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        The heart has reasons that reason does not understand.
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      My skin prickled with the crackle of electricity in the air. The warmly dressed people wandering through the bustling fall festival didn’t seem to notice the change. Flashing lights, twirling rides, and the clamor of the crowd probably played a part in their obliviousness, but disbelief played its part too.

      Every human had a trickle of magic. Almost none believed it. Fewer still knew how to use it.

      So, they carried on, talking and laughing as if a wave of untamed energy wasn’t closing in.

      Had I ever been this blind?

      Not that could I remember. Even as a child, I’d felt it. Magic was a pulse in my blood, a whisper in the air. I just didn’t know what it was back then.

      In the hundred and fifty or so years since, I’d met only a handful of other witches who could feel the timeless pull of the veil, and none who really knew what made it so dangerous.

      But I did.

      My earpiece crackled a half-second before Dennis’s voice came through. “Senna, what’s your status?”

      The chatter of the crowd swelled as I moved through the festival’s glow without responding. A chilly breeze caught the ends of my hair and nipped at my neck, followed by a whisper of unease that had me tugging the zipper on my jacket a little higher.

      “Senna, do you copy?” he asked again.

      Letting out a short huff, I answered, “Yeah, Dennis, I copy. Scoping the festival now.”

      “Any sign of the target?”

      I scanned the crowd, noting the way the darkness was shifting.

      The Alius—the demon realm—existed alongside our own, just one layer removed. A world of eternal dusk, with predators lurking just beyond the protection of the veil. A place of endless pain and hunger.

      It was also the birthplace of the shadowy magic that had been popping up in my city recently. My team had spent two months tracking leads before we were able to identify the source of the summoning spells that called to those darker threads of magic. It took me another three weeks to track down the creator.

      Megan Navali. Her magic clung to the ground, dark and greedy.

      “I don’t have eyes on her yet, but she’s definitely here,” I said quietly. “And on that note, I’m going dark.”

      “Roger that. Delta team is on standby tonight if you need anything,” he replied in his typical happy-to-help tone.

      “I’ll be in touch.” I yanked my earpiece out and tucked it in the inside pocket of my jacket. As much as I appreciated knowing I had a team of expertly trained agents ready to back me up, I preferred to work alone. Especially when the job was one covenless witch.

      Which wasn’t to say she was harmless. The veil, the barrier between our world and the next, was whisper-thin and loaded with power. And Megan had been pulling at those magical threads, calling on something she had no business playing with and doing gods only knew what with it.

      I pushed forward, following her sickly energy signature like a bloodhound. I’d never seen her in person, but I didn’t need to. Witches like her left a mark. Banished from her old coven for stealing power, she should have been cut off from the magic she craved.

      And yet, here she was. Stronger. More reckless. More dangerous.

      I opened myself up to the world around me, letting the ripples of magic chase across my skin like a caress.

      The ribbon was close. I could feel it in my blood, a subtle shift in the air like the world was coming alive on a primal level.

      New witches often spoke of the witching hour as though the human concept of time had any bearing on the supernatural world, but magic had no use for clocks.

      Light and dark mattered.

      The veil mattered.

      And the ribbon? It was an extension of the veil, feeding powerful magic from that dark realm into ours as it wove its way through the human world.

      Was that shift in power the reason Megan Navali had ventured from her hiding place?

      Could she sense it?

      She was on the move, her faint magical trail snaking through the thinning crowd toward the massive weeping willows separating the festival from the stretch of forest beyond. She’d made at least a coven’s worth of enemies already, I knew that, but they’d been content to reclaim what was theirs and banish her from their circle.

      Most wouldn’t have been so kind.

      Her deceit and subsequent failure should have sealed her fate, relegating her to the kind of low-level spellcasting most independent practitioners could do without the compounding power of a coven. A witch in her position shouldn’t have had enough juice to do what she was doing, but all the evidence my team had gathered pointed to her as the lone witch behind those damned summoning spells.

      Which opened up a whole host of questions. Where was her power coming from? Why was she gathering it? How powerful was she, really?

      We’d managed to track her through the effects of those dark spells and reports from our network, but Megan had remained just out of my grasp, until tonight.

      Awareness crawled across my skin, and I paused in the crowd. Someone was watching me, their heavy gaze like an invisible weight that settled across my shoulders and banded around my chest.

      I turned in a slow circle, taking in every face in the crowd and the barely-there flow of the hundreds of strands of magic around me as I searched for any shadows moving in between. Nothing in the Alius could touch me here. The creatures in that realm were trapped by the veil, but the predators that prowled the human realm? That was a different story.

      A pulse of energy pulled my attention to my left, and I traced Megan’s path forward, seeing all too easily where she was headed before turning to check my surroundings again.

      Another twinge of warning skittered down my arms, raising goosebumps despite the warmth of my canvas jacket. And yet, nothing in the crowd jumped out at me.

      Unclenching my hands from the fists they’d worked themselves into, I rolled my shoulders back and followed Megan’s dull glow through the thick curtains of willow boughs and into the shadows.

      Was she here to summon more dark magic?

      The thought had barely skipped through my mind when a small clearing came into view through the swaying strands of narrow leaves. It was the perfect place to harness the power of the natural world without being seen, if that was her plan. But my gut was telling me that wasn’t the case.

      As if in response to the unease pooling inside me, the pulse of the ribbon grew stronger, filling me in an unspeakable way. It had a way of gifting me with a sense of invincibility that had gotten me in trouble more than once. While I’d found a way to outlive the average human, albeit unintentionally, I was far from invincible.

      It had also been decades since I’d experienced the kind of anxiousness that was currently gnawing at me.

      I stepped through another thick tapestry of dangling branches, inhaling a bouquet of damp dirt and fresh air, to find the woman I was hunting. Her magic clung to her skin like a soft dew that infused the air around her. It was like seeing her through green-tinted sunglasses, but there was darkness there too. It turned the flowing, gossamer layers of her dress into a shroud and colored her hair a sickly shade of greenish brown.

      Megan Navali—the reckless, selfish witch—had gotten her hands on something truly powerful, and it was poisoning her soul.

      She was still several yards away with her back to me, swaying to the beat of some silent song as swirls of darkness surrounded her. They spun in lazy spirals up from the ground and around her legs, climbing her curves.

      The sight brought me to a halt with my hand up, holding a branch out of my face.

      The darkness slithering around Megan worked its way up her midsection, coiling up her chest as she spun in a slow circle with her face to the sky and her arms outstretched, as if welcoming the contact. When it spread around her neck, she let out a sensual sigh, completely lost in the moment.

      She was definitely pulling power from somewhere, but it wasn’t until I traced the darker threads of her magic that I saw another gentle trail leading from the festival straight to the black mist pulsing at her feet.

      Anger crawled up my spine and anchored itself at the base of my skull.

      She was drawing power from the crowd. Not only was it one of the least efficient ways to gather power, given how little regular humans had to spare, but the risk involved would have turned any reasonable witch away from the act.

      I narrowed my gaze, focusing on the energy surrounding her.

      How could she have grown strong enough to do what she was doing and still be so foolish?

      Stealing magic wasn’t just dangerous for the victim, who could be drained to the point of death by someone with enough power. It also stripped away the good within the thief, peeling back their humanity, leaving a void that would inevitably fill with darkness.

      I lowered the branch silently and turned to move around Megan to take her down from behind. There would be time for questions later, once I had her locked up safe and sound back at headquarters. But I only made it one crouching step when my entire body locked up. My legs became awkward pillars anchoring me to the ground. My arms were caught mid-movement.

      The moment it happened, I knew exactly who was behind it. My stomach sank. Dread flooded me. And something deep inside me twisted and stretched, like a monster coming awake after a long nap.

      No. Please, no.

      “Senna.” Emerson’s unforgettable timbre filled my mind, drowning out everything else.

      My heart stuttered violently. Tears pricked the corners of my eyes. I hadn’t heard his voice in ages. To hear him now, in my head, as if a hundred and thirty years hadn’t passed since I’d carved myself out of his life… it would have brought me to my knees if I wasn’t frozen in place by his damned magic.

      “Forgive me,” he whispered, and my world went black.
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      I eased my eyes open, holding my magic in a death grip as I tried to get a sense of my surroundings.

      I was inside. That much was clear from the rough plaster ceiling above me and the dim light glowing from somewhere off to my right. I’d been laid out on something hard, like a table or counter, but the air was warm enough that I was sweating in my jacket and cargo pants.

      It wasn’t a space I knew, and yet, a whisper of familiarity tickled my senses. Then I tried to roll my head and realized I couldn’t move. My last few moments in the forest came rushing back.

      As if on cue, an unnatural warmth rolled over me, making my limbs tingle like they’d been asleep. Sensation crept along my nerve endings, and dread trickled through my veins as I flexed my fingers and curled my toes. One by one, I tested my other joints, moving like a wooden puppet that had just been animated for the first time in its life.

      Emerson had used his magic on me many times before, but always in a consensual way, pulling my control and ravaging my body. I might have spent the last hundred and thirty years hating him, but for some reason, having him use his power on me like this made me sick to my stomach.

      Not to mention furious.

      I sat up and swung my legs around, swallowing hard against the acid burning up my throat.

      “For what it’s worth, I had hoped to do this differently,” he said from the shadows.

      I coughed out a bitter laugh, barely able to contain the whirlwind of emotions churning inside me. So many questions swirled in my mind. Why had he frozen me with his magic? Why would he interfere with my mission? Why did he knock me out and bring me to this place?

      But most importantly, how did he find me?

      “Why were you following that woman?” he asked. His tone was different now, more demanding.

      I shot him a narrow look and instantly regretted it. He looked exactly the same. That stubborn square jaw was as proud as ever. His lips still carried those painfully familiar curves, despite his scowl. And somehow, he still managed to take up all the space in the room.

      And what was my traitorous body’s reaction to seeing him? My heart was tripping over itself, unable to find a predictable rhythm. Ice and fire warred in my veins. And my head throbbed with a toxic cocktail of anger, fear, adrenaline, and something I refused to acknowledge.

      I pulled in a deep breath to steady myself a little and found my voice. “Is that really how you want to start our first conversation in over a century? With an interrogation?” When I moved to get off the counter, pain ricocheted through my limbs, but they didn’t move an inch.

      “No,” Emerson said, stepping closer. “But I will if I need to.”

      His strong brow was drawn down, and that unruly dark hair I used to love tangling my fingers in was swept back from his face, like he’d just shoved a hand through it. There was no one in the world I should have hated more, but that didn’t stop my mouth from watering at the sight of him.

      The pain in my joints eased a little. There was no point in trying to fight him. His magic was as familiar to me as my own. So too was the way his ethereal touch feathered gently across my cheek.

      He was the worst kind of trouble. The kind that left me twisted up inside long after I’d fled from him. Yet, even now, after a lifetime apart, my body ached with the memories of how he’d made me feel and the things I’d let him do to me… things I’d begged him to do.

      What was wrong with me?

      How the hell could he still make my mind spin and my body ache?

      “Let me go.” I ground the words out despite the need pulsing between my thighs.

      His smirk told me he knew the effect he was having on me, but there was something else lingering in his expression. “I can’t do that.”

      “It wasn’t a request.”

      “Senna.” My name rolled off his lips in a lover’s whisper, and I closed my eyes.

      His voice was a warm blade slowly dragging against old scars, slicing open wounds that had refused to heal cleanly. It was too much. I couldn’t bear to hear him and see him look at me that way. Not when leaving him had cost me so much.

      “Let me go, Emerson. This has nothing to do with you.” Thank the gods I still sounded like I had a backbone, because I sure as shit didn’t feel like it.

      His energy pulsed around me, closer, until the heat of his body pulsed inches from mine. Except when I dared to open my eyes, he was still a few paces away. “I’m not letting you go.” His gaze raked down my body. “Not yet, anyway.”

      “Why not?” I glared at him, hating my traitorous pulse for fluttering when he looked at me like that.

      “Tell me why you were following that woman first.”

      Oh, for fuck’s sake. “She’s been summoning dark magic.”

      “I’m aware,” he said, keeping his voice low in a way that heated every inch of me.

      “Do you know how much damage a witch can do if she’s caught in the throes of darkness?” She could become unpredictable. Destructive. Deadly to anyone in her path.

      “I do.”

      Right. Of course he did. Because he’d been around long enough to see it all.

      “Then why would you interfere?” I hissed.

      Emerson let out a heavy breath and crossed his arms over his broad chest, the soft fabric of his dark gray t-shirt straining against his biceps. “It doesn’t matter. All that matters is that you’re here. Safe.”

      Oh, that was so far from the truth that I had to swallow down the bark of laughter that threatened to escape. He could hurt me in so many ways, good and bad, but nothing compared to his betrayal. That had nearly killed me.

      “What was that?” He stepped forward, his eyes like a hawk’s as he released just a little of his magical hold on me. “What are you thinking right now?” Another step.

      “Stop. Right there.” Dread and excitement were doing a little dance in my belly. “If you come any closer, I swear to all the gods, Emerson…”

      He didn’t listen. He took another step, then another, moving like a predator until his hips brushed my knees. He smelled just like he used to, like trouble and heartbreak wrapped up in a smoky musk that made me yearn for a past that was as dead as I was supposed to be.

      Goddammit.

      My pulse tripped when he slid my knees apart and leaned in close, his breath ghosting over the shell of my ear. Seconds ticked by before his whispered words cut like an accusation. “You left me.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut. I couldn’t do this. Not with him.

      He gripped my chin hard. “Look at me, Senna.”

      I did as he said, pinning him with a glare that even a being born in shadow should have been able to read. My blood heated. My heart beat a deafening pulse in my ears. “Let. Me. Go.”

      His lips crashed against mine in the next instant, his fingertips digging into my jaw, holding me captive to his kiss. My instincts told me to fight him off—demanded a fight—but my body refused to listen.

      It wasn’t his magic or some supernatural power that was holding me in place any longer. It was just him. Emerson Bradach.

      I never had a chance when it came to him.

      My hands groped blindly at his chest, fisting and yanking at his shirt as I tried to pull him closer.

      He was the most dangerous kind of addictive.

      His teeth nipped at my bottom lip before he pulled back, leaving me leaning into the inch of empty space between us. “Why did you let me believe you were dead?”

      The words ripped me back to reality. I was supposed to be dead, at least to him. Which dragged me right back to the most pressing question of all: how the hell did he find me?

      I shoved him, hard, but the step he took back was entirely his own choice. I hadn’t put any of my magic behind that shove.

      “Why did you sabotage my mission?” I asked. He could say it didn’t matter, but it did. There had to be a reason he was there.

      His eyes narrowed. “Who ordered the mission?”

      A question for a question. I hated this game, but I could play it just as well as he could. Drawing in a breath that did precisely nothing to steady me, I hopped off the counter and pulled myself up to my full height. “Do you really expect me to believe you don’t already know?”

      He’d found me, despite the fortune I’d put into staying hidden. It wasn’t like he’d accidentally stumbled into my path on some random Wednesday. No, he’d clearly been hunting me, but if he didn’t know who I worked for, I wouldn’t be the one to tell him.

      Emerson ground his teeth, his jaw flexing with the movement. “I was really hoping it wasn’t true.”

      “What, that I’m still alive?” I snapped.

      He flinched. At least, I was pretty sure he did. The expression was only there for a fraction of a second before it was buried beneath his scowl. “Lexa,” he bit out.

      So, he did know. It wasn’t really a surprise, but it still grated.

      Lexa—short for The Lexa Loroud Agency—was a shadow organization tasked with taking down rogue paranormals. To most of the supernatural community, it was just a rumor, and we went to great lengths to make sure it stayed that way. Of course, there were people who knew the truth, or who had seen enough to believe the rumor. Most of them knew enough to keep their mouths shut, but clearly not all.

      “Who I do or don’t work for is none of your business,” I said, giving my head a little shake.

      The muscles in his neck were pulled tight. “Yes, it is.” He closed the short distance between us, his heat soaking into my skin as his big hands wrapped around my arms and pinned me in place. He dipped his head to meet my eye. “Lexa is dangerous, Senna.”

      No shit. It was built to be dangerous.

      “This is the last time I’m going to say it, Emerson. Let me go,” I ordered, but he only stared in response, his deep blue eyes boring into me like he was searching for something.

      My magic was right there beneath my skin, a steady hum of energy that was silently daring him to push me too far. I let a trickle of it break loose. Just enough to send a message.

      His brow knitted. He moved slowly, releasing my arms while staring at me like he had no idea who I was. “What happened to you?” he asked, his voice barely above a whisper.

      As if he didn’t know.

      “You.” I gave into the urge to shove him again, but he didn’t budge. “You happened to me.”

      “You left me, Senna.” He shook his head on a humorless chuckle. “You faked your death. Why?”

      Rolling my shoulders back, I braced for the fight we should have had a hundred and thirty years earlier. “Because I knew what you were planning. I saw you that night.” I shoved him again, putting some of my magic behind it this time, if only so I could escape to the middle of the room rather than letting him box me in with the counter at my back.

      He stumbled back, and I slipped past him. “Saw me what?”

      I spun, and even though the last thing I wanted was to relive that moment, I threw his own words back at him. “She’s nothing. Just a pretty little plaything.” Saying the words aloud was like tearing open an old wound. Everything in me wanted to shove him again, to drive him back and inflict some measure of pain. But I knew if I put my hands on him again, I might not be able to drag myself away. “I’ll take care of her.”

      He blinked once, twice, and jerked back as if I’d slapped him. “The night of the fire?” Surprise shifted to anger and his blue eyes became an ocean of warning. “You followed me?”

      “Jesus, Emerson. That’s what you care about? Yeah, I followed you.”

      And he would never know how much I regretted it.

      So many times, I’d wondered what would have happened if I hadn’t witnessed that betrayal. What if I hadn’t heard Theloneus, his closest friend, telling him it was time to either bring me into the fold or take me out before the others stepped in? And when Theloneus questioned why he was hesitating, what if I hadn’t heard those cruel, dismissive words?

      She’s nothing. Just a pretty little plaything. I’ll take care of her.

      Would I have been allowed to live in my blissful ignorance for a few more days? Maybe weeks? Until he eventually did as the Brethren commanded.

      He backed up and sank down on one of the worn wooden dining chairs, shaking his head. “Everyone thought you were dead.”

      “That was the point. You told me what happened to the witches that got tangled up with the Brethren. Whether it was you or them, I was dead either way.”

      Emerson was an original demon, one of eleven primordials who were dragged through the veil into the human realm thousands of years ago by an unknown force. It should have been impossible. The Alius was like an anchor, and the veil’s energy was a near-impenetrable barrier, keeping all demons trapped in their realm for eternity.

      At least, that was how it was supposed to work. According to books. In reality, no one really knew for sure.

      As ruthless immortal creatures with millennia of experience in the human world, Emerson and the rest of the Brethren could carve swaths of death and destruction through our world, and for a time, they did. But somewhere along the line, they’d shifted from being predators to protectors. Sort of.

      Instead of hunting fragile humans for sport, they started taking out other powerful beings who sought to destroy or control us.

      They were almost the good guys in that way, but however noble their intentions, they didn’t change the fact that every witch that had ever worked with them had met a tragic end. Either the Brethren pushed them too hard, didn’t protect them when they needed it, or they took them out themselves when the witch’s power grew beyond a certain point.

      Emerson leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees as he looked up at me. His hands—always so strong and capable—flexed in and out of fists. “I would get these little glimpses of you.” He tapped the side of his head. “For years afterward.” He paused, drawing out the silence as he searched my gaze. “I thought I was losing my mind.”

      I let out a tired huff. “Unfinished business has a way of eating at a person.”

      Emerson pushed up off the chair and moved closer, displacing every ounce of oxygen between us. He opened his mouth to respond but snapped it shut again, his nostrils flaring. His hand drifted up. When he cupped my cheek, I flinched. Every muscle in my body tensed, screaming at me to pull away. But I didn’t.

      His eyes narrowed, staring intently at my mouth as his thumb traced my bottom lip.

      Half of me wanted to punch him, but the other idiot half wanted to lean into him.

      Why wasn’t I fighting him off? Why the hell was I letting him touch me?

      I knew better than to let him get so close to me. My need for him had always been a force of its own, but apparently knowing that still wasn’t enough to stop me from leaning into his hot palm and closing my eyes against the tears threatening to fall.

      I hadn’t let myself cry for him back then, at least not at first. I’d been too shocked for tears. And afraid. Until it all morphed into a fury that I let run so hot for so long that it hollowed me out inside.

      For a long time afterward, I felt nothing.

      No light or dark. No sadness or joy. I existed. Barely.

      Then, in a reckless moment of desperation, my whole world changed. And when I found my feet, the anger came roaring back, right along with the heartache and a grief so profound it left me speechless some days.

      I’d embraced it all then, using the power of those emotions to build my dying heart back up into something stronger. I’d made myself impenetrable in the years since, never letting anyone in. Not until I found a greater purpose with Lexa.

      Now though, a tiny fissure was forming in the dam I’d built around my heart. If I wasn’t careful, there would be nothing I could do to stop it from bleeding out.

      “Senna.” Emerson’s deep voice cracked on my name as his strong arms closed around me, pulling me into his chest.

      I tried to shove him away—I wanted to—but the homesickness and longing that tore through me almost broke me all over again.
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      The universe was a cruel mistress for throwing Emerson in my path again. All the pain and anguish—not to mention self-loathing—I’d gone through after leaving him bubbled to the surface.

      I twisted out of his arms. “I am not doing this with you.”

      Silence stretched for several seconds before he responded. “You cannot go after the Navali witch.” His voice was firm, absolute. “She is too powerful.”

      I stared hard at his worn front door just a few yards away, focusing on the aged wood as I gathered my power around me like a shield. Not that it was any good against him. Strong as I’d become, that shield was utterly useless against heartache.

      “Don’t pretend like you’re worried about me now,” I finally said. “Besides, I can handle one witch.”

      “Not by yourself. She’s slipped through our grasp twice already, and she did some damage along the way.”

      That little revelation had me turning around. Megan Navali might have become stronger than I’d anticipated, but to escape the Brethren more than once? That was a rarity.

      “She was cut off from her coven weeks ago, stripped back to her base magic. Where is she getting her power?” It wasn’t from normal humans like back at the festival. Even if she pulled power from crowds like that every night, it wouldn’t be nearly enough to make up the difference.

      “She found a new circle.”

      “When?” I took a step toward him before I realized what I was doing and hauled myself to a stop.

      “Two weeks ago. She found a group willing to take her in, claiming to be on the run from an abusive coven. Within three days she’d stolen their power and killed them all.”

      Killed? “How have I not heard about this?”

      I’d taken the case as my own because witches who stole power from other magical beings for their own selfish gain were the lowest of the low in my book, and not just because it was morally corrupt. It was also incredibly dangerous for the victim. A person’s innate magic was tied to their lifeforce the way blood was tied to a body. There was only so much of it and losing too much could be fatal.

      Taking down someone like Megan Navali was one of those things I would never hand off to one of my teams. Even if she was just a mid-level witch when she went all villainous, my people out in the field were all magical in some way. I would not risk putting them in the line of fire.

      “We buried the attack on the coven,” Emerson said coolly.

      I blinked in disbelief. “Why?” Then a thought filtered through my mind that left a bad taste in my mouth. “Are you protecting her?”

      Did the Brethren want to bring her into the fold like they’d wanted to bring me in all those years ago?

      “We did it to keep the peace. If news of an attack like that got out, it would send a wave of panic through the magical community.”

      “Then why the hell did you get in my way?” I snapped.

      “Because I was protecting you.”

      A bitter laugh slipped through my lips. Did he really expect me to buy that lie? “I’m not the girl you met a few lifetimes ago. I can hunt down one witch.”

      His chiseled chin lifted at the challenge in my voice. “One witch who now holds the power of an entire coven.”

      That changed the equation, but it still didn’t mean I needed anyone to protect me. I’d spent my time with Emerson learning and growing as a witch in my own right, but I was just a healer back then. I’d become so much more over the last hundred and thirty years.

      “What are you even doing out on a mission by yourself?” He eyed me with a hint of suspicion burning in his blue eyes. “If you’re involved with Lexa, shouldn’t you have a team of agents backing you up?”

      “I work alone,” I fired back, glancing over my shoulder at the door. It was only partially a lie. With my power, I rarely needed anyone on the ground with me, but I still depended on my team back at headquarters.

      He let out a low, condescending chuckle. “Nice try. We’ve done our research on Lexa. Agents never go out in the field alone.”

      I arched a brow as though he’d just made my point for me. I wasn’t just an agent. I didn’t just work there. Lexa was mine, built from the ground up with my own blood, sweat, and tears.

      Understanding slowly dawned on his face, hardening his features, turning him from the cocky and confident demon I knew all too well into a focused hunter. “The director?”

      I didn’t answer. Didn’t move an inch. It was as much of a confirmation as I was going to give him.

      “Tell me you’re not, Senna.” He ground his teeth so hard a muscle in his jaw ticked. “The director of Lexa has been on our capture or kill list for years.”

      Wait, what?

      I knew I’d made a name with my covert organization, taking out the worst of the worst. And yeah, sometimes, there was collateral damage. That was the way it worked when dealing with the demented, power hungry, soulless monsters we faced off against. Sometimes, you just couldn’t get all the civilians out of the way fast enough.

      But a kill order from the Brethren? That was next level.

      “Why would you have a kill order on the director? Aren’t Lexa and the Brethren on the same side, essentially?”

      He released a heavy breath. “You don’t know.”

      His broad shoulders rolled back like he was releasing a physical weight, and for a second, I was transfixed by the slide of toned muscles beneath his shirt.

      “Which means you can’t be the director,” he added. “That’s something, I guess.”

      I gave my idiot head a little shake to break the spell he was unintentionally casting on me. “What don’t I know?”

      “That your precious director drove Theloneus back through the veil.”

      “What?” Theloneus wasn’t just one of the Brethren. He was one of the most powerful of the bunch, right beside Emerson. I shook my head again. “You’re wrong.”

      Emerson leaned back against the counter. “We have it on good authority.”

      “Whose?” If someone was spreading lies about me and my organization, I needed to know.

      “Phineas. He saw it firsthand, barely got away. He was pretty torn up when we found him. Didn’t even have the strength to transport himself back to the compound.”

      I’d met the demon he mentioned a couple of times when I was training with Emerson, and even way back then, when I could barely sense another being’s magic, his energy had a slimy feel to it.

      “Just so we’re clear,” I said, holding up a hand. “Phineas said the director of Lexa attacked him and Theloneus at the same time, managed to send one primordial demon back through the veil and seriously wound another, and then this person, what, just walked away?”

      Emerson went back to his narrowed assessment. “Yes. Which is just one of the many reasons you shouldn’t be working with them.”

      I let out a sigh that started in my bones. “Someone’s lying to you. I get that Lexa’s tactics might not be palatable to some, but our mission is to take out the biggest threats. I can tell you, without a doubt, the Brethren isn’t on that list. Yet.” With that, I turned and headed for the door.

      He made it across the room and caught me by the arm before my hand ever touched the knob. “Wait.”

      I bristled at the command in that one word, as if he had any right to give me orders. “Get your hand off me, Emerson.”

      I wasn’t about to turn around and face him when all I wanted was to escape. Freedom from his overpowering presence, his scent, the maddening brush of his energy over mine… it was just on the other side of that door.

      “We’re not done talking.” When his power pulsed into my arm, I pushed back, releasing a current of raw energy that radiated out from that point of contact. He ripped his hand away like he’d been shocked. “What the⁠—”

      I grabbed the door, yanked it open, and stalked out into the night.

      “What the hell was that?” he yelled, but it didn’t sound like he was following me.

      I owed a thank you to the gods for that little kindness.

      With my heart twisting in my chest and my thoughts screaming in my head, it took me a few minutes to get my bearings. He’d frozen me with his magic, knocked me out cold, and transported me halfway across town to get me away from Megan.

      What was he playing at?

      Hell if I knew, but I wasn’t about to go back and ask.

      When I rounded the corner, I broke into a run. His scent lingered on my clothes. His energy tingled across my skin. And I needed to get as far away from all of it as I could.
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      I ran along the sidewalks and through alleys until my lungs burned and my legs ached, but it did nothing to rid me of Emerson’s presence surrounding me. No matter how much some damaged part of me still wanted him in my life—damaged and fatally stupid, apparently—nothing between us had changed.

      I’d already fooled myself into believing I could read him once. That wasn’t a mistake I would make again.

      I slowed to a walk, sucking in stinging breaths but still not ready to stop moving. The swell of the ribbon was waning, swirling and curling out of my part of the world and into the next.

      It would be back. Maybe not tomorrow, but soon. It never stayed away for long. In the meantime, I had work to do. Starting with questioning my team on how we’d managed to miss Megan’s latest acquisition of power. If I could find out more about the coven she’d murdered, maybe then I could figure out her endgame.

      I stopped for a second, pulling my earpiece from my jacket pocket and slipping it into my ear. When I tapped the button, it crackled to life. “Dennis, you there?”

      “At your service, boss. How’d it go? Is the Wicked Witch of⁠—”

      “We missed something,” I said, cutting him off. I had too much on my mind, and I definitely wasn’t in the mood for a cheery exchange with my comms operator. “I’m on my way in. Round up Nguyen and Shayla. I need you all in the conference room when I get there.”

      “Shit. You okay? Do I need to send⁠—”

      “I’m fine.” Angry and confused, but still breathing. In my book, that counted as fine.

      There was silence on the other end of the line for a few beats. “What do you need?”

      “Just get the others. I’ll be there shortly.” I disconnected and checked up and down the quiet street.

      This wasn’t a part of the city where taxis were a frequent sight at night, but there were certain perks that came with living in the modern age with a fortune at my disposal. I pulled out my phone, honestly a little shocked that Emerson hadn’t taken it, and pulled up the exclusive black label ride-hailing app. In five minutes, I was sinking into the plush leather seat of a late-model Audi with windows tinted as dark as night and a driver who knew the rules.

      He was clean cut, dressed in a dark business suit, and he didn’t bother with the typical chatter that so many rideshare drivers were prone to. That was part of the service with the black label business. No muss, no fuss, and no questions.

      I had him drop me four blocks from the historic hotel I’d remodeled into Lexa’s headquarters. Standard practice was to park in the structure down the block from the hotel and take the secure underground tunnel straight to headquarters. Now that Emerson knew I was alive and well, I took a more circuitous route, just to be safe.

      The hotel was a genuine business. High end, complete with luxury suites, three rooftop pools situated at different levels, a top-notch staff, and a healthy bottom line. Because of the clientele we attracted, it didn’t raise any eyebrows that our security was better than what you’d find in some banks. Which made it the perfect cover for the covert supernatural organization located beneath it.

      I stood in front of the private entrance—a beat-up, rust-spotted steel door tucked away in a blind alley—and glared up at the security camera until a small green light flickered next to the lens. A half-second later, the lock clicked, and I went in.

      There was a comm system with voice recognition tied to the camera, but Mimi, the AI running the facial recognition, rarely needed that added layer of security. The exception was when agents came limping in with gashes and rapidly swelling bruises that marred their features, not to mention a broken nose or jaw. Those made things a little tougher for her.

      Dennis and the others were waiting for me when I stalked into the well-lit conference room. I gave them a perfunctory nod and shucked my jacket, draping it over the back of the nearest empty chair.

      “You look like you’ve had a shit night,” Nguyen said, looking a little worse for wear himself.

      My second-in-command was built like a mountain, as was the case with most bear shifters, but he was big even amongst that small circle. With his dark eyes and a brutish jaw, he wore intimidation like a second skin.

      “You could say that,” I offered. “Did you get any sleep?”

      He waved me off, so I politely ignored the dark circles under his normally sharp brown eyes and the fact that his oversized black coffee mug—emblazoned with the words “Have a nice day” in bold white letters on the side and an image of a hand with just the middle finger raised on the bottom—was already almost empty. Everyone knew he was in a mood when he pulled out that mug.

      I glanced over at Shayla, his polar opposite, who was buzzing like she was on a three-day meth bender. “You okay, Shay?”

      She nodded quickly, her dark blonde ponytail bobbing as she paced in front of the smartboard. “I’ve been testing a new batch of stimulants. This one seems promising.”

      Sure, if you ignored the fact that she was talking so fast I could barely understand her. I bet if I looked closely at her pupils, they would be little more than pinpricks. “Take a breath, Shay. And maybe try to slow down a bit.”

      Another rapid bob of her head. “I might need to tweak the dosage.”

      No shit. I pressed my lips into a flat line to keep from saying what I was thinking aloud. Shay was a unique creature. Human, at least as far as most people could tell, but her magical aura had a fine opalescent shimmer unlike anything I’d ever seen. And she was able to heal more quickly than anyone I’d ever met, including me.

      That last part was the only reason I wasn’t concerned with her testing her concoctions on herself.

      Okay, I wasn’t too concerned about it. We might not share DNA, but she became family the moment she walked into my life five years earlier. I couldn’t help worrying.

      I could have put a stop to her experiments, but we reached an agreement about a year earlier. As long as she was careful and only tested her concoctions inside Lexa, where our med team could jump in if anything went wrong, I would stay out of the way as much as I could.

      It was paying off, because she’d already come up with a couple of elixirs that had helped the teams immensely.

      “I ran into a problem with the Navali case,” I said, dropping into the black, high-backed leather chair and swiveling to kick my boots up on the table.

      Dennis left an empty chair between us along the curved oak conference table as he took a seat. He was only a couple of years older than Shay, a little under six feet tall, and the kind of lanky I’d come to associate with heavy gamers. “Mimi, show me everything we have on Megan Navali,” he said, projecting his voice.

      The smartboard lit up, displaying a series of files as quick as lightning. I’d scoffed at the price of the initial investment for what had seemed like a glorified whiteboard, but that damned thing was worth its weight in gold. Or, you know, whatever was worth more than gold these days.

      Maybe Instantanium? Was that a thing?

      “You said we missed something?” Dennis asked.

      “This is everything we were able to find on her up until yesterday,” Nguyen said. With that, he downed the last of his coffee and got up to pour himself another cup.

      “I was under the impression she’s been covenless since the last circle booted her a couple of months ago,” I said, looking back at the board.

      “That’s what the intel says.” Shayla stopped pacing long enough to study the screen. “But judging by your tone, the intel is wrong.”

      “Or incomplete. I was informed tonight that she found a new coven, stripped their power, and murdered the entire circle about two weeks ago.”

      “Holy shit,” Dennis whispered.

      “And she just gave this information up?” Shayla asked.

      I hesitated. They needed to know the truth about what happened, but I was still trying to reconcile things in my head. The three of them knew about Emerson because our intelligence team was supposed to be keeping tabs on him. None of them knew our whole sordid history, but there was enough information in the files that they would know what happened tonight was a big deal.

      “I ran into Emerson Bradach,” I finally admitted.

      They all stared at me like I had a horn growing out of my head.

      “The Emerson?” Dennis asked.

      Shayla inched closer, studying me with a hint of concern coloring her hazel eyes.

      “The one and only.” I shook my head, still not fully believing it myself, then filled them in on the pertinent details of my failed mission. By the end of it, Shayla had two dozen windows open on the smartboard, researching the dead coven while Dennis and Nguyen worked on their laptops.
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