



[image: Cover]






[image: ]



A NineStar Press Publication

www.ninestarpress.com

As Played by Gods

ISBN: 978-1-64890-587-2

© 2022 Tallie Rose

Cover Art © 2022 Jaycee DeLorenzo

Published in December 2022 by NineStar Press, New Mexico, USA.

 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced in any material form, whether by printing, photocopying, scanning or otherwise without the written permission of the publisher. To request permission and all other inquiries, contact NineStar Press at Contact@ninestarpress.com.

 

Also available in Print, ISBN: 978-1-64890-588-9

 

CONTENT WARNING:

This book contains sexually explicit content, which may only be suitable for mature readers. Depictions of cheating, death, alcohol use, graphic violence, and past trauma. No HEA.


As Played by Gods

Briar Constance, Book One

Tallie Rose


To Rhetta and Amos.


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.
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