Briar to grab a roll of paper towels from the kitchen.

“I knew. You practically told me you had the book and I was so mad but not once did I think of stealing it.”

Lillia smiled, so bright, so genuine, it made Briar’s heart ache. “See. You weren’t just some pawn. You were fighting even if you didn’t know it. She couldn’t make you do it.”

Briar’s heart sank as fast as it had risen and she was once again forced to steady herself with a hand on the wall. “That’s why she used Bastianna.”

“And that isn’t your fault either.” Fauna stopped beside her, hands full of broken glass. “She’s a heinous creature, clearly vile from the start.” She brushed past the book. “And the Gods knew it, even if they had enough pity to keep her alive. It’s why there’s a whole book of spells to use against her. Rumors were wrong, Ry. This isn’t her book, it’s the book to stop her.”

“I can’t wait,” Briar said. She breathed in once more and took the steps across the kitchen to pull the book into her hands. It was everything she needed. She was careful not to seem too eager, knowing they were hesitant to even let it near her.

Some part of her, dormant but not yet forgotten, wished she could take this to the past, see it with the eyes of the Before Briar. She would have wondered at its binding, still in nearly perfect condition, only worn at the corners. She would have studied the thick parchment and the sheen of the ink. Now, she flipped through the pages, doing her best to look casual while she searched for the spell she needed.

The words were foreign, but like every spell she’d learned so far, they stuck in her head. Too easily. Far too easily. This spell was meant to be known by those who read it, a sword to wield against a dangerous creature, a union that should have never been.

Thoughts rushed through her head as she tried to figure out the best plan. She put down the book and picked up a piece of bacon. How to steal a toy from a Goddess? “Did you already know what she was planning last night? You showed up at just the right time.”

“We were already planning on using the meteor shower to free your mind. When we couldn’t find you, we pieced it together,” Fauna said, her eyes focusing on the book still open on the counter.

Briar forced a smile, closing the book, the spell already committed to memory. She knew what she needed now.




Chapter Twenty-Five

Where are you??

The message felt stupid even as she sent it, but she didn’t know what to do. It was the part of her plan she’d barely considered. She’d memorized the spell, she’d snuck out of a window like a child and bought some herbs from a weird shop downtown, but now she didn’t know how to find Soren. He wasn’t at his house. She hadn’t really expected him to be, but it would have been foolish to not start there.

Snowflake was, and he was excited to see Briar. She’d had to shimmy open a back window, and spent way too long wondering what kind of minor celebrity didn’t have an alarm, but she’d fed the cat. Now, he was sleeping peacefully in front of the fireplace. She needed to make sure someone would watch him, in case things went wrong. Another thing to add to her list.

Next, she needed to check Jenia’s house. She kept standing up, ready to go, then sitting back down. This house smelled of Soren. It was safe. Briar wanted to save Soren—she would save Soren, but she didn’t want to die. For all her bravado she was afraid.

Instead of leaving, she sat in Soren’s spare bedroom, the one he used to paint. He’d barely spoken of it in the months since she’d met him. She ran her hands over the brush strokes. A man she’d never really met had done these. A stack of canvases lay on the far side of the room, turned toward the wall. She shouldn’t look, it was a violation, but she still turned them. Her heart skipped a beat.

It was her.

Or what she wished she was. She stood in front of a night sky, her yellow curls blowing out behind her, caught on a breeze. In one hand she held a ball of magic. A book was tucked under the other arm. She looked strong, her mouth just starting to turn into a smile.

He’d painted her. When had he even found the time? She ran her finger on the magic swirl. He’d sat and painted her, more beautiful than she really was.

Art. He’d made her art.

In the living room her phone buzzed and she ran to it, her heart nearly beating out of her chest at Soren’s name on the screen.

She won’t hurt you if she doesn’t have to, Briar. She said she doesn’t want it to start like that.

A sob tore through Briar, so loud it startled the cat. Her hands shook as she texted back. 

She doesn’t need to hurt me. Their magic didn’t work. Meet me somewhere, please. I want to come home to you and Eliana. I’m at your house. If they find me they’ll drag me back. Please Soren, meet me.

Stay where you are.

Briar continued to shake as she moved toward Soren’s front door. She pulled the bag of herbs from her pocket. She couldn’t do this. What if Eliana came with him? She couldn’t fight the Goddess and free Soren. There was no doubt, it would be a fool’s errand. She’d be dead and Soren would be no better off. If Eliana came, she’d have to play the part.

Another fool’s errand. If Eliana came, she would be caught right back up in her web. Fauna, Lillia, Estoria, would they risk their lives again to save her? She was an idiot. She was dangerous.

Her finger came out of the vial green with ground herbs. She spread them on the doorframe. Please don’t let the Goddess notice if she shows, she prayed to no one. How could she trust the Gods? The stories were false.

How could she trust anyone? Her own thoughts had been compromised, her desires, her feelings. The violation was so deep. Dying might be a blessing.

No. She couldn’t go there. Not right now. She opened the door and cringed against the noises. The air was heavy with the scents of summer. Sweat and cookouts. Sunscreen and flowers bursting with life.

No matter how it ended at least she’d get to see Soren. At least he’d get to see her, truly see her, at least once. Maybe she’d get to see the real him too. The hope kept her going. They deserved to know each other, whoever he had been before all of this, whatever kind of man he was. He had to deserve better than Eliana.

She glanced at the smears of green on the doorframe and pressed her hand flat against the wood. As promised, they began to fade. Eliana had begged for magic for the humans. It wasn’t an answer Briar had ever considered, the child of a God begging favors for her people. She had meant to be good, not a villain, but how many people had died? She had cursed them apart. Had she killed Velorian, too, or had that truly been the plague? Even magic could not stop disease.

And had it really been a gift? If it had, humans had not appreciated it. Oh, magic was fun and often used but so much potential had been wasted. The clerk at the apothecary had known so much about herbs and potions and Briar had only been able to half listen, wondering why she’d never spent time learning. She’d known spells were doable, there’d been an elective at school, canceled her junior year because no one took it. Technology was king, and now she wondered if it was even their history they had ignored, or if, deep down, they knew it was just a cruel gift they were all desperate to leave behind.

She turned on the faucet and filled the vial to the top. The herbs dissolved, leaving a pungent, murky liquid behind. Briar drank it like a shot. She hoped it would work to bind Soren to this place until she could do the spell. She hoped it worked. The magic relied on Soren’s connection to both Briar and his home being strong enough to hold him. So much of this relied on so little.

The vial rolled on the counter and Briar caught it with one hand. Maybe a little liquid courage, and something to get the taste out of her mouth, wouldn’t be the worst idea. It certainly couldn’t be worse than pitting herself against Eliana. She rummaged through Soren’s cabinets until she found one full of half-empty bottles. She started to turn the lid on one when footsteps crunched against the gravel in the walkway and the cat meowed.

Briar froze. Could she do this? Truly? Every cell in her body urged her to flee, to open the back door and run back to the safety of Fauna and Lillia. She pressed the bottle to her lips and drank.

“Briar?” Soren’s voice ripped through her, opening wounds that had not begun to heal.

Tears welled in her eyes and she pressed her palms to her face. “Coming.” The air around her grew thick as she moved toward the foyer.

He stood just inside, already passed through the doorframe, holding Snowflake. His face lit up at the sight of Briar and he put the cat down. “I was worried about you.” He stepped toward her, and Briar threw herself into his arms. He grasped handfuls of her shirt and she pressed her face into his neck, taking in his wintery scent. “It’s okay.”

“It’s not,” she murmured. She had to will her limbs to move, to pull away from Soren. She stepped around him and shut the door. “She let you come.”

“Of course.” He smiled and Briar knew something was wrong. Eliana was no fool. She would not have let Soren walk into this unarmed. “I was a bit worried you’d have your friends.” He glanced around, as though they might show up, and took a few steps toward the living room.

“I saw the painting.” Briar followed him. “Of me.”

He turned, laughter in his eyes. “Snoop. It was supposed to be a gift.”

“It was. I never…When did you make it?”

“Before Ourst.” He leaned against the wall, head propped on one hand. “You really want to return to us? Eliana was sure you were gone.” His voice was so hopeful. Happy. He was so happy right now and while she had no doubts saving him was right, she wished she could leave him that way. She didn’t want to make him like her, broken.

“Me and you. You didn’t forget in a day, did you?” She took another step and put her hand in her pocket, closing around the spell she had copied from the book. She hoped it would work. It was in a language she didn’t know, one she couldn’t identify, but the cadence had stuck in her head. Hopefully, the words were enough.

Hopefully, she was enough. Her magic and her anger, it was all she had. There was no time to wait.

Soren didn’t respond. His eyes roamed over Briar’s body, sweeping slowly over every inch. He pushed himself from the wall and suddenly he was only inches from her. “Briar, if this is a trick, it’s a mistake.” He brushed a piece of hair behind her ear and she fought the urge to melt into his touch. She longed to give herself over to him, to not fight. She’d never been a fighter.

“I would never hurt you.” Briar closed the space between them, pressing her lips to his. She heard his breath catch. “Trust me.” She withdrew from the hands beginning to move up her back.

Confusion clouded Soren’s eyes as she took another step away, down the hall. She pulled the paper from her pocket and pressed her middle fingers to her palms like the clerk had told her. Soren shuddered, panic replacing confusion.

“Don’t fight it, Soren. I’m going to help you.”

“She’s going to kill you, Briar.” Soren strained against his invisible binds. “Stop it. I won’t tell her. Just stop.”

Briar looked down at the spell and started to chant. The words were like sand in her throat, tearing and burning. It was just her, one of the most powerful witches alive. All her magic had to be worth something. And it had to be now. She’d never get him alone under a full moon. Her magic swelled, a golden flame that grew and grew—and sputtered.

She looked at Soren. Something was wrong. He was moving too much. The bind was not working. She continued to chant but her throat was closing, she couldn’t get the words out.

Iridescent shapes moved across Soren’s skin. He had not come undefended, but he had not lied either. Eliana was no fool. She’d put her own magic on him. Briar gave up on the bindings. She stopped chanting and instead she screamed, sending a wave of horrible dark magic at Soren who flew into the wall.

He reeled, clutching his leg, and Briar pounced. She pressed her hands to him; she had to get him free of this magic. She didn’t know what to do, she didn’t know anything, she had only instinct to rely on. She sent her own magic into his chest, willing it to wash away whatever Eliana had done. She had promised Soren and she wouldn’t abandon him. If this killed her, so be it. Sacrifices still held power. She could not live like this.

Eliana’s magic was strong. It clawed and burned, fighting against her and leaving Soren screaming. He tried to fight her, but his frost melted when it touched her. She was far stronger than him. She pinned his chest with her knees, pushing aside the apology that bubbled to her lips.

There was no time to be sorry. She moved her hands, pressing hard. Her skin was on fire. She was going to burn. She let the flame consume her as she reached deep inside herself, into the pit of magic she had only brushed the surface of.

She would incinerate. Her blood was boiling. Her hands shook beneath her but still she pressed.

Soren’s eyes locked on hers, full of pain and fear. He blinked. Briar cooled. She dived deep, letting her magic flow, releasing binds she had not realized she had put on it. Soren’s eyes closed and his magic shuttered. Heat flared through Briar once more. She screamed, digging her fingers into Soren and the magic whorls across his body flickered and were gone.

Briar scrambled back, grabbing the paper from where it had fallen to the floor. Blood dripped from her nose, splattering across the paper. It did not matter. She knew the words. They were something ancient and feral inside her.

Soren was lifeless on the floor and Briar was not sure she had the magic to do this spell. Her body shook, great convulsions that left splatters of blood on the hardwoods. She tried to stand and her knees collapsed, so she crawled over and curled herself against Soren’s side. She crumpled the paper in her fist.

“Please,” she whispered.

Then she started the spell. The words tore through her throat, sand turning to acid. It pooled in her stomach, at war with the magic that crawled and streamed from her, covering them both with a golden glow. She did not know if it was working, she did not know the words she spoke. It was a fool’s errand and she was a fool to believe she could free Soren by herself.

A whisper, faint and strange, filled her ears, saying the words with her. She tried to look for who was speaking but she could barely open her eyes. This would kill her. She could feel her life leaving, her heart pounding its last beats. Her magic reserves were spent. They did not refill. She moved, grasping Soren’s cold hand in her own as words continued to pour from her cracked lips.

Briar’s head slumped. Her thoughts faded.

Something broke.

Soren stirred.

He gasped.

Briar fought to the surface, from underneath the sea of magic that had swallowed her. She fought her way to Soren and when she opened her eyes more than the spell had broken. The girl who had once lived in her body was dead, killed by Eliana. She had been replaced by someone angry, someone desperate for vengeance against the Goddess who had done this.

The man struggling to get off the floor was as broken as she was, his face ashen, his hands trembling. His eyes were wide, darting to each of the corners of the room until they landed on Briar, still curled beside him. “What have I done?”

Her bones ached, her skin was raw, and she knew his pain. Perhaps their bond would not be friendship, the lie they had told each other, but a shared pain no one else had suffered. “You’re free.”

“I killed Jenia.” He tried to move away but his arms gave out underneath him. Magic cracked on the floor where he landed. Shards of ice flew around them, and frost spread from his fingers.

“I know.” Briar pressed closer. “Soren, you have to focus. You’re freezing. Your magic is taking hold.”

Tears fell from his eyes, steaming and hissing before they froze on his face. His lips were blue. “I did this.”

Briar’s blood-crusted hands stung as she pushed on the floor. She could barely get up but she managed to wrap her arms around Soren, letting the heat that had almost consumed her warm him. “I don’t know if it gets better but you’re free now.”

He stiffened in her arms. “Briar, we have to go. Now. She’ll know you broke the spell. I was meant to take the book. We have to hide.”

“We can go to Lillia’s house. The Oriviuses have a guard. I’ve been with them.”

“No.” He finally managed to push himself up, bringing Briar with him. “You call them right now and tell them to get out and take those kids.” He moved out from underneath Briar, panic twisting his features. He steadied himself on the wall as he went to the kitchen and pulled out a can. Inside were rolls of cash. “They can have it. Take me to them.”

Panic had strengthened him. He was no longer shaking, color had started to return to his face, but his silver eyes were wild. Briar was reminded of pictures of animals she had seen caught in traps.

“I can call them but I don’t think they’ll run and I don’t think she’ll kill them all. She’s in Jenia Alvier’s body. She can’t massacre an entire family in the middle of the city.” Briar took a deep breath. Her body felt hollow. If someone shook her, she was sure she would rattle. She took a step toward Soren and put her hands on his shoulders. “We’ll stick together. She won’t get us back.”

He tried to smile but his face crumpled. “Why are you helping me?”

“I like to think the friend I knew was the real you.” Briar dropped her hands from his shoulders. “Now, go pack a bag. I don’t think she’d murder the entire Orivius family but I’d imagine her rage when she realizes what I did will be enough for her to kill me.”

Soren nodded. “Go make the call and I’ll be ready.”




Chapter Twenty-Six

SNOWFLAKE TWISTED AROUND Briar’s ankles as she stared at her phone. Her fingers moved between names in her recent contacts list. Fauna and Lillia. Lillia and Fauna. Either was going to be less than pleased with her. She needed to make a choice. They would notice she wasn’t actually sleeping soon, better she call them first.

She hovered over Lillia’s number and glanced inside, toward the room where Soren was packing. She couldn’t call her. Lillia was—she was everything. She was what Briar had been searching for for a long time.

And Briar was broken. She didn’t know how many tomorrows she had left but she knew if she brought Lillia any deeper into them the loss would be too much. When she was near her she felt like she was on fire, but right now she needed that flame for something else.

She pushed Fauna’s name and pressed the phone to her ear.

Fauna’s voice was confused on the other end. “Briar?”

“I did something.”

Footsteps sounded off Lillia’s wooden floor and anger tinged the confusion in her cousin’s voice. “Where are you?”

“I’m at Soren’s and you’re about to be mad enough to spit but I need you to listen. I did the spell. I freed Soren. Eliana will know soon. I don’t think she’ll attack you, not when she’s in Jenia’s body and you’re all together, so stay at Lillia’s house. Soren and I are going to hide out for a few days, figure out what we want to do. Let everyone know, please.”

The line was silent for a long time. There was a creak of Fauna sitting on a bed and when she spoke her voice was small. “You couldn’t have. I did that spell, it’s draining. I had to link myself to Estoria and Lillia and I drew on the meteor shower. I don’t know what you think you did but—”

Briar fidgeted with the peeling paint on Soren’s porch railing. “I’m powerful, Fauna, and I did it. It was stupid and it almost killed me but he’s free.” She didn’t mention the voice she’d heard. She wasn’t sure it had been real.

“You can’t go with him. He’s not free. I can’t believe you did something so stupid. We risked so much.”

“Fauna, listen to me. I did the damn spell. He came to try to get me back to her and I won, but it’s just for now. Tell the others, stick together, keep the kids inside, make sure someone’s on watch. Take care of them, Fauna. I need to figure out a plan.”

“There was no celestial event.”

“A Goddess just came back to life. I’m betting there’s a lot of magic in the air right now.” Briar needed her to listen. She couldn’t focus on what Fauna was saying, at how deep her power went, at what she had done and what it would mean for her life. “I’ve got to go, Fauna. I love you so much. Send Sparrow to come get the cat, okay?”

“Ry…I’m frightened.”

“Me too. I’ve got to go. Be safe.” She ended the call and fought against the urge to fall to her knees. She’d always known she was powerful. Her mother had drilled it into her head. You aren’t like them. You’re special, we’re special. To her mother it had been a gift, to be young and beautiful for so long.

Briar’s stomach clenched when she realized she would probably never see those years. So much wasted time chasing a story. Now she had her answers and she wished she’d never heard of Eliana. She’d thought she would save the world. If she was lucky, she’d save one man.

“Let’s go get your things,” Soren said, breaking her from her thoughts. The wildness was out of his eyes but what had replaced it frightened Briar even more. They were empty, hollow. She imagined hers looked the same. They might win battles but how could they hope to beat a Goddess in the body of the most powerful woman in the world? She didn’t know where to begin and she’d left the book with Lillia.

Right now, all she could focus on was one moment to the next. She allowed Soren to walk her to his car and drive them to her condo. They drove in silence but Soren’s fingers had closed around her hand.

Briar had never packed faster in her life. It had almost taken longer to disentangle herself from the doorman who had visibly recoiled at the state of her. She’d spared a few moments to change her clothes and wash her hands and face. People knew her. If she showed up at a hotel bloody, she’d make the news.

Neither spoke as the lights of Wesvik disappeared behind them. Briar had so much to say but it all sounded contrite. She still had not found words when Soren stopped the car outside a motel.

The front desk clerk looked up from a comic book as they entered, and for a brief second Briar hoped recognition would not set in, but then his eyes grew wide. He glanced around the lobby and a little wrinkle appeared between his eyes. “You know this is a motel, right?”

Soren shrugged, transforming into the playboy she’d once seen in magazines right before her eyes. “We all have our demons.” He pulled a money clip from his pocket and freed several bills. “But you don’t know us, right?”

“Not a clue.” The boy popped his gum and stuck the money in his pocket. “One room?”

“Please.” Soren pushed more money onto the desk. “A corner room if you have it.”

“Yeah. I’ll give you the biggest. We’re mostly empty right now.” He pulled a key from the wall behind him and pushed it across the desk. “Nine C.”

Briar shifted the luggage under her arm and followed Soren up the stairs. Besides his conversation with the desk clerk, he hadn’t spoken in over an hour. She wanted to say something but everything she came up with was hollow. How could she give him answers when she didn’t have them herself?

The room was old but clean, nothing she would have ever picked before—before Eliana. “It’s…I’ve been wanting to travel.”

Soren turned, his eyes ablaze. “This isn’t a vacation, Briar.”

“I know that. She used me too.” Briar put her suitcase on the bed. Soren practically threw his to the floor.

“You’re not the one who killed someone! She may have had my mind but she had yours, too, and she couldn’t make you do half the shit she wanted you to. It’s why she went for Bastianna. You kept slipping away. I didn’t understand it at the time, she didn’t want me to, but it’s clear now. We were both pawns but you fought harder. You were stronger.” His hands balled into fists at his side and Briar had to resist the urge to back away. “She couldn’t get you to steal from Lillia. She couldn’t get you to trick Jenia. She couldn’t get you to do so much. Do you know what she couldn’t get out of my head?”

“Soren…” Briar searched for words still but none came. They were so broken, so afraid. Even if they won what would be left of them?

“It was you, Briar. That’s how she got me in the first place. I wanted to fuck Briar Constance and she knew she could manipulate me. I mean, what have I done with my life? You’re some genius history buff and I think getting a new girl every night is some accomplishment. The fucking mayor of Wesvik.” He laughed, empty and brittle. “I’m sure you heard I managed my father’s campaign. Something he said so I didn’t look like a Gods-damned idiot in the papers. His whole team prayed for the days I wouldn’t show up. I ran right along, bumping into you at a coffee shop, and she made me watch you fall for someone else. I knew she was playing me and I still murdered Jenia for her.”

His words swirled in Briar’s head. She turned them over, all the things he was going through and she didn’t know. She was so used to people flirting with her, trying to buy her interest, it hardly fazed her. She was so vain it hadn’t even registered, not really. “You aren’t to blame.” Briar reached out but before she could put her hand to his face Soren grabbed it.

He moved quickly, pressing himself against her. He pinned her to the wall by her wrist. Briar’s heart pounded. He used his free hand to reach under her chin, moving her head so she was looking at him. “Am I a good man, Briar? Was I worth saving?”

Briar stilled beneath him. She wasn’t afraid of Soren. This wildness, this pain, she had felt it all. What Briar was afraid of was wounding him worse. He wasn’t the only one who’d felt desire, despite the Goddess’s best intentions. That’s why she’d made a fool of herself in the park. Genuine jealousy had bubbled to the surface. She’d been so full of jealousy her whole life.

Rage filled Briar for a moment—how dare the Goddess let her get into this—unable to sort her own thoughts. They twisted, truth and lie, until they were a tangled knot. But then she looked at Soren and her anger changed, distilling into something strange and feral.

“Yes,” she answered. “You were worth all of it, Soren.”

“You don’t even know me.” He dropped his hand from her face but kept her pinned by the arm. One leg wedged between her thighs, forcing her to her toes.

“You were worth it, Soren.” Briar wrenched her arm free and now she held his face, her hand at the nape of his neck. Tears welled in her eyes but she refused to let them fall. “You were worth it. You are worth it.”

His kiss was rough and his hands were cold as they roamed her curves. He pinned her fully. The lean muscles of his body kept her back against the wall as his fingers dug into her skin. He bit her lip, so hard she gasped. He hardened at the sound.

Briar’s hands turned to fists in his hair as she deepened the kiss. This was it, the chance to forget for a moment all the dread and horror she had experienced. A chance for him too.

Soren lifted her and she wrapped her legs around his waist, grinding her body against him. Every nerve was on fire. Pleasure pooled into a hot ache. She tilted her head back and his mouth found her neck.

She scratched claw marks down his back and her skin prickled as his teeth found her collarbone. She let herself forget everything, pretending there was only this moment. He ripped at her clothes and flakes of snow formed, falling from where their bodies touched and coating the carpet beneath them.

He carried her to the bed and she moved her luggage with a flick. It tumbled to the ground. Soren put her down and stopped. His eyes turned hungry as they moved over her. She let her legs fall apart and he covered her once again, filling her nose with the smell of smoke and evergreens.

“Briar.” His palm pressed around her throat, pinning her once more, and his mouth found her breast. More pain, divine and welcome, as he bit at the sensitive flesh.

She reached between his legs. Her fingers made quick work of the buttons of his pants, and she reached inside. Soren stilled, hard in her hand.

“Stop.” He pushed himself up on his forearms and Briar let her hands fall back to her sides.

He rolled off her and she straightened her skirt. “Sorry?” Her shirt was ruined in a pile on the floor, but nothing about his gaze embarrassed her.

“No.” He moved to his side. With still curious fingers, he traced circles on her thigh. “Thank you for making me feel normal for a moment.”

“It wasn’t for that.” Briar pushed his hair away from his eyes, leaned forward, and kissed him gently. “Maybe a little.”

He laughed. “I don’t feel like I’m going to explode anymore…not out of horror.” His fingers ran higher up her thigh then retreated. “Believe me, I do want to fuck you, but I want it to be right.”

“So, not after I save you from an evil, brain stealing Goddess?”

“Exactly. When I fuck you, I want that to be what you remember about the night. I’ve had months to plan all the things I intend for you and what I don’t intend is to rush them.” He bent low, kissed her calf, and grabbed her shirt from the floor.

Briar pulled it over her head, trying not to focus on all the ways she felt on fire. “What are we going to do, Soren?”

“I don’t know.”

“We need to help Bastianna, too, though I don’t know how we’ll manage. Eliana will never let her free.”

Soren chuckled. “I don’t think she’s manipulating her. Not like us.”

The words took a moment to register. Outside the motel, crickets chirped and she could hear the noise of each individual car as it went by. So different from Wesvik. She sat up, pulling her knees to her chest. “How could she not be?”

“Eliana’s smart. She must have wanted me to go after Bastianna. I just knew to tell her about the Goddess. She got so excited, she wanted to help. I could be wrong, I didn’t realize when she was manipulating me, but looking at it now, I think she chose to help. And she won’t be the only one. Right now, she’s Jenia Alvier and that’s powerful, she’ll be Prime Minister in a few weeks. Imagine if she ever exposes herself, comes up with some lie for why she’s in Jenia’s body, people will flock to her. The Gods are still worshipped.”

“And who would believe us over Jenia or Eliana?”

“They might believe a God.” Soren got off the bed. He was easy to look at. His hair was ruffled and his unbuttoned pants sat low on his hips, revealing enough of a muscled abdomen Briar thought maybe she should have tried a little harder. Not that it was time for those kinds of thoughts, but still they came. She could practically see the thoughts in his mind turning and she waited, not asking for clarification, letting him think. “The Gods stopped her last time. Maybe we don’t try to do this alone.”

The dirty thoughts receded from Briar’s mind and she stood as well. “Ansel killed thirteen witches to bring Eliana back.” Briar looked out of the window, at the empty parking lot and the streetlamps, illuminating a stretch of wildflowers between the motel and the freeway. He had tried to warn them.

“I don’t have all the answers.” He came and stood beside her, his fingers brushing against hers. Briar tried not to let guilt set in, guilt for herself and guilt for another girl. Guilt for a life that would never be, one stolen from her. A life that didn’t include hiding in dirty motels with Soren. She leaned her head on his shoulder.

“I read the Book of Bindings. I didn’t see anything on summoning a God but I did learn a spell from Lillia. She said she used it as a kid in school to talk without the teacher hearing. It’s like this invisible thread between people. I used it on Eliana a few times. It didn’t work well but she’s no normal God. Lillia’s book collection might have something we could use.”

Soren’s phone chimed and he pulled away. He searched through the bag of his clothes and settled on the bed. “Come here.”

Briar sat beside him and he clicked on the link in his message. A newscast played a recording of Eliana, in her Jenia skin-suit. She looked beautiful, more beautiful than Jenia had ever been, her skin too radiant. Magic practically poured from her.

Her voice was captivating. Briar’s flesh pebbled as she spoke. “I am sorry to put this out so late at night but unfortunately, I will be breaking ties with my campaign advisor, Soren Savros. I do not wish to speak of it now but…” Her face crumpled, an impressive bit of acting, especially in a body she did not own. “He and Briar Constance seemed to think helping me was simply a way to get the mayorship for him, but some of his ideas frightened me. A second coming of his father. When I tried to speak of it, he turned aggressive. I debated saying anything but I wanted you to hear it from me, not edited by a news channel. I wish I could keep this a private matter but I strive for transparency in my administration. I am not asking for consequences for Soren. He has realized how brashly he acted and has fled the city he claimed to want to lead. I simply wanted to explain why I will be canceling my events for the rest of the week. Hopefully, I can resume campaigning next week, when we have worked out security. Thank you, and I look forward to your vote in a few weeks. Be well, Endlyia!”

“That bitch!” Magic sparked on Briar’s fingertips. “I cannot believe I let that horrible, nasty hag in my head.”

Soren cocked his head, something slightly feral back in his eyes. “I think she might have picked the wrong enemy in you, Briar Constance.”

“Let’s hope so, though I think I’m more likely to die in this fight than win. But maybe I can expose her on the way down.”

Soren put his phone in his pocket just as Briar’s buzzed in hers. She pulled it out and her chest tightened. She hadn’t seen the name flashing across the screen in months—not even a name. A title.

She hit accept and pressed the phone to her ear.




Chapter Twenty-Seven

“MOM?” BRIAR STOOD up and began pacing the room.

“Hey, baby.” Her mother’s voice was bubbly on the other end. “I just saw Jenia Alvier talking about you on the news. She looks a little odd lately, doesn’t she?”

Briar opened her mouth and shut it again. Was her mother insinuating she knew Jenia was not truly Jenia? This had to be what a heart attack felt like. “She does look different than before, yes. Not herself.”

“I’m heading to the airport now. Can you meet me tomorrow?”

“I’m not in Wesvik, Mom.”

On the other end her mother chuckled. “You are a smart little bird, aren’t you? What about Kylva? Can you get there by tomorrow? I assume you haven’t strayed too far.”

“Yeah. At the park you used to take me to?” Briar’s mind scrambled, trying to make sense of this phone call and throwing up red flags. This could be a trap. But despite her mother’s neglect—especially prevalent since Briar had gotten old enough to make her own food—her mother had never done anything to harm her physically. She had never been afraid of her. “You wouldn’t…is this a trick?”

“I know I’m a shit mother, Briar, but I’m not that bad of a person. We should have had this conversation a long time ago. I’ll see you tomorrow. Noon. Love you, kiddo.” The line went dead before Briar could answer.

Soren was looking at her and she realized she was about to wear a line into the carpet. Briar paused by the window. “My mom’s meeting me tomorrow in Kylva.”

“Are you okay?”

“No.”

“Me either.” Soren pulled his shirt over his head and kicked off his shoes. “If we’re going to drive to Kylva tomorrow we’ll need to get up early.” He rummaged through his bag and pulled out a toothbrush.

“Good idea.” Briar watched him as he made his way into the bathroom. He was handling everything better than she had, or at least he appeared to be. He hadn’t vomited. She wasn’t sure if that was actually better. He probably thought she was better as well but inside she’d been screaming for two days.

They moved in silence, doing their night routines, until they both climbed into bed. Soren held the comforter up and Briar curled against his side, just as she had done earlier.

“Thank you,” he whispered into the curls at the top of her head.

“I know.” Briar yawned and fell into a fitful sleep.

*

WHEN SHE WOKE, Soren was still beside her. He whimpered and twitched, then sleep softened his features. Briar lay still and watched him, a man she barely knew. What part had he played in his father’s campaign, what behind-closed-doors deals had taken place with Soren’s hand the one to shake? And what horrors had shaped his childhood, left alone with a monster for a father? Ansel had killed on his own, before the Goddess had controlled him—if anything Eliana said could be believed.

Sun shone through the threadbare curtains, reminding her she would see her mother today. She wound and unwound the thought in her head, trying to make sense of it. What could her mother have to tell her? Some part of Briar was excited to see her. She had never been as afraid as she was now and the child in her longed for the embrace of her mother. She hated herself for it.

Most of all she wanted Fauna. She wanted it to be a year ago—she and Fauna drunk in some club wearing stilettos so high she towered above men but still looking hot enough they’d risk it. She wanted the comfort of a cousin who had never left her. Even when Eliana had Briar deep within her thrall Fauna had never given up.

She hoped her cousin was safe, staying with Lillia. Where Briar should be. Something—not guilt, but close—ran through her.

She slipped out of bed and into the shower and when she reappeared Soren was awake, still shirtless, Gods bless, and he’d made coffee.

“Oh. Yes.” Briar crossed the room quickly.

“Careful. It’s horrible.” Soren’s eyes flicked to her legs, bare beneath an oversized T-shirt, then quickly back up. “What’s the plan for the day?”

“Drive to Kylva. Meet my mom. I can’t think beyond that, because whatever she has to say I cannot begin to imagine, but it must be enormous for her to fly overnight.”

Soren handed her a cup of black coffee. “As excited as I am to meet your mother, and I am very excited, do you think it might be some kind of trap?” He pushed himself up onto the table and corded muscles moved beneath his skin. Briar needed him in a shirt immediately.

She coughed. He’d asked a question. Briar moved her attention to the wildflowers outside the window. They looked sadder in the daylight. “No. She’s a terrible mom but she also once had a catfight with a lady at the park for saying I had bad hair. She’s self-centered, not evil.”

Soren started to smile but it fell from his face. He jumped down from the table. “Briar? Can you tell me again?”

She placed the coffee on the table, laying it on top of a previous guest’s watermark. She focused on his eyes, silver and sad. “Soren Savros, you were worth saving. You were worth pulling every drop of my magic and you were worth fighting for. I do not regret it. We’ll keep the promise our Goddess-addled brains made and we’ll help each other through this. I don’t know how it ends but we’ll find out together.”

Soren grabbed both the coffees from the table and walked away.

“Hey!”

He dumped them down the sink in the bathroom. “I can’t let the girl who just said the nicest thing I’ve ever heard drink whatever that is. We’ll stop on the way to your mom.”

“You are a cruel, cruel man to offer me coffee and take it away.”

The smile returned, hopeful enough to break Briar’s heart, if it wasn’t already shattered beyond repair. “Maybe I’ll show you how nice I can be later.”

Briar rolled her eyes but pulled up the hem of her shirt, exposing the entirety of her thigh. She did a little wiggle and winked. “Don’t worry, I used all the hot water.”

“Monster!” He slammed the door.

Briar dropped her shirt and the smile fell from her face. It was fun, flirting with Soren, but she wasn’t sure she deserved fun. Jenia Alvier was dead and her body was being used like a costume. She and Soren were at the heart of something dark and every moment of happiness felt indecent.

But maybe contrition was another way of letting Eliana win. Perhaps victory was in living, even if her life would always be a little broken now. She didn’t know how much life she had left. She had no idea the depths of Eliana’s power. What if her own power lay in not only fighting but thriving, loving, not letting the broken pieces be the only thing?

If only she could do it. She pulled the shirt over her head and replaced it with shorts and a crop top. She would fight, most likely she would die, but maybe if she let herself she could find some joy in the moments in between.

*

BRIAR CLUTCHED THE iced coffee between her hands and looked around the park. Andora wouldn’t stand them up. She couldn’t. She stood on her toes, gazing to the far side of the park, past the children playing on the metal playground, past the women in blazers rushing back to offices, their own coffees in their hands, and to the line of dogwoods on the far side. Nothing.

Soren rubbed her bare shoulders with his palms. “Listen. Hear all the car horns. That’s traffic. She’ll show.”

“I’m so anxious.”

He pulled her closer, back to chest, and Briar closed her eyes. If she didn’t focus, she could pretend they were lovers, out for the day, just enjoying each other. Not that she’d ever choose Kylva for a date.

“Well! He is a tall drink of…well, that’s not water, is it?” Briar’s eyes flew open. “Baby!” Andora pulled Briar from Soren and wrapped her in a hug. She smelled of lemon and expensive lotion. She was as gorgeous as ever, easily passing for Briar’s sister. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a high ponytail and her jeans could have been painted on.

Briar freed herself from her mother’s grasp. “This is Soren.”

“Delighted.” Andora locked eyes with Soren as she shook his hand. “What a lucky boy you are to catch my Briar’s attention.”

“Don’t I know it, ma’am.” He inclined his head toward a nearby bench, close enough to a fountain that they’d be hard to overhear.

Andora tucked her arm through Soren’s. “Now, this little tidbit I’ve got for my daughter is fairly private family information. Can I trust you to hear it?” Her free hand twisted the end of her ponytail.

Briar wrenched her mother away from Soren, irritation spiking. “Yes, he can listen.” She pulled her onto the bench. “Now, I know you well enough to know you don’t fly last minute on red-eyes, so what’s up?”

For once Andora’s face was serious. “Briar, you should have known this a long, long time ago. And even if not, I should have called when Vestia messaged me to complain you were sullying the family name with middle-class riffraff. As soon as she complained of the Orivius girl I should have called.”

“Is this about Lillia?” Briar clutched the metal armrest of the bench until it bit into her skin.

Andora raised an eyebrow and glanced toward Soren. Briar prayed whatever words were forming in her mother’s brain stayed there. “Hmm. Well, no, it’s not strictly about her. This is about you and me and the family I left behind when I was a girl.” Andora pushed her blonde hair over her shoulder. “I haven’t been a very good mother, have I?”

Soren looked between the two of them, a grimace on his face, and Briar didn’t bother to answer. Those birds that pushed their children out of the nest had better maternal instincts than Andora. At least they tried. But Briar was grown, she’d learned long ago arguing with her mother wasn’t worth the heartache. She’d never be what Briar wanted.

“Well, it’s about Queen Cordelia and a story passed down through generations.” Andora grinned. She’d clearly rehearsed this on the plane. Briar closed her eyes and inhaled. “It’s our story, Briar, because we’re her descendants. Long—”

“Are you fucking serious?” Briar jumped up from the bench and the smile fell from Andora’s face. “Are you seriously about to sit here and tell me we’re descendants of Queen Cordelia? How would that even work, Mother? We aren’t fae!”

“Well, no, I suppose we aren’t, but she was a witch and her son married a witch and so on and so forth. Velorian was perhaps the first faerie but his bloodline didn’t go on long. I have heard the rest of his family was quite prolific though.” She batted her lashes at Soren, her smile returned.

Briar shook her head, gripping the hair at her temples. Years and years of expertly avoiding the aggravation caused by Andora Constance and here she was about to explode. She sat back on the bench and shoved her hands under her thighs. “Are you truly telling me you’ve known the information I’ve spent my life searching for, that it was supposed to be a bedtime story, and you never bothered to mention it?”

Andora rolled her eyes. “Who could ever know what you want, Briar? You were such a peculiar child and I was very busy. Now do you want to know the story or not?”

Soren stood. He rounded the bench and put his hand on Briar’s shoulder. For a brief moment Briar waited for the cool breeze of Eliana and it was like a hand clenching around her heart when she realized not only would it not come but that its calming power had always been a lie. “Tell me the story.”

“You are right. You should have known this sooner, though I’m not sure it would help. I mean, just how wound up with her are you anyway? I am assuming it’s Lynah not Jenia. You can tell by the edges, the glimmer, she doesn’t fit exactly right.”

Soren’s hand tightened on Briar’s shoulder and she squinted at her mother, seeing her for the first time. She hadn’t thought of her as much more than a source of annoyance in a decade, but her mother had spent her life traveling the world, meeting people. There must be so much she could share with Briar, if only she cared. “Yeah, Lynah, or the Goddess Eliana if you follow the Gods. I’m surprised you noticed.”

“Like I said, kid, it’s in our blood, diluted but still there. Cordelia was no one special, the fourth daughter of an extremely wealthy landowner. She would never have made it to queen if Velorian’s father had been better with money, or if her older sisters were not either homely or already married. But she managed to catch Velorian’s eye and like a fool she married him. Don’t fall into that trap, sweetheart. Stick to your women.”

Briar pursed her lips. “You’re one to talk.”

Andora chuckled and wagged a finger at Briar. “So, she married him and, as these things go, she became pregnant. The king had always been kind to her but he had a lover and suddenly Cordelia was afraid. His lover was powerful, some said she had found her way to the realm of the Gods and had pulled their power down for the world. She had her grips in Velorian. She’d already granted him power beyond all others, power that ran to all who shared his blood, and in a strange twist of fate she created the fae. Cordelia was afraid of what this woman would do, though she swore she would not harm the baby, Cordelia knew that promise could easily become a lie when Lynah had to watch Velorian with his child.”

“I’m sorry to interrupt but how do you know all this?” Soren released Briar’s shoulder. “It seems odd you would suddenly have all this information right after it was known to Briar.”

Andora still had nothing but smiles and twisting hair when she looked at Soren. “Perhaps that’s why Briar chased the information. It called to her.”

Briar sighed. “Have you ever told me this?”

“A couple times when you were very young.” Andora patted her leg.

Was that it? Was the real reason Briar had chased history for so long because it was one of the few times her mother had shown her attention? The information rattled inside her, unable to find a place to fit in Briar’s image of herself. “So what’s the point of all this?”

Andora shrugged. “To be honest I’m not sure, but when I saw Alvier and immediately sensed she wasn’t right, I also knew my bedtime story must be true and I needed to tell you. I can see you’re irritated so I’ll shorten my story. Cordelia was never able to be pulled under the thrall of Lynah like Velorian was, so with the child in her belly, and I suspect a few herbs and potions, she was able to free Velorian as well. My mother used to say that’s why we could never fully get along with faeries. Lynah knew the child of both had pulled her away from Velorian and she cursed us.”

Briar pieced her mother’s tale together with what Eliana had said. “According to her, the curse was an accident. It was supposed to bring Velorian back to her and she never meant to hurt anyone.”

“Whatever her intentions, the outcome was quite harsh, wasn’t it? And then Velorian died, though by all accounts the curse was not to blame. A sickness spread and he died as humans do. But by then Cordelia had joined forces with the Gods, she helped them pull Eliana from our realm and into theirs. She gave them a drop of her blood, because she was the one who had stopped Eliana, and through pregnancy the blood of kings still ran in her system. After, she faded into obscurity. She named advisors and went back to her father’s house and refused to return the child. Velorian’s siblings were all having too much fun with magic, or so it’s said, to bother ruling. Why would they when they could control the weather and the wind? So that’s how the government came to be. How odd that it seems Lynah, or Eliana, will be the one to lead us all these years later.” Andora folded her hands in her lap, done with her tale.

“That’s it? I thought you were going to explain where my magic came from or what to do.”

Andora shook her head and stood. “Your strong magic comes from me and mine came from your grandmother. You will stay young and beautiful for quite some time. And I have no idea what to do. I’m like Cordelia, I want no part in this, but I saw what I saw and I knew I needed to tell you the family legacy.”

“Wow, that really is all.” Briar pressed her fingernails into her palm as she stood. Across the park children played. A circle of birds flew overhead. The day was peaceful and calm but inside she was shrieking. She wanted to shake her mother.

Andora slung her purse over her shoulder. “That’s all I have, Briar. I just thought you should know. I flew all this way to tell you.”

“Thank you,” Soren said, slipping from behind the bench to stand in between them. “It was very…informative.”

“Do you want to get dinner or something?” Briar cursed the words as they came out of her mouth.

“Oh, no. I appreciate the offer though. Maybe some other time.” She leaned down and kissed Briar on both cheeks. “You look good. Very thin. Nice to meet you, Soren.”

Briar watched her mother leave in silence, still reeling with the fact she was a descendent of Cordelia, and her mother had sat on that information her whole life.

Soren sat beside her and chewed on his lip before he spoke. “And I thought my mother was rough. Impressive how well you turned out.”

“I’ve thought the same about you. We both got the shit end of the parent stick.”

“And a lot of other sticks. It’s like we got the whole shit tree.”

Briar sighed. “I hate this fucking city.”




Chapter Twenty-Eight

BRIAR SCROLLED THROUGH the list of restaurants on her phone. Five days of this, traveling around, acting like fugitives, but they hadn’t heard from Eliana at all. She’d gotten a few texts from Fauna but nothing had happened there either. Besides one story about Jenia traveling to Ourst there was no news on Eliana. If she was looking for them, she was way off.

What if she wasn’t worried about them at all? Briar didn’t like to follow that line of thought. She didn’t like to follow most of her thoughts now; they all led somewhere dark. Instead, she lived in the moment. Soren, in a T-shirt, reading by the window, the breeze blowing leaves through the parking lot, the funny cat-clock on the wall. They’d switched from motels after the second night. They could afford luxury and unless they checked into the penthouse under their own names a nice place was as good for hiding as a dump.

Briar picked a restaurant and scrolled the menu. Cheeseburgers and chili-cheese tots. Winner. They’d spent the last few days running all morning, then eating everything they could get their hands on in the evening. The running kept her mind off everything. The burning in her legs as she pushed and pushed through too many miles was something to focus on. “What do you want?”

Soren looked up from the book he was reading and shrugged. “Something gross.”

“I’m going to order like half the menu. Do you like pineapple on your pizza?”

Soren closed the book and uncurled from the windowsill. “I do. Do they have spinach dip?”

“Yeah. I’ll add that. So, I’ve been thinking—our biggest hurdle in stopping Eliana, besides actually stopping her, will be that no one is going to believe us. We can’t just go, oh by the way, she’s a Goddess and also she’s evil. But people do believe in the Gods. If we could get them to make a showing, everyone would have to care, right? It goes back to what we said the other night, I don’t think there’s any way to do this without the Gods’ help.” Briar added a few new selections to her order and pressed confirm.

“How do you propose we do that?” Soren tossed the book to his bed and laid back down on the windowsill, his head propped in his hands. There was still a vacancy in his eyes, one Briar was sure her own eyes mirrored, but the terror had dissipated.

This was the part she’d been avoiding. “There has to be a spell. They used to come here all the time and with Eliana back they can’t be too worried about keeping themselves separate. I have to suck it up and call Lillia.”

Soren shifted, pushing himself up on his forearms. “Part of me wants to run away, never deal with this. Let it be someone else’s problem.”

Briar pulled her feet into the chair and tucked them under her. “If only this wasn’t our mess to deal with.”

“It’s not really though. We didn’t ask for any of this or do anything to cause it. Some psychopath attacked us.”

“Well, someone has to do it, Soren. No one else besides Fauna and Lillia’s family knows. If we ignore it, she wins.”

Soren sighed and dropped back down. “I know. I know you’re right. I just really hate this.” He laughed. The sound had been hollow for days. “Mayor. I never wanted to go into politics. I can’t believe she had me talking about being the fucking mayor.”

“Really?” Briar looked past Soren and out of the window. Bright sunlight streamed through the clouds. They’d gone far enough north the summer sun had not yet burned away the flowers that dotted the landscape. Looking over the rolling hills beyond the hotel, Briar wished she had some artistic talent to capture them. “I’ve never really wanted to run, either, but I dream of it sometimes. Being in charge.”

“Well, the current mayor is possessed by a delusional Goddess so if there was ever a time to run…”

Briar laughed and stood up. Her legs were still sore from the hours of running they did that morning, but she itched to be out of the hotel. It hadn’t yet been a week but she was growing tired of their routine. She missed the city, she missed her friends. She kept picking up her phone. There was so much she needed to say to Lillia, but she didn’t know where to begin. “We could watch a movie tonight?”

“Okay.” Soren stood and moved beside her, close enough she could tell he wanted to touch her, but he hadn’t pressed the issue. There had been nothing since the night she had rescued him and she was thankful for it. Her feelings for Soren were so tangled up in Eliana she couldn’t figure them out. She couldn’t examine them without her heart aching and panic rising in her chest, so she’d stopped trying.

Just survive. It’s what she kept telling herself. If she got through this, she had a lifetime to figure out anything else she might want. He leaned forward to open the window and let a warm breeze in. “Go ahead and ask Lillia for the spell. Whenever you’re ready. I’m beginning to suspect the Goddess doesn’t care about us at all, so if you have a plan just let me know. I’m yours.”

Briar rested her head on his shoulder. “I appreciate everything, Soren.”

“You saved my life, Briar. I owe you everything.” His gaze moved to the window and Briar watched with him. Cars went by slowly. It was a little town where none of the inhabitants were in a rush. Nothing like Wesvik where everyone was always in a hurry.

They were still watching cars when the delivery driver showed up.

Watching her unload her car, Briar cringed. It was too much food. She’d ordered too much before, every night really, but this was beyond wasteful.

The delivery girl crossed the sidewalk with her arms loaded and peered into the room. “Party?”

“Mmhmm,” Briar said, taking bags from her. She wasn’t going to admit that filling her room with takeout boxes gave her a little rush of happiness. She tipped the delivery girl generously and tried not to laugh as Soren spent the next few minutes opening all the boxes and piling food onto paper plates.

She patted the bed beside herself, motioning for him to sit. “Okay. Horror or drama?” She grabbed a cheese fry and shoved it in her mouth.

“Romance.” Soren wiggled his eyebrows suggestively.

“You are so weird.” She picked up a pizza box and put it aside to get to the one beneath it. “Nothing that’s going to make me cry.”

“Nothing with dogs, got it.” Soren pointed the remote at the TV and it clicked on. His face fell and his shoulders tensed.

Briar froze, a slice of pizza halfway to her mouth. “Breaking News” flashed across the screen. “Turn it up,” she whispered, dropping the pizza back into the box.

Soren’s fingers found her hand and held tight while his other hand worked the remote. The reporter was young, brunette, and clearly ecstatic about getting this story. “—the second emergency election in Endlyia’s history has now turned into a one-of-a-kind event. Ryder Estelle, current Prime Minister, has endorsed his opponent, Jenia Alvier. In a statement released only minutes ago he said after deep reflection he has realized Alvier will be able to bring this country together in ways he cannot. He called Alvier, currently mayor of Wesvik, a champion of the people and is asking the cabinet to consider moving the election to an earlier date to allow Jenia to take over in his place. We have word Jenia will make her own statement soon. It has only been three days since Alvier traveled to Ourst for a meeting with Estelle and she must have made quite an impression.”

The reporter giggled and composed herself. “I’m sorry, folks. I must admit this is one of the strangest stories I’ve ever reported on. Estelle has been trailing in the polls since Alvier announced her campaign, but this is still unexpected. This story is made more bizarre by the fact that after Alvier’s press conference last week Soren Savros, who was thought to be in line to become the next mayor of Wesvik, has disappeared, along with steel heiress, Briar Constance. We are waiting for further updates and, folks, I advise you to stay tuned in, because who knows what will happen next!”

“Breaking News” flashed across the screen once more and Soren muted the television. His eyes were wide in horror when he turned to Briar. “She got into his head. She’s barely trying to hide it. She has to know it’s suspicious.”

“She’s unstable and hasn’t lived among people in centuries. But this is so dangerous, especially with Jenia’s reputation. People trust her. It will open doors, she can get in anywhere, meet with anyone she wants. Jenia’s done so much good for Wesvik.” Briar’s stomach was a knot. “She deserved better than this.”

“What is her plan? She could have revealed herself as a Goddess and people would have flocked to worship her. Why take over Jenia’s body? What reason could a Goddess have for wanting to rule a mortal country?”

The answer bubbled to Briar’s lips so easily she wondered if she had known it all along, some knowledge unknowingly passed from Eliana to Briar. Or perhaps, just her own feelings of inadequacy. “In their world she’s at the bottom, only half as powerful as they are. Here she is above us and now she’s literally a ruler.”

“But why lie? I still don’t understand why she’d want someone else’s body.”

“She doesn’t want a life where she never belongs. She must have wanted to rule back then, she seduced a prince. Sure, Goddesses are worshipped but leaders, they’re obeyed. Plus, she’s absolutely mad.” Of course she wasn’t bothering to chase down Soren and Briar. Why would she? They’d done what she needed and now she could control anyone, bend world leaders to her will.

Soren picked up a stack of boxes and moved them to a side table. He glanced around, his eyes lingering on the window. “And if madness is part of being a God?”

“Then they can have her back. She doesn’t seem to understand her own magic, how powerful she is. What might she do as Prime Minister? What if someone upsets her and she accidentally curses a whole country?”

“I just…Briar you’re talking about heroics here. Saving the world type stuff.”

“No. I’m talking about calling her father and getting him to drag her home.”

“If that’s even possible. Right now, I’m sick worrying about Endlyia. I know what goes on in those top levels, you talk about curses, but her day-to-day decisions could do a lot of damage and fast. I have no idea what her connection to the world has been like, what she knows and doesn’t know. I’d imagine it’s little about politics if she’s willing to play so loose with the cabinet—and what if she gets in their heads? There will be no one to stop her worst instincts.”

Briar watched Soren. He was spiraling. His movements were wide and erratic and his voice had reached a pitch she had not heard before. But her own thoughts mirrored his. Eliana was rushing the timeline. “And I worry if the Gods could have easily stopped her, they would have. She’s so dangerous, Soren.”

“Call Lillia.”

Briar nodded, grabbed her phone, and headed for the door. She’d made countless speeches in her head, all the things she wanted to say to Lillia, apologies and well-crafted words. None of them had included a plea to help her bring more Gods back to the world.

Outside the hotel the world was golden and gusty as the sun slipped beneath the horizon. The phone rang several times, long enough Briar was worried Lillia wouldn’t pick up.

Then she did. “You saw the news?”

Briar sat on a concrete bench, running her shoe across the well-maintained grass. “Yeah. I need a favor. We have to ask the Gods to help us. Unless you’ve figured something out on your end it’s all we have. You’re the only person I know who might be able to do it.”

Lillia’s sigh came through the phone. “Those are old magics, Briar. Sacrifice and ritual. It’s not like the things I’ve shown you.”

“I don’t know what else to do.” Briar wiped away a stray tear. “I’m telling Soren I want to save the world, but the truth is I can’t live if I know she’s here. I’m so afraid she’ll take me over again.”

“Okay. Okay. I saw Bastianna the other day—don’t worry she didn’t see me. But there was something wrong. When I met you, I could almost taste Eliana, her essence. I don’t know how to explain it. It was all around Bastianna but it was different, not in her. I don’t know how I didn’t notice before.”

Briar grimaced and was glad Lillia couldn’t see her. “Soren thinks she’s not being totally controlled, that she’s acting out of her own free will. Listen, I’m sorry I couldn’t save her too.”

“No. It’s not your fault. It’s…I can’t believe you did the spell by yourself. I knew you had a lot of magic, but I never imagined—anyway. Yeah, I can help.”

Briar ran a hand through her hair and glanced at the hotel. “There’s so much to say, Lillia. I—”

“Don’t.” Lillia cut her off. “One day you can tell me all of it but I’m not ready to hear it yet. You’ve run off with Soren, and I’m not mad but I just can’t hear it, Briar. I need a day or two to figure things out and gather supplies. Pick a meeting place and tell Fauna, somewhere we can both drive to.”

Words swirled and tumbled in her mind, none of them good enough. She wanted her to understand, though she barely understood herself. “Lillia, I never—”

“Stop it! I can’t do this right now. I’ll see you in a few days. I’m here if you need a friend, need to talk about what that bitch did to you, but the rest of it I can’t do. Not right now. So get whatever you want to say out on the drive over.”

Briar took a breath and the line went dead. She put her head in her hands. Lillia was right. It wasn’t the time. Briar knew that. She’d known it when she saved Soren, when she’d fled the city with him. But she didn’t want to go to her grave with things unsaid.

“Are you okay?” Soren sat beside her. She hadn’t heard his approach.

“No.” Briar shook her head as best she could without looking up.

He wrapped an arm around her and pressed his lips to her temple. “Me either.”




Chapter Twenty-Nine

BRIAR’S FOOT MOVED of its own will, tapping against the floor of the old railroad depot. She used to come here with friends when they traveled to concerts. It was a favorite hangout spot for teenagers when Briar was young, and she’d done many amateur photoshoots on the abandoned rails. Now, it seemed the teenagers had abandoned it as well—a shame, but good for their purpose.

Gravel crunched outside and Briar’s foot stopped moving. She tensed.

“It’s them,” Soren hissed from his spot near the door.

A blur of blonde and azure moved through the door and Fauna threw her arms around Briar. “You stupid, reckless asshole. I was so worried about you.” She grabbed Briar’s face in both hands until Briar pulled away.

“All right. That’s enough touching.” She smirked and pushed Fauna’s shoulder. “I missed you.”

“Don’t forget me.” Soren looped an arm around both their shoulders, a smile on his face Briar hadn’t seen since she’d rescued him. “I know you were just sick with worry over me.”

“Of course.” Fauna looked up at him, her expression softening. Then she frowned, shrugging off his arm. “No one deserves to be treated like that.”

The smile fell from his face and Briar’s followed suit as Lillia entered, a basket of supplies in her arms. Panic and relief fought for dominance in Briar’s chest at the sight of her. She didn’t notice Briar right away, focused on the basket and the magical conduits she had brought with her.

Dried rosemary and sage peeked from between crystals in aquamarine and dusty pink. They rattled against the sides when Lillia shifted the basket in her arms. She froze, eyes locked with Briar. Her hair was loose and she wore her leather jacket, zipped tight against her chest, and a pair of red jeans. She put the basket on the floor and smiled as she straightened.

“Hey.”

“Can you help me with some stuff in the car?” Fauna grabbed Soren by the arm, pulling him from the depot. He glanced back as he left but allowed himself to be taken.

Briar closed the space between her and Lillia slowly, the old tracks hard beneath the soles of her shoes. “Thank you for helping us.”

Lillia’s lips pressed into a tight line. “It’s kind of my legacy. Never thought I’d be the one to actually deal with it though.” She knelt on the ground, spreading the contents of her basket around her.

“According to my mom my family is a descendent of Velorian’s wife, Cordelia. Maybe that’s why we were drawn to each other, ancient blood.”

Lillia paused halfway through lining up a row of rose quartz crystals. “You talked to your mom?” She stood, head tilted to the side. “How did it go?”

“Well, she flew in to talk to me, threw a bunch of information at me, and refused to get dinner, so fine? Honestly, better than other times.”

“Oh.” Lillia scrunched her nose. “She actually came to Endlyia? That must have been so awkward. Being a descendant of Cordelia would make you related to Velorian, huh?” She glanced the length of Briar, then poked her ear. “You don’t look like fae to me.”

“She probably made up the whole fucking thing just for a chance to flirt with Soren. I’m okay, though, you get used to her after a few decades. Can I help you set this up?”

“Oh…oh, yeah.” Lillia’s hands fell to her side and she knelt back down and grabbed a jar of black salt from the basket. “Make a circle with this, make sure it’s complete. No holes.”

“Wouldn’t want another God to escape.”

The salt shimmered in the light coming through in slats from the damaged roof of the depot. The air hummed for a moment when she completed the circle, reminding Briar of Eliana’s laughter. Then the room fell silent, even the chatter of the birds stopped. Briar’s stomach knotted; her palms became clammy. The last spell had nearly killed her and Soren.

“You look morose,” Soren said, coming in with a handful of blankets. He laid them at intervals around the circle she had created. “This isn’t Eliana.”

“No. She was only half a God.” Briar’s skin pebbled and she rubbed her arms with her hands, watching Lillia lay sprigs of rosemary between the crystals. “Who are we summoning?”

“So, that’s the thing. I’m not sure. You know how these spells are, more intuition than understanding. I think it’s whoever deigns to speak to us.”

“As usual, incredibly ominous. When we made the blood oath when we were kids, I didn’t know you’d take it so seriously, Briar.” Fauna’s arms were free. Apparently, the important stuff in the car had been blankets for their knees.

“Blood oath,” Lillia murmured to herself. “All that money and no one told you about ritual sacrifice.”

Briar glanced at Fauna who shrugged. “Best not to engage when she’s in murmur mode.” She held a finger to her lips and knelt on one of the blankets. It was soft under her knees, easing the ache of the old hardwoods. She shivered at the flow of magic through her, joining her to the hum of the salt, an echo of power, like the sea in a shell.

She closed her eyes and the world around her started to melt away. There was only her and the center of power in front of her. She was barely aware of her surroundings as the others knelt in their spots around her, their own power joining the circle. Eliana had pulled power from the Gods but it was also in the world, in the growing trees and ancient mountains, the tumble of waves to the shore, babies smiling at their mothers, buildings that scraped the skies and birds that flew above them. There was magic in it all and Briar hoped she could pull enough of it to stop Eliana, even if it tore her apart. She loved too many people to let Eliana win.

“Ready?” Lillia’s voice burned through the fog around her, and Briar opened her eyes to find her holding a small dagger, its hilt inlaid with indigo stones. Lillia ran it across her palm, creating a tiny cut, and passed it to Briar.

Blood. Eliana had mentioned Madelena being covered in scars. She winced as she cut herself. She’d used a pin for her blood oath with Fauna. Satisfied with the result, she passed the dagger to her cousin and closed her eyes again. The magic filling the room was nearly palpable and she remembered Lillia’s words on the phone.

Spells were still a mystery but one she was happy to learn, to examine the organic way they occupied the world. She no longer pushed against the words that fell into her mind, the chant and ritual of it had become a comfort. Though saving Soren had nearly killed her, it had worked. Spell magic was not Eliana’s alone to wield. Briar could bend it to her will.

Fauna’s hand closed around hers and on her other side Lillia’s did the same. Together they spoke the words occupying their minds. Briar didn’t need to see the book they came from to know these were ancient words in a language that would never fit properly on her tongue. This was a scream, a plea, into the beyond.

She opened her eyes and found Soren staring back at her. The silver of his eyes had turned molten. He smiled.

Briar smiled back.

Soren’s eyes grew wide and Briar realized she was glowing. Energy flowed through her, so much magic it seeped from her pores, winding its way through her wounds and healing them. She pressed her palms to the floor, the salt grinding into her skin.

The crystals shook.

And he was there. Nearly human and yet something entirely different. The God’s hair was blacker than the darkest night. His face was so unbelievably handsome it was frightening. He was there but unearthly, clouded in mist—an apparition. His own world still clung to him, sparking and catching in the light.

“Hello.” His voice was an echo through time.

“Ortus?” Lillia whispered. Her fingers retreated from Briar’s and she pressed them flat on the wood in front of her.

The God shook his head and sparks of moonlight rattled from him. “Ivian, I’m afraid.” Fauna’s fingers tensed on Briar’s. “I am so, so terribly sorry about this. She was a good girl, kind and loving but…” His handsome face crumpled. “You’ve never been to our world. It’s so different than yours. How can one person be in both? How could I know the mistake I was making? The Gods are all on your side. We will support the moves you make, but we cut our own magic off from this place long ago to bring her home. We thought she might be happy.”

“You must have some magic here if she could push through.”

“Some, of course, but she is of this world and we are not. We are the sky, the sea, the vessels through which magic flows and we will grant it to the best of our abilities but our power to interfere, to whisper to hearts and minds, is greatly diminished. We look for a solution and we will not relent but we have not found it yet. But you are powerful, sweet Briar. You might do this still.”

“How can we believe you would work against your own daughter to help us?” Soren asked.

Ivian turned. “You are the one whose father murdered those thirteen women and tore the world apart enough that Lynah was able to slip through. Surely, you can understand what it’s like to no longer stand by your family, even if you love them. She is a tragedy that was never meant to be.”

“What will you do with her?” Lillia asked. “If we send her back.”

Ivian pushed his endlessly black hair behind his ear and stars fell from his skin. “I don’t know but something better, I swear this. She is still the only child of the Gods, to end her…if it is the solution then it will be done but I have not yet given in. Not entirely, though others shout for it. We care deeply about the humans. You were our first children.”

Fauna shifted past Briar, her shoulders held so straight her finishing school teachers would have been proud. “But do you know the spell? The one to take her from this world.”

Ivian smiled, but it was full of sadness and clouds filled the room, rumbling with thunder. “I do, but I don’t think you will care to pay the price.” The clouds dissipated, leaving a mist to hang in the depot.

“We will pay whatever it is,” Briar said.

He shook his head and twinkling stars were birthed and died beside him. He was truly a God and Briar could understand why Eliana’s mother had done what she did, how great it must have felt to have his attention on her, and how dark the world must have seemed without him. “I saw your mother tell you that you were a descendant of Cordelia. You were right to ask why you were not fae. You are Cordelia’s descendant but not Velorian’s. Cordelia was the one who helped us pull Eliana from this world. People say she didn’t want to rule. The truth is she protected her people more than any before or after, but the price she paid was the child in her stomach. Great magics require great sacrifice. She took on another’s child and abdicated the throne. She had her own children later and those are your ancestors, but Velorian had no children. His lineage was the price for loving my daughter.”

The world tilted and Briar dug her nails into the floor to keep her upright. Across from her Soren blanched.

Death. Who would she lose to stop Eliana? “Can I be the sacrifice?”

“You would, wouldn’t you? You could be the offering but you couldn’t make it yourself.” He outstretched a moonlit hand. A silver dagger appeared in his palm. “You are beloved in this circle but I think Fauna loves you most of all.” The God turned towards her. “Would you do it? Would you run this across her throat to stop Eliana? It is certainly the right thing to do, to save so many. My daughter doesn’t know her own powers.”

Tears rolled down Fauna’s delicate face and she shook her head. “No.”

The dagger disappeared and Ivian smiled. His voice played in Briar’s head. “I won’t tell who you love most of all. Perhaps you do not know yourself.”

“I can’t kill anyone.”

“If you don’t, more will die, Briar Constance. My daughter is wild and unruly and I’m afraid her years in our realm have made her unstable. I do not make the costs of the magic you wish to do. Those rules are older than me, older than time, weaved into the very fabric of the universe.”

“There has to be something else we can do.” Fauna’s eyes were narrowed into slits and she watched Ivian with the intensity of a cat about to pounce. The tracks of her tears did nothing to diminish her fierceness.

“Lynah is unique, singular. Magics were not made to handle her.”

“She’s your child!” Fauna’s voice echoed off the walls.

“And like most parents I find my child hard to control. I am here. I wish to help. I am telling you the magic I know works.”

“Murder.” Lillia’s face was contorted with rage. “You are telling us the only answer is murder.”

“The answer is sacrifice. You must have suspected it, such a bright witch you are. I know you don’t want to hear this answer, and perhaps you were hoping for Ortus, but he would tell you the same. If you wish I can depart and he would be happy to join you, though I am afraid to keep the door between us open much longer it will require more blood.” He smiled. “The realm of the Gods is not always a kind one, some might call our ways brutal. We tried to make your world nicer. I am sorry I could not give you the news you wished to hear.”

“Blood to keep you here. Blood to keep you away. It’s a lot of blood.” Soren shifted uncomfortably.

“Indeed.” Ivian turned back toward Briar, the night sky billowing behind him with every move. “I was called the God of Fae, though I have no particular connection with them, I rule the night. Lorcus, with his spring and sun, got called the God of Life. There are others still you have not met. People will write what they want when this story is done, you cannot control it. But you can save people. You can leave someone to write your stories, perhaps write them yourself if you’re so inclined. The magic you must do is not fair, but magic has never cared about fairness, only power. You are powerful but not as powerful as the force of life within others. Not as powerful as sacrifice.” He shrugged, a shimmering of stars. “Perhaps you’ll find another way. I hope you do. But know what the cost is, and know when not doing it becomes too great to bear you must act. Goodbye, my lovely children. I hope to see you again.” He blinked out, leaving the room colder.

Sacrifice. Death. Cordelia had given her own child to save the world. What would Briar give? She looked at the others in the room. She could not lose them. She was doing this for them. She looked at her own hands, imagining them covered in blood. She had been so afraid when Soren had laid beneath her. She couldn’t do this.

Briar pushed herself up and left the train depot, letting the warm spring air fill her lungs. She pushed her palms against her eyes until she saw stars. Then she laughed and could not stop. The chosen one. She had actually believed herself to be something special. She was beautiful, wealthy, and smart. It had been too easy to believe. She was a fool.

Shouts came from inside the depot and Fauna came through the doors. Tears ran down her face unchecked. “Maybe she’ll be a good leader.”

“Fauna…”

“I know. I just can’t stand it, Ry. Her baby? How could she?” Fauna crossed her arms across her stomach.

“You’re not?”

“No, but if I was would you ask me to—”

“Fauna.” Briar pulled her into a hug. “We’ll find another way. If I could do the mind freeing spell without the celestial event, then we can find a way to do the spell to get her back with the Gods.”

“Or we kill her.” Soren leaned against the door of the train depot. “All we’ve talked about is how we can send her back to the realm of the Gods and I want to know why. So she can escape and do this again in a hundred years? She bound herself to Jenia and as far as I know Jenia can’t survive a good stabbing.”

“It’s still murder.” Fauna moved away from Briar. She pulled on the bottom of her hair.

“Well, if we’re going to kill someone I’d rather it be Eliana. She’s the only one who deserves to die for this. Jenia was a good person and she didn’t just kill her, she made me do it. Maybe it’s a favor I’d like to return.”

Briar watched Soren as he spoke. His voice was strong but his face was pale and frost coated his fingers. He was lying. He no more wanted to kill Eliana than Briar did; it was still killing. But he was right. Gods above, he was right. “How could we? She isn’t a normal person. She’s the mayor of Wesvik, she’s about to be Prime Minister, and she’s made a public statement about us. We won’t be able to get within ten blocks of her.”

“I don’t like this.” Lillia’s cheeks were flushed. “I think we stick to magic. We can’t be like her. We can’t let her drag us into it. We keep looking. Right now, she hasn’t done anything too concerning since she took Jenia’s body. She’s unwell but if I had to guess she doesn’t think of herself as a villain. She might try to do the right thing as long as it suits her. We keep looking. We don’t even know if killing her would work. She might just jump into another body.”

“I agree with Lillia. I don’t like this plan at all.” Fauna stepped toward her, her fingers still at the ends of her hair.

“Briar?” Soren’s silver eyes pleaded.

“I don’t know.”




Chapter Thirty

IT HAD BEEN two weeks and Briar still didn’t know. The question kept her up at night. It plagued her while she showered, while she stocked shelves. Every smile was like a knife. Even if she did decide they would be no closer. She could not very well walk up to Eliana, a fact Vestia liked to remind her of every day. “Squandered your good grace, didn’t you?”

Briar had no idea what kind of magic would be stronger than a sacrifice. She didn’t know where to begin.

In fact, Briar was starting to wonder what she did know. Her life’s research had been wholly wrong and the book she and Henrik had been working on had turned into a dream. Henrik was no longer interested after Eliana’s outburst. She had her shop, and business was still good, though she had been forced to hem and haw and say she’d made a mistake.

Jenia was loved and now she shone, seemingly so full of magic and love it was pouring out of her. No one could see it. But how could they? They didn’t know what to look for.

So she watched the election on TV. Fauna and Soren had curled up on her other couch and Lillia hid in the kitchen, refusing to watch, as the votes rolled in. Someone had needed to oppose so Estelle had stayed on but who would vote for a man who endorsed the other candidate? Only the most bigoted of the fae.

She stayed glued to her spot, a glass full of melted ice in her hand, as Jenia was declared a winner, early in the night.

Lillia finally joined her, perched on the edge of the couch as Eliana gave a speech, confetti dropping around her and swirling in the gusts of magic that poured from the joyous crowd.

Briar’s stomach did not unknot as the news changed, a man behind a desk, grinning from ear to ear as he hosted the aftershow. She couldn’t watch anymore. She needed to be alone. She pushed herself up and went into her room in search of the bottle kept in her nightstand.

She didn’t know how much time had passed before there was a knock on her door. “Come in.”

Lillia pushed the door open just enough to slip through and shut it behind herself. Briar’s heart beat faster alone with her. Lillia had been cordial, friendly, but every time their eyes locked on each other she frowned.

Briar didn’t know what to do. She was beautiful and smart and deserved the whole world. Briar didn’t have it to offer anymore. She barely had anything. Her thoughts had been a constant tangle in her head, but now she was drunk and they’d mostly turned sad and angry.

“Hey.” Lillia took a step closer. “Drinking alone?”

“I don’t know what the fuck to do.” Briar sat on her bed. “And it’s not just her. It’s everything. Things with you are so weird. Soren…I don’t even know where to begin with him. I hate going out in public. I’m so lost.”

Lillia sat beside her. “I know my only concern should be Eliana but I’m worried about you. You’re always in my head. And it isn’t only concern.”

Briar looked up, the bottle still clutched her hand. “Lillia…I’m no good for you and I know it. I know all the reasons it’s wrong and terrible. I could write a list.”

“Please don’t.” Lillia pulled the bottle from her grasp and took a drink. “I’m so mad at you for running away and doing that spell. I’m hurt when I see you watching Soren. But, like I said, you’re in my head.”

Briar wanted to say something. Anything at all. She couldn’t find any words. How could she explain her thoughts when she barely understood them? The tangled mess of feelings Eliana’s possession had left behind might never be straightened out.

Lillia put the bottle on the ground. Her brown eyes were soft and she pressed her lips to Briar’s cheek. “Some things are simple,” she whispered.

Briar let a smile pull her lips and ran her fingers across Lillia’s cheek. “Simple is all I have right now.”

Lillia’s lips parted and someone pounded on the door.

“Get out here. You guys need to see this.” Soren pushed the door open. His face fell further at the sight of them. “Hurry up.”

Fauna turned up the TV as they left the bedroom. The announcer’s voice was nearly frantic. “The worst slaughter of fae in hundreds of years. The whereabouts of Beishan President Coveriel is unknown.”

Briar stopped in front of the TV, hands over her mouth, as the newscaster pressed his fingers to his earbud. His face blanched.

“Gods. His wife’s body has been found at their estate. Only her body. The room of their son…” He shook his head and ran a hand through his hair. His voice was high and panicked. “I didn’t know there was conflict there. They’d just passed bipartisan legislation to fund eighty new schools. Why would the people do this? It’s sick.”

The channel flashed to another part of the newsroom, away from the reporter. Briar shook as pictures came on the screen. Riots in the streets. The burning homes of prominent faeries. Across the sea chaos reigned.

“She’s not wasting any time,” Soren said, sitting on Briar’s coffee table, his face as pale as the newscasters. “She didn’t want peace. She gave faerie power to her lover and he shunned her. She wants revenge.”

“I want a second opinion.” Briar looked at her hands. “If they want blood, fine, take mine, but we’re going to talk to more Gods.”

Fauna turned toward her. “Good.”
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