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Sympathy for the Gods

Briar Constance, Book Three

Tallie Rose


Chapter One

EARLY MORNING SUN streamed into the nearly empty window display of Briar’s old shop. The only thing remaining was a book stand, the FOR SALE sign balanced precariously in its metal arms. Now, there would be a new inhabitant. Red lettering announced the building had sold.

Her once beloved shop was going to sell coffee, just like half the other buildings in Wesvik. She’d boxed the stock up, shoving first editions into her linen closet while she did her best not to cry in front of Lillia. She didn’t think she could handle the sympathy.

Briar watched the retreating figures of the buyer and agent. She’d signed the papers and the loss had carved a hole in the pit of her stomach. She tried to remember what she’d gained. She could have any book deal she wanted now. She was the conduit, though she still hadn’t figured out exactly what that would mean except filtering people’s sadness and grief.

Lillia and Fauna urged her to accept her new role. There was nothing to run from. Her new power and position were not an enemy to defeat, they were part of her. But she also saw the way Lillia looked at her sometimes, the way her eyes took in Briar’s flawless skin, the slight glow that emanated beneath it. She felt other, even further apart from everyone else than she had been before.

Soren told her to do whatever she wanted. He whispered it when the others weren’t listening, reminding her that she hadn’t chosen this, that she could still pick the path of her life. She didn’t owe anyone anything. But every nerve beneath her skin told her she did.

New magic spread out, a web through the world, reaching into the beyond, and she could always feel the Gods, just a pull away. She pressed her forehead to the cool glass then she stepped away. She couldn’t run the bookshop. She couldn’t let the women who worked there deal with the constant barrage of people wanting things: help for sick kids, help with their bills, but mostly they just wanted to see if she was real, to see if the Gods had truly returned.

She sighed and turned, leaving the shop behind, and wiped her tears. Speaking of coffee, she could use some caffeine. She’d barely slept the night before, dreading the morning, but now it was done. There were only a few blocks between her store and her favorite coffee shop. She pulled her collar up before she ordered and tried not to make eye contact.

Coffee in hand, Briar found a spot outside. She stretched into the rays of the sun like a cat, and pulled out her phone, barely noticing the footsteps that approached, assuming some stranger wanted something. She glanced up, a quip ready on her tongue, and her heart skipped a beat.

Bastianna sank into the seat across from her, smiling sweetly.

“What do you want?” She’d seen her on TV, on social media. Bastianna’s face seemed to be everywhere these days, constantly calling Briar a murderer. She was nothing but a sad fraud, but that didn’t keep the followers, Believers as they called themselves, from flocking to her.

“Things are bad between us, Briar.”

The world’s largest understatement. “Do you think it’s because I’m fucking Lillia or because you’re a psychopath trying to kill me? I’ve been debating it.”

A muscle in Bastianna’s jaw twitched at the mention of Lillia but her smile stayed plastered on. She opened her mouth to talk but Briar held up a hand, cutting her off.

“And it’s so odd, you’re constantly saying I killed the Gods, that you’re a true believer, blah, blah, blah, but I’m the conduit. The Gods come at my beck and call. Makes you a little hard to believe.”

“Are you done?”

A man stared at them from the next table. Good. Briar was glad to have witnesses. She caught his eye for just a moment before turning back to Bastianna. “She doesn’t mention you, you know. Though when would she have time? And I’m sure you know how delicious she is.” Bastianna’s smile finally died and Briar smirked in its wake. “Definitely not an easy person to lose, but I’d imagine you’re used to people leaving you. You’ve got abandonment issues written all over you.”

“I wanted to talk about Ivian.” Sparks flared at Bastianna’s fingertips and Briar wished she would try something, right now in the crowded street, full of witnesses.

“Why? As far as I can tell he’s waiting out his time.” At least, that’s what she hoped. Ivian was a fallen God, his punishment older than time itself. The finer points of what being a fallen God meant were hazy. But it seemed he had two choices: atonement or death. She couldn’t see how he could atone for trying to kill her, for nearly killing Evaria. Not unless he was about to pop out and take down Bastianna, which she’d really like to see.

“He’s contacted me. I won’t tell you where he is.”

“I bet I could make you.”

“Is that a threat? From the conduit?” She clucked her tongue. “Anyway, he’d like to talk, and I think you owe him that since you murdered his daughter.”

A small crowd was forming, phones in hand, snapping pictures. She knew it was a matter of minutes before some news organization showed up. “Ivian can contact me himself. I’m not elusive.” She leaned over the table, pressing her hands against the cold metal. Veins of gold ran across the surface, emanating from her fingers. “But Bastianna, if you ever sneak up on me like this again, I’m going to consider it a threat. And haven’t I taken enough from you already?”

Bastianna’s face paled but her voice remained steady. “Aren’t you the least bit interested in what I have to say? You’re the conduit, voice of the people. Shouldn’t you be listening?”

Her words struck true. Briar hadn’t been listening. She didn’t want to be the conduit. She didn’t want to hear the pleas from mothers of dying children, she didn’t want to visit struggling families. She cared, she’d always cared, but it was too close, too personal. And Bastianna noticing infuriated her. She grabbed her wallet off the table and stood.

She was Briar Constance. She wasn’t going to be denigrated by some dim-witted party planner. “Eliana’s dead, Bastianna. She was a fraud and you fell for it. Stop doubling down on your failures, honey.”

Before she could respond, Briar was gone, trying not to knock into anyone as she hurried away. But she didn’t shake, she kept her shoulders back and her head up. She knew how to hold it together in public but she needed to get out of the street. People would be outside her building, they always were, and she didn’t want to face Lillia right now. There was Soren, but he was doubtless canoodling with her cousin and she wanted to scream.

So she headed for Evaria’s house. There were campaign signs lining the streets. Apparently, the constant bad luck of Endlyia’s Prime Ministers was enough to change the election system. The vote had been pushed back and though there was a bit of chaos at the senate handling everything, the public approval for the choice was fairly high.

Everyone had expected Evaria to run and now they expected her to win. With the swirling abyss of green under her chest and her ethereal glow, not to mention all the press time after Ivian’s downfall, Evaria had won the public’s favor. Her ex-husband, Silas, however, had been taking meetings with Bastianna’s followers. Too many of the senators had, for Briar’s liking, weak leaders threatened by the return of the Gods.

Several muscular men stood outside the gates to the mayor’s house and Briar batted her eyelashes at them. “Is she in?”

The speaker from the guardhouse clicked on before any of them could answer, and Evaria’s voice came through. “Hey, Ry. She’s fine, fellas.”

One of the guards pressed a button, side-eyeing Briar, and the gates slid open. They always looked so suspicious, probably assuming none of her reasons for being there included clothed activities.

Evaria did look delightful in a pencil skirt and a cream shirt Briar could see through when she stood in the sun. She held the door open, and Briar was glad for the emptiness inside.

“I just got cornered by Bastianna.” She headed for the liquor cabinet. Deep in her mind the scent of spring swirled, new buds and blossoms, but Briar had no interest in talking to Lorcus right now, nor his sibling, who she suspected would be piggybacking on his summoning.

“Shit, I’m sorry.” Evaria poured them both a drink. “You didn’t murder her, did you? I haven’t been elected yet so I can’t pardon you.” She perched on the arm of an overstuffed chair.

“So you’re officially running, then?” She’d have to move to Ourst, and the thought of it tugged Briar’s heartstrings. But it would be good for Evaria. Like Briar, she’d never get away from the spotlight. She was making a quick jump from senator’s wife to Prime Minister, people might hate her for it, but she seemed to thrive on their disdain. Another thing she and Briar had in common. And it wasn’t like she’d done nothing but sit at home while she was his wife.

“Yeah, I am, but I think you should too.”

“I should what?” Briar sipped the whiskey. As far as she knew, being Prime Minister wasn’t a two-woman job.

“I think you should be mayor. And don’t make that face. You’d win in a landslide. You’re the conduit, but more importantly, you’d be good at it.”

Briar snorted, driving alcohol up into her nasal passages. “Would I?” She wiped at her face. “I think I’d be doing the entire city a disservice.” There was absolutely no way she was running for mayor. She didn’t want any of what it entailed. Maybe she could tell Bastianna she’d run if she bothered her again though. That would be a fun threat.

Evaria smiled a little half smile, raising one of her eyebrows and reminding Briar of days long gone. “You’ve turned me down on a lot of offers I was hoping you’d take but I want you to think about this one. Actually think about it. You’re smart, you’re educated, you love this city. You’ve got name recognition.”

“I don’t have a platform, Evie. And I’ve got a God who might want to murder me. It isn’t the job for me.” Though she was going to need a job. A nagging voice in her head reminded her she had something very much like a job. She was the conduit. And she had Lillia.

Evaria pushed herself off the chair and took a few steps toward Briar, her fingers caressing the spot on her chest where Ivian’s magic had struck her. “For better or worse this is done in six months. Ivian will be redeemed or he will be gone. I know you aren’t going to spend all your days visiting children’s hospitals and praying at altars and I don’t want to see you adrift. If you don’t want to be the mayor, fine, but do something. Don’t just stay here and be someone’s girlfriend, Briar. You’re better than that.”

“You wanted me to be your girlfriend.” She finished the last of her drink. She needed to leave; this conversation was entering dangerous territory. And she didn’t like the way Evaria seemed to know her thoughts. She would be an excellent Prime Minister. She could read people. And maybe it would be best for them if they were further apart. They’d never been good for each other.

“I’m not some shopgirl.”

“Evie…”

“I’m not trying to be cruel. Lillia is sweet. But you’re destined for more. I never wanted to be your girlfriend, I wanted to give you the world. But now you have it. Get through this last debacle, and it’s all spread before you. If she’s at your side, so be it, but make sure you live.”

“You really fuck with my head, you know that.” Even more than Bastianna, who wished she had half the smarts or charm that Evaria did.

She laughed. “I just want you to believe in yourself.”

“Oh, that’s all, hmm?” Briar stood and smoothed her clothes. “Don’t answer that. I should go. And I’ll think about it, I really will. You know I love attention.” She wouldn’t but she’d definitely replay this conversation a few times before she fell asleep.

She let herself out, running a hand through her hair and messing it up. She tugged at her clothes, grinning at the guards as she turned the corner. There was something desperately wrong with her but her spirits were lifted. Maybe someone would photograph that and she could be back in the paper for being a gigantic slut again. The thought was reassuring. Give the people what they want.

She needed a break, some time away from the city. She was deep into thoughts of Lillia on vacation when she felt the tug again, but this time there was no pretense. Bonfires and sandy beaches wove through the images in her head—a direct call from Nilaja. Briar sighed. She was never alone anymore; the Gods were constantly with her, and if they weren’t making demands it was people, wanting help, money, better luck. The task was overwhelming. She’d tried to set office hours but people had ignored them. She’d been trying to hide from it for a week, but she knew she was doing herself no favors by ignoring everyone.

The words of the spell came to her easily. She whispered them, glad it no longer required her blood. The wind took her words away, and Nilaja was beside her, long and willowy, their hair short.

“Finally.”

Briar rolled her eyes but made sure to keep them on the sidewalk ahead, not the Deity beside her. “Well, you called, and you know I can’t resist you.”

“Wait.” Nilaja grabbed her wrist, sending power raging through her. “You should know Bastianna’s telling the truth. Ivian contacted her. He could still hurt you. He’s human but the earth recognizes him. He knows spells and potions and all the things you never learned. They’re both dangerous.”

“I’m not scared of Bastianna.”

“You should be. You need a plan. I could stand with you, give a statement, but she’ll still gain followers, and I worry I’d do more harm than good. Not everyone has come to terms with…us.”

“I hate this, you know. I’m tired of fighting.” But Nilaja was right, Bastianna and Ivian together could spell disaster. “He can’t want to die. He has to want to redeem himself.”

Nilaja shrugged, winking at a woman passing by, and her eyes went wide. “I don’t know what he wants, Briar. His daughter is dead. He’s angry and he blames you. I think Evaria is right, you need to be in public more. You need people to love you.”

“If you’re going to spy on me, you should pick something juicier.” Or be more discreet about it. She would rather pretend the Gods weren’t watching her.

“Perhaps I find the way she makes you squirm particularly juicy. Like a ripe peach.” They reached out again but stopped before they made contact. “Her motivations are terrible but she’s right. You can’t hide from this and you shouldn’t lose yourself. Make sure you’re still you.”

Soren had said similar things the day before; that something had gone out in Briar. But if it had she didn’t know how to reignite it. She wanted to go home, to curl into Lillia’s arms and feel safe. Loved. But she’d have to tell her about Bastianna—and Ivian. Some part of her did long for more, for another mystery, another mission. But she was sure it wasn’t being the mayor.

Briar slipped off the sidewalk, between two buildings, where clothes hung from lines, drying in the wind. She was tired of the stares. Her pictures weren’t in tabloids anymore, they were on the cover of serious magazines. On the news. Everyone was right about one thing—she was lost, a boat unmoored. “What should I do?”

“Oh, I can’t answer that.” They leaned against the bricks, which caught on their clothes, pulling them taut. “I didn’t really come to tell you any of this. There’s something else.”

Briar watched the curve of their mouth, the way the sun hit their cheekbones. She wanted to push them against the bricks, to run her hands up their thigh. She shook her head, making her curls bounce. Would it ever get easier, just being near them? “Is it bad?”

They smirked. “You are easy to make squirm. A conduit should have a purer mind, Ms. Constance.”

“Quit changing the subject.” But again it was everyone else who was right about her. All her friends knew her better than she knew herself. The problem wasn’t just that she didn’t want to be the conduit. She didn’t feel worthy of it.

“Fine. But you’re going to have a thousand questions and I don’t have any answers.” They bit their lip, pulling it between their teeth. “Bastianna has been summoning me. Obviously, I haven’t answered, but I can’t get into her mind. I don’t know why and it makes me nervous. Less for me and more for you. I don’t want her to have a plan.”

“It’s good to know you think about me at all.” But her blood ran cold at the thought. It was one thing for Bastianna to meet with her on city streets. She posed no threat, but to try to summon Nilaja… Briar couldn’t think of a single reason why.

“When I know more I’ll tell you. See you soon, sweetness.” And in a blink they were gone, the air colder. All Briar was left with was a headache in an alley, even more confused than she had been before, and entirely tired of Bastianna Norfleet.


Chapter Two

SOREN

 

Soren had developed the unfortunate habit of watching Fauna sleep, her chest gently rising and falling, her hair fanned out around her face. It had only been a few weeks, and he wasn’t sure exactly what was happening between them, but more often than not her days ended up at his house. He felt like a character in a made-for-TV rom-com, obsessed with a girl who had other things on her mind. Sometimes she looked at him and he knew she wasn’t seeing him at all.

She was still mourning her mother, spending all day with her grandfather. She’d barely seen Briar, though he suspected that was intentional. Fauna cringed when she looked at her, the strange ethereal glow of her face, her perfect skin.

The changes in Briar didn’t bother Soren as much as they did Fauna. She was still Briar, crass, hard-headed, his best friend. He didn’t care if she looked like a Goddess, so long as she was still in there. And she was. He was sure of it. A little lost, a little broken, but there.

But between the Constance cousins things were still a mess, there was a fallen God, Vestia was dead, Briar was the conduit. Like the changes in Briar, none of it bothered Soren too much. The worst of it was over, Eliana was gone. Bastianna might be a pain in the ass but it would take Briar all of two seconds to end her—not the worst foe he could think of. And as far as Ivian, well, he’d been mad, but now he wasn’t a God and no one had heard from him. All they had to do was wait a few more months and that threat would be gone too.

But he couldn’t vocalize any of that. He couldn’t say how excited he was to get on with the next bits of his life. He had sat through his father’s funeral and he hadn’t been able to say what he felt then either—relief. His father had gone out in the best way he could and now he couldn’t hurt anyone, couldn’t hurt Soren, anymore. But those weren’t thoughts for a funeral.

They definitely weren’t things to say to Fauna, who was still mourning her mother. So he watched her sleep while his insomnia grew worse. It was a sad state for him, spending his nights pining over a girl who was already in his bed. And he had such skills to offer to take her mind off things, but they’d hardly even been utilized.

He’d managed a few hours of sleep in between loud thoughts in his head, but now he watched as the sun made its way over the horizon outside his window, illuminating the world, and bringing the city to life. Fauna stirred, rolling over in her sleep.

“Not again.” She laughed, propping her head up on her hand, though her eyes were barely open. “Tell me you slept.”

“A little. I’m nervous.” He glanced over to the nightstand where her engagement ring nestled in its depths. He’d met hundreds of politicians but Cliff Constance scared him more than they ever did.

“He’s going to love you.” But the twist of her lips gave her away. He opened his mouth to object, but she cut him off with a kiss. Her fingers trailed along his jaw, featherlight pressure that sent shivers down his spine.

He pulled her closer, tangling the sheets between them. He was falling in love and for the first time in his life it didn’t make him want to run away. He wanted to stay, to build something that was theirs, only theirs. A life between them. “I’m going to make you so happy, Fauna. I swear it.”

She pulled him to her, curling herself into his body. The strawberry scent of her shampoo wafted into his nose and he ran his nails along her arm. She made a small noise at the touch and looked up at him. “Thank you for being patient.”

“Of course.” He kissed her slowly and her body relaxed against him.

Her phone rang from where she’d left it in the kitchen. The tone was one she’d set for Briar. Fauna pushed herself up from the bed and he groaned. She kissed his cheek and stood up, in his old shirt and shorts that really earned their name.

Soren fell back onto his bed, breathing in the scent of her still on the sheets. Wild plans swam in his head. Maybe they could get away for a while. Cliff couldn’t complain that much. She’d lost her mother. She was overwhelmed. She needed a vacation. He made a list of locations with direct flights from Endlyia while Fauna’s voice floated down the hallway, the words indecipherable.

The voices stopped and her bare feet barely made noise on the hardwoods.

“We’ve got to go see Briar.”

“I want to see you. Naked. Please.”

She came across the room and for a second he thought he might get his wish as she leaned down, bringing her lips to his ear. Her breath was hot on his skin. “Later. Get dressed. And don’t forget, whatever you wear, you’ll see my grandfather in it.”

He made a noncommittal noise. “Well, I’m cursing your cousin. May she never know an orgasm again.”

“I doubt it will stick.”

*

IT MADE ABSOLUTELY no sense. Why would Bastianna try to summon Nilaja? The once unknown deity was now practically a household name, everyone knew they favored Briar. On Briar’s first TV interview after Ivian had fallen, Nilaja had popped in and scared the shit out of everyone. There were countless photos of them together online, which he knew irritated Lillia and he couldn’t particularly blame her. At least he didn’t have to compete with the Gods for Fauna’s attention. He’d even seen some fan fiction which he had read under the covers, throwing his phone when Fauna came into the room.

What could Bastianna hope to achieve? She may have followers among the witches and fae but she was no darling of the Gods. Even the ones who had sympathy for Ivian didn’t care for Bastianna, a fact he kept waiting for people to notice. For a group who called themselves the Believers the Gods didn’t seem to believe in them. It was almost laughable after everything they’d been through, to have to deal with Bastianna. “Do we even need to figure out what she wants? Who cares.”

“Remember when we contemplated stabbing Eliana? Let’s just pivot that over to Bastianna.” Fauna picked at her nails.

“Seconded.” But Lillia’s eyes were dark and she kept them on Briar, who was stretched across a chair, her legs thrown off one side.

“Mmm, unfortunately I just got the bloodstains out of all my clothes so I’d like something less messy.” Briar ran a hand through her hair, frowning at something on her phone. “The even worse news is that Ivian has met with Bastianna.”

Lillia clearly already knew but she grimaced anyway while Fauna jumped to her feet. “Way to bury the lede, Ry. That’s fucked.”

“It’s not surprising though,” Lillia said, her eyes flickering between Briar and Fauna. “He tried to kill Briar. His daughter is dead. We’ve been hoping he’s going to just fade away or look for redemption but there is a third option.”

“It’s the doctor from the children’s hospital again.” Briar rubbed her neck. “As much as I’d like to strangle Bastianna, I think we let the Nilaja business play out. They can handle themselves better than anything we can hope to do. But we should find out more about Ivian. I don’t want angry mobs at my door and she’s right. I did kill a God.” She sat up, stretched, and snapped her fingers.

The God Lorcus blinked and frowned, green leaves falling from him. It never got easier, being around the Gods, around the power and the thrall they possessed. “Briar…”

Lillia left the room, heading into the kitchen, but Fauna moved to the edge of her seat, looking at the God with greedy eyes. Yeah, Soren could definitely see why the witch didn’t care for Briar’s involvement with the Deities one bit.

“It’s the little boy. It didn’t work last week.” Briar rubbed her temple. “I can’t go see his mom again.”

The leaves swirling around Lorcus wilted as he moved closer to Briar. Pulled by Briar’s enormous power, the Gods appeared fully corporeal when they came to her. They were full of magic, shimmering at their edges, a true look beyond the veil. “We cannot always save them. Sometimes sickness is beyond magic. Sometimes the true death comes.”

Soren moved closer to Fauna, no longer enthralled but horrified. Was this what Briar carried with her? The death of children, the calls of frantic families, people always demanding more, as though she had not already done enough? He had thought she was fine but maybe he wasn’t looking hard enough, only seeing what he wanted to see. And people rallied against her; Bastianna had a larger crowd each time he saw her on the news. It was disgusting.

“He’s just a kid. I can’t do this.” Briar stood, swallowing hard. “Please.”

Dark mist swirled around Locus’s feet and he brushed his hand against Briar’s shoulder. She shuddered at the touch. “This is the hardest part. But there is no magic in his death, no curse, no spell.”

Soren thought she had been calling on Lorcus to ask about Ivian but he was wrong. Briar hadn’t wanted to do this part alone. He couldn’t blame her.

“They’ll hate me more.”

The words ran through Soren like a knife. Briar could not live her whole life like this. Beside him Fauna sank into the sofa, trembling for her cousin, and he could hear Lillia’s quiet sobs from the kitchen.

“Another will come in time. It will not always just be you. I will visit her, let her know. If you can—”

“Fine.” Briar cut him off, grabbing Lorcus’s hand. She recoiled at the touch but the God disappeared as quickly as he had come. Soren was not sure what the magic was, and he was too afraid to ask.

Lillia rushed from the kitchen. She caught Briar before she collapsed and held her to her chest. Over Briar’s shoulder she locked eyes with Soren. She looked as helpless as he felt. What could he do? How could he ease Briar’s burden? Could he find Ivian? Maybe he could figure out something—anything—to stop whatever plan Bastianna had.

Fauna stood, moving slowly, and took Briar from Lillia’s arms, but she did not embrace her. Instead, she held her by her forearms. “We’ve solved everything so far. This is another hurdle, and again it’s on you, but we’re going to fix it. I don’t know how yet but we will.”

Something in Briar changed. Her shoulders became sturdier, her eyes clearer. She smiled at Fauna. “It’s just growing pains. I’ll be okay. You’ve got a lot going on. Don’t worry about me.” She ran a piece of Fauna’s hair between her fingers and settled onto the couch, pulling Lillia onto her lap as though nothing was wrong. “All that talk of Bastianna and I forgot to tell you the funniest part of my day. Evaria thinks I should run for mayor.”

Lillia twisted to look at Briar and Soren could not imagine what was going through her head. “Of Wesvik?”

And Soren could see it—Briar flawless, the conduit, and mayor of Wesvik. A year ago, it would have been laughable, but now? It didn’t seem like such a bad idea. “It’d be easier to sort through your requests. You’d have an office working for you.”

Briar raised an eyebrow. “Don’t look at me like that. I’m not doing it. I’m not made to be mayor.”

“Oh, that’s bullshit,” Fauna said. “How many times have I listened to your speeches on equality between witches and fae, about maintaining Wesvik as a bastion of what we can hope to achieve for all of Endlyia. And Grandpa would love it. Shit, speaking of Cliff Constance…” She caught Soren’s eye and nodded toward the door.

“Are you sure you’re okay, Ry?” Who cared what her job was? He didn’t give a shit.

Briar nodded. “Yeah. I was just feeling helpless this morning. Why don’t we all think about the Ivian situation and try to come up with some solutions. And I’ll be fine.” She glanced at Lillia and smiled softly. “Really.”

*

AFTER EVERYTHING WITH Briar, seeing Cliff Constance didn’t seem quite as intimidating. But there was still a bit of fear. Not only was he powerful and rich, he was also Fauna’s grandfather. He’d seen Soren grow up, watched him in the papers. He already didn’t like the fae and he definitely wouldn’t like some playboy dumbass dating his granddaughter.

He held the door for Fauna and she twisted the engagement ring she’d put back on. He wished she wouldn’t wear it. He wanted it to mean something. But telling Cliff they’d only done it as a ruse didn’t seem like the best move either.

Soren had grown up with money, but not Constance Steel money. Their estate was some kind of modern castle and impeccably maintained. What had childhood been like for them? Vestia seemed like she’d been a decent mother, even if she was a pain in the ass. But what about Briar? Her dad was a drunk and her mom was near the top of his list of worst people he’d ever met.

A maid let them in, and Fauna brushed off her attempts to lead them through the house. She took Soren by the hand and stopped before they made it to their destination, backing him into the wall beside a large vase. “I don’t care if he likes you. I like you. I like you a lot. And I’m glad you’re here.”

The words spread through his chest, warming him. He glanced down the hallway and kissed her swiftly, biting down all the grand declarations his traitor heart urged him to make. “You’ve got me, Fauna Constance.”

Cliff cleared his throat and the two of them jumped apart. His face gave away no emotion as he gestured to a room on the other side of the vase. “Perhaps, you’ll join me.”

“Hi, Grandpa.” Fauna kissed his cheek but didn’t let go of Soren’s hand. He wasn’t sure when she’d started holding it.

They sat on an antique couch across from Cliff. He folded his hands in his lap. “Mr. Savros. We’ve met a few times but it’s lovely to have you in my home.” He didn’t say it like it was lovely at all.

“It’s a pleasure, sir. I’ve always admired the way you’ve built up the business. My father was an idiot but even he knew to use Constance Steel for any of our government projects.”

Cliff nearly smiled. “And you actually intend to marry my granddaughter?”

“I do.” He did. Fauna squeezed his hands.

“You don’t need to interrogate him, Grandpa.”

“Well, he’s lasted longer than the others, sweet pea. I ought to get to know the man if he’s going to marry into the family. Are you employed right now?”

Gods, this felt like a job interview. Maybe it was. Shit, it totally was. He thought of a thousand excuses and decided to tell the truth. Cliff’s own grandson had never held a job in his life. “Nothing at the moment, sir. Helping Briar has taken up all of my time.”

Something twitched in the old man’s jaw. “I appreciate what you did for her.” He looked at Fauna and slapped his hands against his knees. “Come on.” He left the room without waiting for their reply.

“What’s he doing?” Soren hissed and Fauna shrugged.

He headed out of the house and they followed, glancing at each other. Fauna’s blue eyes were wide and she kept shaking her head. Soren had no idea what to expect but he followed Cliff along the grounds of the Constance Estate, under trees alive with birdsong.

Cliff didn’t stop walking until they were nearly to the lake where they’d thrown Jenia’s fundraiser months ago. It sparkled in the summer sun, and a family of ducks swam along the smooth surface. If he hadn’t known anything about the family, he would have thought this place the epitome of an idyllic life.

Cliff spread his arms wide and grinned, the lake at his back. “Soren, this is my empire. This is what you’re asking to be a part of. My daughter is dead. My son is drinking himself into an early grave. But I have two bright, shining granddaughters. Fauna will need help now that her mother is gone and I intended to ask Briar, but her purpose is greater than us now. Is that something you want?” He held up a hand. “I’m not asking you to answer me this moment, standing beside her. I’m imploring you to think about it. Things will only get harder. We are in the spotlight more than we have ever been. Briar will need protection from that fanatic in the news. You see a beautiful woman but do you see the responsibility? Have you ever had any? I know you did not run your father’s campaign, whatever nonsense he spewed to the press.”

“Grandpa…” Fauna was pale.

“No, he needs to hear it. Do you want this life or is it something you have fallen into? I never imagined welcoming a faerie into my family, but I will, if I must. I will give you a position, I will teach you what you need to know. But I watched my daughter’s marriage fall apart. I watched my son’s do the same. I’ve watched Fauna and Briar make a mockery of our name in the news. I’ve hosted an endless stream of her fiancés. All of them were wanting. Why should I believe you are different? But Fauna will step up soon, just as Briar has. You are older than both of them, you know the way the choices you make eventually come to roost, and how you are forced to live with them. I want her to be happy and I want my legacy secure. So you, Mr. Savros, will think about it. And you will not lie to me, no matter what you say to her.”

“I’ll think about it. But I can already give you my answer.” He looked around the estate, from the shimmering lake to the towering mansion and its ivy-covered walls. Cliff’s legacy didn’t matter much to him, but he’d die for his granddaughters. He’d found his purpose in their lives. And he’d take whatever came for a future with Fauna. And why was he hiding that? What had his life of manufactured indifference done for him? He had no friends, his father was dead, his mother never called. “And you aren’t going to scare me away. The Gods didn’t and neither will paparazzi or fanatics. I love Fauna and I don’t give a damn about your prejudices.”

Fauna turned toward him as Cliff smiled in earnest. “Soren…”

Cliff stepped away from the water’s edge, the ghost of a smile still lighting his face. “Very well, Mr. Savros. I will give you two a moment and leave the door unlocked. I’ll be inside.”

Soren looked down at Fauna. Her mouth was slightly agape and the sun caught in the strands of her hair. “You don’t have to say anything back. But I love you, Fauna. Pretending to be engaged to you was the best thing I ever did, and I’m glad for this, however stupidly I fell into it.”

“Love doesn’t go well for the Constance family. We screw it up.”

“Like I said, you aren’t going to scare me away. It’s too late. I’m all in. Fauna, I watch you sleep. I can’t get enough of you.”

“I’ve heard a lot of stalkery things, but that is by far the sweetest.”


Chapter Three

SOMETIMES SHE WAS perfectly fine—laughing, fucking, watching TV, or cooking dinner—and sometimes the weight of everything hit her like a brick. Occasionally, she was grateful for the way things were, knowing she was helping, solving problems, healing the sick. Then other times she missed her old life, whatever that was. Back when everything was a mystery, when her biggest problem was if her family loved her.

And as much as Briar hated to admit it, Evaria’s words kept playing through her head. She needed something that was hers. She couldn’t lose herself. Luckily, she had a secret she hadn’t shared with anyone yet. Her alma mater, Essel University, had called her the week before, offering her a position in the history department, with the promise the head would be retiring in the next few years. It once would have been a dream, but would it work? Would the students learn anything from the conduit or would she just be an oddity, her classes full of people only there to gawk?

She pushed thoughts of sick kids, of Gods and spells, from her mind and watched Lillia as she cooked. Briar knew she’d worried her lately. She worried herself. But being with Lillia felt so natural. She was in front of the stove in a fabulously tight pair of leggings, her hair frizzed from the steam, and Briar loved her.

She wanted to walk behind her, run her hands up her sides, but her last attempt had gotten her a whack from a wooden spoon. “I’m begging for a taste.” She leaned on the counter and grabbed a piece of sliced carrot faster than Lillia could stop her.

“It’s not ready yet. Just another minute.”

“I could make it ready.” She risked life and limb to rub her thumb down Lillia’s thigh. “Lils? Honey?” She didn’t get a response but she could see the side of Lillia’s lip curl up. Briar pressed her luck, moving closer. She pushed aside Lillia’s curls, to expose her neck. “Lover.”
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