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			Chapter One

			The air inside No Man’s Land was thick with the scent of blood and sex. Its tang coated my tongue, making my mouth water. Just another Wednesday in Cambria, the “ruined city”, as the humans called it. Well, not all humans.

			I gathered my long, mahogany hair and twisted it into a messy bun on top of my head before I slid a rack of chemically enhanced shots across the bar to a female were—chemically enhanced because to the wolves, shadow walkers, and magi, regular liquor was like water . . . it just made you piss more.

			She pulled her lip up in a painfully forced smile. “Thanks, witch.”

			Un-be-lievable! The weres were always testier on a full moon. Yeah, they were called by it, but it wasn’t like they’d sprout fur or anything. It was more the soul of the wolf than the wolf itself. Still, to any magi, that was a low blow on the best of days. Witch? Like I was some broomstick-carrying, pointy-hatted caricature. I rolled up my mental sleeves. Tit for tat. “You’re most welcome, dog.”

			Her eyes flashed and she snatched up the drinks. Every muscle along her jaw flicked while she clenched it and turned away, just as someone tapped my arm.

			I slapped them away. “No touchy.” Because that was a get-yourself-shanked kinda move.

			“Not even me?” a familiar voice asked.

			A weak smile tugged at the corner of my mouth as I turned to Mason Beckett, the man who’d once held what little fragments  remained of my heart. We were still a thing, but for me, that thing had faded, because I wasn’t the innocent, guileless fool I’d been back when we’d first hooked up three years ago. And I never would be again.

			He occupied a stool across the golden marble countertop from me, a single short-stem red rose in hand. His copper eyes met mine as he adjusted his black-rimmed glasses, placed the flower down, and slid it my way.

			My chest tightened as I tucked it behind the counter, then cleared my throat and deflected. “You’re here early.”

			Mason pushed his disheveled blond hair behind an ear, exposing the sharp lines of his face. “Just wanted to keep my baby company.”

			I eyed the packed and obnoxiously loud tables at the room’s center, then the booths that hemmed the periphery. Wanted to keep tabs on me, more like. I gathered the empty glasses in my vicinity as someone to my left called for a round of shots.

			“Careful, Briar,” human bestie, owner of the joint, and Overall Bad Bitch, Lisa Xing taunted me, “he’ll give the heathens around here indecent ideas.” Her sleek midnight ponytail swayed as she tapped my ass and grinned.

			“Oh.” I shimmied my shoulders and gave her a wink. “You know how I like it.”

			Several patrons whooped.

			“You look beautiful tonight,” Mason told me.

			“Thanks.” A blush crept up my cheeks while Lisa popped the top on a bottle. I batted my lashes at her.

			“Your eye’s twitching.” She grimaced.

			“This is my swoon face,” I scoffed. “I’m swooning!”

			“Ah, yes.” She turned her angular umber gaze on me. “You’re not my type, chickie.”

			“I’m exactly your type,” I said, mock-incredulously.

			She waved a dismissive hand. “Fight it out with Rosa.”

			Lis and her also-human girlfriend lived in Ithica, safely outside our relinquished city. After a too-thirsty shadow walker went on a feeding spree, and drank a not-insignificant number  of humans dry, the human cops went digging and instituted the DNA checks that ultimately outed our “subspecies”. The Ithican government panicked, threatened prison time and extermination before realizing their kind’s existence was really a kindness on our behalf. Some genius on their side suggested erecting a wall around us, but that idea was squashed after the Pack’s standing Alpha removed the man’s head from his body as a lesson that cornered animals tend to bite. So, Cambria became the solution. Save where the Talisian Sea bordered the weres’ territory in the south, the Cortez Mountain range circled the city like a natural barrier, cutting us off from Ithica—the human world. They gave us the city, and we feebly promised to behave.

			Since then, we’d stayed on our side, and our two societies had formed a begrudging truce. The humans might’ve outnumbered preternaturals five to one, but they still didn’t stand a lick of a chance against us. Hence the big-ass weapons they’d developed and then pinky sworn weren’t aimed straight at our heads.

			Mason checked his wood-finished watch and leaned closer. And closer. And closer. “Didn’t your shift end ten minutes ago?”

			I fought my grimace. “Lis needs me a bit longer.”

			He pouted. “I made dinner reservations.”

			“I can’t just leave,” I said, keeping my voice gentle. I probably could’ve. Lisa hadn’t told me to hang back. We were busy, but not swamped.

			His mouth thinned into a hard line. “You don’t owe her anything, Briar.”

			No, I owed her everything. Lisa and I just . . . got each other. We had since the moment I’d strolled in, sopping wet and begging for a job four years ago. We were outliers in our own worlds, me because of my mother’s reputation, and her because she mingled with the likes of us. She’d given my desperate ass a chance, and I’d loved her like a pain in said ass ever since.

			Even still—goddammit! I was stalling because the idea of ending things with Mason made me sick. Regardless of whether our time was up, he had been good to me. I swallowed hard. He deserved better than my cowardice.

			
			“Hey!”

			My head snapped to the side to glare at my fellow magi, Jared.

			He thumped the bar with the flat of his hand. “I got an emergency here.”

			I fought not to roll my eyes. His life was an emergency. “Take a seat. I’ll be there in a sec.” I whipped my cloth onto my shoulder, sashayed around the bar and set a hand on Mason’s forearm. “Let me finish Jared’s reading then we can leave.”

			His heavy exhale pushed through his nostrils. “Sure.”

			My brow furrowed low at him.

			A deafening rumble shook the building, rattling the bottles and windowpanes as a train clacked by on the nearby tracks. One of the Ithican transports that carried the humans who “braved us” when crossing the checkpoints. I scurried to the table where Jared sat as the obnoxiously loud locomotive faded into the distance.

			“Good evening,” I said, setting myself down across from him. “What do you need to know this time?”

			He squirmed in his seat, his minty breath hitting me like a wintry wall, “Did she find it?”

			“Sit still. I can’t see anything when you’re twitchy.” I set my forearms against the edge of the table and linked my hands. “Now, did who find what?”

			His coal-black eyes darted around us, and he lowered his voice. “Did my wife find the condom?”

			“Iron Hells. Not again.” The sigh I let loose was soul deep. Impressive Illusionist or not, the fact that he hadn’t been stripped of his obsidian and thrown from the Coven already was beyond me. They’d done it to my mother . . . I’d like to say for less, but the truth hurt.

			“Well, did Piper find it or not?” he grunted, smacking his chewing gum at a breakneck pace.

			“Don’t give me flack. It’s not my fault you can’t keep it in your pants.” Or that he was stupid enough to bring his trysts home. Idiot or not, I probably should’ve backed off considering he’d slowly become one of my regulars. And while morally reprehensible, his money was as good as the next guy’s. And I needed the money.

			
			I spun the wide, titanium band of the obsidian ring on my index finger until it faced up then gently clasped it. The heat of its energy rippled through me, channeling from my heart where my power simmered like a flame. 

			My eyes fell unfocused and tracked over him. Instead of the swaying blue sheen a fellow magi’s aura should be, his was muted, dulled from the psychotropic vamp-venom pill in his system. V was the worst kind of drug: dangerously addictive and outlawed for a good goddamn reason. Its high had a lethargic effect, its poison accumulating in the bloodstream with prolonged use. The bonds growing stronger. More impossible to break. Deadly.

			My gut twisted. It was like looking in a mirror. Well, not a mirror exactly, I wasn’t as deep down the rabbit hole as him, but the magi-spelled Tonic I drank to weaken my emotions meant I’d already stepped firmly onto that path. “When did it happen?”

			The bristly stubble of his facial hair made a cht-cht sound as he aggressively scratched it. “’Bout four hours ago.”

			I checked my watch. 11:00pm. Trailing the north-western edge of his aura, I homed in on the sunset marker for seven o’clock and pushed my focus toward it, seeking all his points of contact for that period.

			“What do you see?” he asked.

			I was struck by the scent of vanilla before the faint outline of his hand tearing a foil wrapper probed my sight. I fought to suppress a shudder when the condom was slipped onto his very ready shaft. “A big-ass bill in your future,” I grumbled. When I refocused, the visible portions of his silhouette gripped a woman’s bare ass, and he pushed inside. His need hit me, not the physical but the emotional. It was a desperation, a careless demand for some part of him he felt was missing. And it was the part of readings I hated most. 

			Where did my life go wrong? No, wait . . . I knew the answer to that. I could pinpoint the exact agonizing second and the wolfish, silver topaz eyes of the man responsible for it.

			Kane.

			
			I traced the tiny, heart-shaped tattoo that painted the porcel­ain skin on the inside of my right wrist, an eternal reminder of my stupidity. My weakness. I’d eventually found my salvation in Mason. In his presence, his persistence, and his overall give-a-shit manner. But then I’d grown strong. Pulled the relevant parts of myself together. Guilt swarmed me again because it didn’t change what needed to be done.

			Shifting further down Jared’s timeline, I caught the grand finale of his sexcapade when he groaned and bucked like a wild horse—lucky me. He spoke with the woman for a minute, then pulled out and started dressing.

			“You told her you love her?” I balked.

			His thick, reddish-brown brows arced high when they shot up. “Fuck me, you can hear stuff too?”

			“Dude!” I scrubbed my eyes as if I could banish the images, but those sneaky bastards had dug their hooks deep. “Do you listen to a word I say? It’s anything that touches your aura. An-y-thing. That includes what you feel, and see, and smell, and hear.” I released my ring. “Ugh. I can’t believe you made me watch that.”

			“Yeah, yeah. You’re welcome. So, what’d you find?”

			“You left it on the nightstand.”

			Jared shoved his seat back and jerked to his feet. “Shit!”

			“Hey, lover boy. You’re forgetting something,” I said as I stuck my palm out. Like the Iron Hells I’d suffer that without compensation.

			He cursed again, pulled out his wallet, tossed his payment at me, then headed toward the bathrooms.

			A group of magi in the far corner cackled at something one of their cohort said. Their scrub uniforms bore the Re-
­covery Center logo—an orange cross over a white background. Each end represented a group: magi, shadow walkers, wolves, and humans. “Unity for a common cause,” they claimed. Healthcare that offered preternatural treatments and cures for anything that plagued you—as long as you were ultra-rich and human.

			
			My throat tightened. It might’ve been elitist as shit, but the RC had the best paying jobs in Cambria. It could’ve been me. Was supposed to be me, before my life imploded.

			One of their group scowled in my direction. I pursed my lips, then set my hands on the table to stand.

			“Excuse me,” a caramel-haired woman called. Unfamiliar. Human. “You—you’re Briar Stone?”

			It wasn’t often someone in No Man’s Land used my last name, a gift from my long-dead father. One of my only remnants, seeing as Mom had tossed every trace of him and moved on. My memories were muted, but he was still there.

			My gaze flicked to Mason whose eyes were on me. I held up a finger and mouthed, “One sec,” before I returned my attention to the woman and gave her a sharp nod. “That’s me.”

			“I’m Olive. I was, uh, told you offer readings?”

			“Where’d you hear that?”

			“My husband.” Olive glanced around as she twisted the leather strap of the designer purse on her shoulder. “He’s a shadow walker.”

			A human and a bloodsucker. A rare pairing if ever there was one. Not unheard of, but rare. I gestured to the chair Jared had occupied for her to take a seat. She set herself down gingerly.

			“What are you hoping to learn?” I asked.

			She looked away and her voice lowered. “I want him to turn me, but some stuff’s been . . . happening. I think . . . I think he might be compelling me to forget things.”

			I cringed and peered toward the ceiling’s wooden beams to give me strength because the agony in her words struck deep. While all of us beasties were a result of evolution and genetic anomalies, only shadow walkers couldn’t procreate. They were made from humans. Humans like Olive who’d made things official. I took a steadying breath and found her again. “What makes you think that?”

			“He’s acting weird. When I ask him about it, he just changes the subject.” Her pretty ice-toned eyes pinched at the corners  and a sheen of tears brimmed at their surface. She cleared her throat. “I think he might be having an affair.”

			And he’d sent her my way? He was either innocent or a complete moron who wanted to get caught. Oof! Rules among paranormals were clear: outsiders could stay or work in the human-friendly sector of the neutral grounds, but the only ones permitted to live in Cambria, to know the complete inner workings of our world, were spouses. Our territories were our homes. Where we could be free. We didn’t share the full extent of our capabilities, or our problems with strangers. That shit incited panic. But for Olive to marry the vamp, leave her family and life in Ithica behind, then find out he might be cheating? Just . . . ouch.

			“Listen.” I leaned forward and pointed through the windows out into the warm, Cambrian summer night. “The pillars on either side of that exit are Caster Stones. They’re spelled to protect this place against any of your kind that might wander in. When you leave, they’re gonna force you to keep your mouth shut about whatever happens here.”

			Her gaze darted from me to the polished, ivory stones, then back again. “So, I’ll forget?”

			I shook my head. “That’s the problem. You won’t. If you’ve got the cash, I can do the reading.” I lifted a shoulder in a half-shrug. “But do you really want answers you might not like if you can’t do anything about them?”

			Olive worried her lip between her teeth.

			“Don’t decide now.” I swiped my palm over the table’s cool surface. “Just think about it.”

			She gave a slow nod, clutched her purse like it was a lifeline, and left, slipping through the crowd with a wispy grace that would make any shadow walker proud.

			Mason’s gaze weighed on me as I made my way back to the bar. His words were tight when he said, “That looked uncomfortable.”

			I stretched my neck and blew out a heavy breath. “Because it was.”

			
			His hand settled at the small of my back and he raised a suggest­ive brow. “Anything I can help with?”

			Slipping from his touch, I shook my head. It’d been weeks since we’d slept together, but pent up though my body might be, I knew it for the craptastic send-the-wrong-kinda-message it was.

			He glanced past me, then slid off the stool, eyes bulging as he chucked his chin toward the door. “Briar.”

			I followed his line of sight and my stomach lurched when I spotted Isaac Jenkins, my human—as the cover story went—stepfather, haunting the entrance. I headed around the bar.

			“Everything okay, chickie?” Lisa asked, the alcohol-laden potions she carried clanking when she set them down.

			“Stab me with something iron and it will be.” ’Cause the lethal metal was the only thing that’d save me. Isaac wasn’t the problem exactly, it was what came with him—or rather, who. I stuffed Lisa’s cut of Jared’s payment into her back pocket then grabbed my trusty flask of Tonic from a nook under the counter and downed several gulps, or at least tried to before she snatched it from my grasp.

			“Briar!” she said when she narrowed her gaze on me.

			Dammit. The red liquid spilled over the front of my leather bustier, staining my rosy skin like an itty-bitty bloody river. That was the last of my stupid supply. And getting hands on that stuff wasn’t easy, unless you were an inpatient at the RC, and even that place needed a license to buy from the Covens producing it.

			My mouth curved in a frown. “You try dealing with my mother.” Trailing a finger between the swell of my cleavage, I rescued the precious drops while their sweet, tangy scent floated in the air.

			“Need help with that?” a shadow walker occupying the stool down the bar said as he lifted his lip and bared a wickedly sharp incisor.

			Mason’s glower matched my own when I barked, “Eyes up, champ.”

			“Hey!” Lisa snapped her fingers in the vamp’s face and his eyes flashed crimson, something her non-preternatural sight  wasn’t acute enough to catch. She pointed toward the rooms on the far side of the bar. “Human bleeder banks are on the right, feeders on the left. Get to steppin’.”

			Outside the neutral territory that covered No Man’s Land, that move would’ve gotten her maimed . . . or dead. Which was good ’cause she was a take-no-shit kinda gal, something a Southern were who’d groped my ass learned the hard way after she went all country-western on his ass, smashing a bottle over the counter before she tossed him out. But inside those boundaries, the rules were moot, which was exactly why I offered him a synthetic smile, waving vigorously as he mumbled under his breath and glided away. My shoulders sagged when they lit on Isaac again.

			Lisa’s touch settled on my wrist. “I’ve got some extra vials of Purge if you need them.” Helpful, seeing as only those with a permit could purchase it and she risked her neck giving it to me.

			I always kept a backup in my purse, ’cause the wraith only knew when I’d need it to soak up the V in my brother Lucas’s stomach and forcibly evacuate it, then pray he’d survive. But the extras . . . doubtless, I’d need those soon. I gave a lone nod and promised, “I’ll pay you back next cheque.” Financially, my head was above water, but barely. One small ripple and I’d go under. 

			Lisa ducked behind the counter, grabbed the vials from a black metal safe there, then tucked them in a paper bag for discretion.

			Mason took them, then eyed me. “Come on. I’ll go with you.” He stuck close to my side and pitched his voice low. “I’ve got more Tonic in the car.”

			Praise the Iron Hells. Mason being Second in our Coven meant, among other things, he handled our stock output—and he wasn’t questioned when he “needed” extra supply. “Thanks,” I said as we weaved through the crowd and met Isaac by the door.

			My stepfather ran a hand through his graying hair. “I’m sorry to bother you here again, Briar, but your mom insisted.” 

			And my mother always got what she wanted, at any cost. “It’s fine. I get it.” At least one of my brother’s parents cared. Kind of. “Where’s Lucas?”

			
			Isaac’s violet eyes creased at the corners. “I don’t know.”

			My leg bounced. “And Mom?”

			He scrubbed the back of his arm and gestured outside.

			Moving past him, I shouldered the exit wide and stepped into the humid Cambrian night. The air clung to my skin, thick and cloying. Vines climbed the nearby lamppost and the red brick façade of No Man’s Land. Spanish moss covered the trees that towered at the back of the building. The city had grown wild, nature slowly reclaiming things—exactly how we liked it.

			The crunch of tires on stone sounded before a vehicle’s headlights panned across us. It parked and the engine cut. The driver’s side door popped open. I braced against my mother’s venomous, cobalt glare—the mirror of my own—as she closed in.

			Lovely.

			Her wiry salt-and-pepper hair jutted in every direction like she’d just woken up, or never brushed it. Ever. She crossed her arms over her chest as she loomed before me. Well, loomed might’ve been a stretch. We had the same five-foot-four frame, she was just savage to boot.

			“You didn’t answer Isaac’s calls.”

			“Nice to see you too, Mom.”

			She set her hand on my elbow and her power zinged through me at the contact, burning my skin. The extent of her strength without her obsidian.

			“Ah!” I hissed. Why hadn’t Lisa let me drink that Tonic? I’d only needed a little, just enough to take the emotional edge off. 

			“Lana, please,” Mason said.

			She lowered her arm. “Why didn’t you pick up your phone, Briar?”

			I fought the bitter laugh that threatened to break free. Isaac might’ve made the calls, but she’d been the shadow that haunted his steps and forced his compliance. She always was.

			Submissive was in Isaac’s DNA. Back when I was eight, and Mom first introduced us, he’d followed her home after an aura reading like a love-sick pup—or an abused one who didn’t know  better, which, considering his dark past, stood to reason. He’d moved in soon after and just . . . never left.

			Attention from around the parking lot and kitty-corner patio restaurants roved our way. The last thing we needed was our family business on display. Again. Not that my mother’s magi-ousted-from-the-Coven-for-funneling-drugs-to-human-patients-at-the-Recovery-Center reputation was a secret to begin with. A less-than-genius ploy on her part to get them hooked and push her sales into Ithica. But that was a huge no-no.

			Dealing to humans should’ve landed her one of two punishments at the hands of the Conclave; death or banishment to the Talisian Sea. But she’d been suspiciously lucky when Cambria’s most dangerous elite let the Coven handle her.

			Seeing that she’d already cost me my chance at the RC, I didn’t need more trouble. Clutching my obsidian, I pulled on my power. Like a glass case, I cocooned my next words as they floated through the air, shielding our group’s conversation from the acute supernatural ears around us. “It’s been a busy shift.”

			“You know how this works. If I tell you I need something, that doesn’t mean ‘at your leisure’.”

			I inhaled the deepest breath I could manage and held it until my lungs burned. “Your friends can wait.”

			“My friends keep a roof over our family’s head.”

			“No, dealing illicit shit does that.” If she decided to pay the bills. Not that her house was a home. More like a den that flooded Cambria’s streets with the V my 15-year-old brother was addicted to.

			Isaac shifted, his gaze downcast, hands linked before him. How many times had I prayed he’d find the nerve to quit manu­facturing her V, take my brother and run? But then, who was I to judge? I’d failed at that myself. Epically.

			The door to No Man’s Land flew open and Jared barreled out. He snapped his hands like he tried to air-dry them before he jerked to a halt, nearly crashing headlong into my mother. “You,” he said, a line creasing between his brows.

			Ever the darling, she scowled. “Move along.”

			
			Jared’s attention shifted to Isaac, then back to my mother. He opened his mouth to reply, but aware of his penchant for punishing life choices, I wasn’t inclined to let him.

			“Don’t you have something you need to do?” I reminded him.

			He stared at her for several bizarre seconds. “Yeah,” he said, nodding absently before he scuttled away.

			My mother waited until he was gone then speared me with her cobalt glare. “Where’s my supply?”

			I crossed my arms over my chest. “Is that seriously all you care about?”

			“It’s here.” Mason leaned in and passed her the crinkly paper bag.

			“Thank you,” she said, high-handed, as if the minuscule wait had taken years off her life.

			The bitterness coursing through me coated my tongue with its sour sting.

			Her gaze met Isaac’s as she strode to the trunk of her car and popped it, exchanging the vials for a pink, fake-leather overnight bag. My bag. She tossed it on the ground at my feet where it landed with a heavy thump.

			Several household “past due” bills and the cuff of one of my shirt sleeves poked out from a gap in the zipper. My stare lingered on them, trying to comprehend the meaning while an iron dread burrowed into my chest. “What is this?” I blinked hard. “Are you throwing me out?”

			She cocked a brow. “You’re 23, Briar. Time to move on.”

			No. She couldn’t. She couldn’t! My mouth ran dry. I hadn’t planned on staying with her the rest of my life, just until I earned enough to get Lucas and me out of there. Something I’d meant to do years ago, except, well . . . Kane.

			“Why?” I demanded.

			“You crossed a line today.”

			Mason raised his hands to her in placation. “Don’t do this.”

			My mother sauntered around to the driver’s side. “If she wants to see her brother, she’ll continue bringing me the Purge  when I need it. If she proves compliant, I’ll consider letting her come back.”

			Isaac took a tentative step forward. “Lana, please.”

			The glare she sent his way was so cutting, it was a wonder he didn’t bleed. “Get in the car.”

			His eyes pinched at the corners and his shoulders sagged. He headed that way.

			I clutched my upper arms, hugging myself. My brother’s addiction had started after he’d pilfered supply in her home. If I wasn’t there to watch him, to slow him . . . “What are you doing, Mom? I’m the only thing keeping Lucas alive.”

			“Then the next time we call, you should probably answer.”

			I didn’t know why I was surprised. I couldn’t remember the last time she’d said something even remotely kind to Lucas or me. But to rip us apart? To use her own son as leverage for her gains? Sweet sage. “What’s wrong with you?” I hurried to where she stood. “Let me come home, Mom. Please.”

			She flicked a finger toward Mason. “I’m sure he’ll take you in.”

			Seeing as neither Coven would touch my mother with a twenty-foot iron pole, her home sat comfortably in the Southern Pack territory—the only ones in Cambria who’d take her. Why, I’d never understood. But the fact that I’d planned to end things with Mason aside, he lived in the north. If I was forced to stay with him and something happened to Lucas, getting across the city in time might be impossible. Separating us could kill him.

			I shook my head with a frantic edge. “It’s too far, Mom.”

			“Keep a steady stream of Purge coming, and your brother will be fine.” Popping the driver’s side open, she slipped into the vehicle.

			“As long as you use it on him instead of your buyers,” I accused.

			The calm with which she closed her door made the invisible clamp around my chest tighten so painfully, it stole my breath.

			No. She couldn’t leave. “Mom, no. Please!”

			I’m sorry, Isaac mouthed as he sank into the passenger seat.

			
			My heartbeat thrummed in my ears. “Take care of him,” I said. Don’t let her kill him.

			He nodded.

			She turned the vehicle over, revving the engine before she punched the gas. I spun away and shielded myself from the rocks the wheels kicked up. Several struck my side, their sharp bite pricking my flesh. I glanced back as her taillights faded into the night. My knees buckled.

			I needed to get Lucas away from her. Isaac would understand . . . I hoped. He had to because she was the worst kind of trouble. The toxic kind. The deadly kind. If my brother stayed with her and the ever-present nest of addicts she kept around, his fate was sealed. It was only a matter of time. I’d lost too much already. I couldn’t lose him too.

			“Hey, I’m here. It’ll be alright,” Mason said when he pulled me into the cocoon of his embrace, but the warmth of his arms did nothing to comfort me.

			I sucked in a sharp inhale to kickstart my lungs and drew away. “She won’t watch him. He’ll die, Mason. She’ll let him die.”

			“We’ll figure something out.”

			“How? I’m barely scraping by as it is.” Between covering the shit Mom refused to at home, making sure Lucas got what he needed, and repaying Lisa for the Purge, I was bust.

			Purge was a bandage, something to get us through the moment. One heartbeat to the next. It wouldn’t be enough to fix Lucas. If he wanted to break the addictive bonds of V in his system, getting my hands on some Renew from the RC was his only chance. And there was no way I’d ever afford the stupidly expensive, chemically filtered healing properties of wolf blood in that pill. 

			The shrill ring of my phone cleaved the hollow night, re­-
verberating off the tavern and around the lot. Pulling it out, I checked the screen and my brows furrowed deep when I found my Coven Leader’s name there.

			“Who is it?” Mason asked.

			“Sierra,” I breathed.

			
			“That can’t be good.”

			No, it couldn’t. In the four years since I’d joined the Northern Coven, the largest of the two in Cambria, not once had Sierra Harris ever called me. Not. Once.

			As Second, Mason handled the administrative side, ensuring dues and earnings were collected. Distributing Purge and Tonic and other magi-made products when and where required. But her, she brokered Coven Law. Enforced it. Gave obsidians to our young novices to engage their power. And, when necessary, took them away. Mason had always idolized that role. But me? I’d steered far, far clear of it.

			Light from the full moon glinted off the train tracks as they ran between the buildings then off into the distance when I answered. “Hello?”

			“Briar,” Sierra said, voice hard. “You need to get to the Canal District.”

			My stomach dropped to my feet. “What’s going on?”

			Mason edged closer, setting his ear to the phone. I tensed but didn’t pull away. As her right hand, Sierra was bound to tell him whatever was up anyway.

			“There’s a body.”

			“Seven Iron Hells,” Mason said. “Not another one.”

			I closed my eyes. The mutilated corpses of weres, shadow walkers, and magi had been piling up for weeks. Even still . . . 

			My scalp ached and I tugged my hair free from its tie. “I don’t understand. What’s that have to do with me?”

			At her next words, my world tipped on its axis and my heart stopped. “Your brother was found with the body. He’s been named the suspect.”

		

	
		
			
			Chapter Two

			Lucas? A suspect? It didn’t make sense. Yeah, he lived for his V, but murder? He wasn’t capable.

			The ten-minute drive from No Man’s Land had been the longest of my life. Screams from the nearby amusement park haunted the car while Mason’s tires hummed over the cobblestone road of Market Street in the Canal District. I frantically chewed the quick of my nails, gaze darting around as he pulled up to a moss-covered curb and parked.

			Plucking the Tonic he’d so graciously supplied, I popped the top and downed a swig. The stuff was fast-acting and only meant for short-term crises . . . but my life seemed to be made of those.

			The spell latched onto my system, rising like a dome around my emotions. Well, not a dome, exactly. Maybe a strainer. It wasn’t impenetrable but it held back the ugliest bits.

			The Canal District was part of the neutral grounds in the unorthodox center of Cambria. Like No Man’s Land, it was somewhere to avoid the tyrannical bureaucracies of our world. A safe place to push boundaries. To mingle. To be left alone.

			I threw my door wide.

			“Briar, wait!” Mason called.

			Not gonna happen. Bursting out, I wove through the crowd that’d gathered along the long, narrow waterway. Green algae coated its wet edges, visible against the night. Some thorned vine climbed the trellises of the nearby shops, their wood darkened with time. Sierra and several others from our Coven stood  at the mouth of an alley thirty feet away, hovering over the dead woman whose head was angled my way, her gaze vacant and unseeing.

			The strangled sound that escaped me was sheer terror when I careened to a halt. Mason’s feet thumped when he approached while my hands flew to my mouth and my stomach rolled.

			A gaping hole sat in the female shadow walker’s face, a blood-soaked cavity left where gums and teeth should have been. Her dead eyes were black, the crimson gone. The scent of copper tinged the air, and I swallowed the bile singeing the back of my throat.

			I looked away, adrenaline spiking when I spotted my brother’s unmistakable head of poorly dyed orange hair. “Lucas!” I darted toward him.

			He sat alone on the ground, leaned against the corner of a gift shop. His gangly legs were splayed before him, arms zip-tied behind his back. The previously slick and impish violet eyes from his youth were gone, replaced by pupils so dilated they were almost black. He swayed like he was on the deck of some nonexistent boat and offered me an intoxicated grin.

			“Heyyy, Briar,” he said.

			Crouching, I forced myself into his line of sight as I caught my breath. “What happened, Lucas?”

			He shrugged, shoulders slumping when they fell.

			“You don’t know? Or don’t wanna say?”

			Nothing. He just stared at the ground. Mason moved to my side and Lucas leaned away.

			Mason tried with him. Bought him the art supplies I’d suggested. Made an effort to talk, to hang out, but it’d been met with the narrowed eyes and ambivalence of a closed-off boy. By that point, Lucas’s life had been well and truly steamrolled. The damage was done.

			A knot twisted in my chest, making it harder to breathe. “How’d you get here?”

			He twisted so I could see his hands, then mimed his fingers, moving them like legs. “I walked.”

			
			Sweet sage. My gaze flicked to the body again. Sure, I made the arduously long trek from home to work all the time, but I was a grown-ass adult. He was a high as all get-out kid and as far from capable as it got. Anything could’ve happened.

			“I miss you, sis,” Lucas said.

			My attention snapped back to him. Did he even get what was going on? The kind of trouble he might be in? I needed to snap him out of it, so I set a trembling hand on his knee. “I’m right here.”

			“No.” He frowned deep. “I miss you. You don’t smile anymore. Not like with Kane.”

			My heart slammed to a full and painful stop. I missed myself too. The carefree me I used to be before I was forced to pull myself back together. Before—

			Lucas swiveled around. “Where is he?”

			I cleared my throat and clutched his shoulders. “Where’s who?”

			“Kane. Where’s Kane?” he demanded.

			Mason tensed.

			Hallucinations. Shit. Lucas must’ve been deeper into the V than I’d thought. But why his mind would conjure him . . . “Kane’s not here,” I said, voice breaking on the name. Kane would never be there. I wouldn’t allow it. Never again.

			He shook his head almost violently, greasy hair whipping across the sweat-slicked skin of his forehead. “No!” He sucked a sharp breath through his teeth as the color bled from his face like the waning sun at dusk. “He’s gotta be here. We need him.”

			Not good. I hated to hurt him by breaking whatever fevered fantasy he’d fallen into, but I needed his head in the game. He couldn’t risk an emotional slip. Couldn’t risk exposing his magi cover story. Couldn’t risk exposing his truth. That way lie trouble. That way lie death.

			I squeezed where I held him. “Kane left a long time ago.”

			Mason’s gaze locked with mine, eyes wide. “Is Kane back?”

			My pulse thrashed in my ears. The North Cambrian weres never came to No Man’s Land anymore. None of them. Not  even the ones I’d thought were family, so I had less than zero access to that information. And like the Iron Hells I’d cross over there. “I don’t know.”

			For the second time that night, Kane’s silver topaz stare flashed in my memory, searing me with its molten heat. I crushed my eyes closed. It’d been four years since I’d seen him, and I’d fought too hard to let him pull me down again.

			I opened my eyes as the heavy weight of Mason’s palm rested on my back.

			“Deep breaths, Briar.” His brow furrowed. “Your emotions are all over the place.”

			My jaw clenched. He might’ve been a powerful Empath but reading me without getting the green light first was a big-ass overstep. “Please, don’t do that, Mason.”

			He winced. “Sorry.”

			Yes, when it came to Kane, I’d been an emotional trainwreck. But my veneer was carefully constructed. Mason couldn’t look too deep below that surface.

			Lucas stared at me for the span of several shuddering heartbeats before he pitched to his left. I struggled and failed to hold him before he collapsed onto his side and vomited.

			Extricating myself from the splash radius, I reached into my purse and pulled out the emergency vial of Purge I kept. “How much did you take?”

			He loosed a garbled laugh, retched, laughed again, then mumbled, “A lot.”

			I pursed my lips, fighting the panic that threatened to steal my senses. “Drink this.” The hollows of his face were sharp and gaunt as I shoved the Purge against his lips. He wasn’t about to thank me for it, but if it meant keeping the V from fully soaking into his system, I’d live with it.

			He drank it down while a sliver of the pink liquid spilled over his chin. I set my hand on his back, rubbing in slow, broad circles. We weren’t out of the woods, but he’d gotten most of it. All we could do was wait.

			“Briar,” Sierra said, tone grim.

			
			Despite the summer heat, a cold shiver rolled down my spine as I pried myself from my brother and rose.

			She tipped her head toward Lucas, the black crown of braids that swirled about her scalp giving off a sheen where they caught the streetlights. “Is he alright?”

			“I think.” I hoped. As long as the Purge worked, or he didn’t inadvertently change and reveal the forbidden blood that coursed through his veins.

			Mason linked his hands before him, all business when he faced our Coven Leader. “Have we learned anything?”

			She eyed the crowd, then flicked her deep ebony fingers, summoning us as she closed in on the body. I worried my lip, keeping Lucas in my periphery as Mason and I followed.

			“Nothing new. But this area’s a goddamn jurisdictional nightmare,” she said, her rich voice a soft caress tinged with bite. She gestured toward the onlookers. “With a suspect and this many eyes, I’ve been forced to call in the Conclave.”

			Mason’s eyes gleamed. Climbing the Cambrian ladder, his ultimate dream.

			My brother lay on his back twenty feet away, staring skyward at the moon. “Lucas didn’t do it,” I said. He couldn’t.

			“They’re demanding to question him, Briar.” I opened my mouth to protest, but she raised a palm to silence me. “This is out of my hands.”

			I stiffened, fists clenching until my nails bore into my skin. “Look at him! You think he could go head-to-head with a shadow walker?” My breaths came in frenetic bursts. “What the Iron Hells are they even gonna get from him?”

			“It’s protocol,” Mason cut in. “He was found here. They have to.”

			Protocol didn’t exist with the Conclave. They functioned on whim, power, and ego. The “evidence” they’d need to convict my brother was laughable—they’d done worse with less before. With the deaths piling up, they had to be desperate for a fall guy. I needed to stop this. Do something. Power of obsidian, I needed to help.

			
			My stomach hardened when reality hit like a brick. Shadow and sage! Lucas had been right there. Had walked the Canal District in an intoxicated stupor. What if the killer had gotten him instead? The thought pricked the hair on the nape of my neck. High as my brother was, he’d have been an easy target, ripe for the taking. It was close. Too close.

			An idea struck and I scented the air. Nothing. Sweat slicked my spine as I steadied myself and forced my gaze to the body again. After my mother’s ousting, I was the only Aura left in Cambria. Not that we were rare, but we weren’t common either. So, it was me or bust. Clearing my throat, I asked, “Has the wraith come?”

			“No. There’s been no hint of ether,” she said. “The body’s still fresh.”

			Fresh? I shuddered. Thank sage for the Tonic.

			Her russet-colored eyes homed in on me. “What are you thinking?”

			“I . . . might be able to read her.”

			Sierra’s head snapped back. “You can do that?”

			Hells if I knew, but the more I thought on it, the more sense it made. I didn’t want to see the horrors the reading would show, to feel the dead shadow walker’s fear as she was maimed and murdered. But I couldn’t let the evidence it’d offer vanish on the wind. Not do my part to stop the killer. To protect Lucas.

			My gaze narrowed. “The aura’s linked to the soul. If the wraith hasn’t come to collect hers yet, then—”

			She latched onto my wrist. “Then you might be able to read her.”

			“I might.”

			Her brows rose, tentative, but hopeful when she released me. “Doing this will make you a witness too.”

			She didn’t need to finish that thought. I could read between the iron-tainted lines. If I saw something that implicated Lucas, being a witness meant I’d be compelled to talk. Wolves and shadow walkers could scent a lie. Well, not a lie, per se, more like your panic when you lied. So, if my brother was guilty, I’d be signing his fate.

			
			Mason’s hand brushed mine. Setting his mouth to my hair, he kept his voice low, only for my ears, when he said, “Do this and I’ll get you as much Tonic as you could ever need.”

			The words sat sour in my belly, but it didn’t matter, because of all the thoughts that careened through my scarcely adequate mind, doubt wasn’t one of them. Stepping away from him, my chin ticked up and I held Sierra’s stare. “It wasn’t Lucas.”

			She stood unmoving before she gave a slow incline of her head. “Do it then. Quickly, now.”

			Quickly, since the wraith could collect the shadow walker’s soul and carry it to the Iron Hells at any second. I needed to move.

			One step. Two steps. I clenched my hands as my obsidian dug painfully into the flesh of my palm, pushing my legs to carry me until I lowered myself beside the body.

			My heart thrashed in my ears and my stomach rolled. I’d never even seen a corpse before, let alone one so mangled. Worrying my lip, I let my eyes relax, growing distant. Un-focused. A red shimmer outlined the body. I blinked and sucked in a sharp breath. “Shadow and sage!”

			Mason advanced a step.

			“What’s wrong?” Sierra asked.

			I blinked again. Hard. “It’s working.” My hands shook as my gaze slid over the shadow walker. I went rigid. My next words caught in my throat until I cleared it. “I can see it. Her aura.”

			“Holy shit!” Mason said, voice thick.

			I could see it. I could see it!

			“You can read the dead.” There was a note of disbelief in Sierra’s tone. One I couldn’t blame her for—I could barely believe it myself.

			The aura wasn’t completely whole, more scattered, like particles of dust that caught on sunlight. “It’s mostly intact, and it’s fading.” The wraith would be there soon. I pushed into her sunset marker. “But yeah, I can see.”

			“This is huge, Briar! Do you understand what this means? The information you could access!”

			
			My shoulders tensed and I scrubbed my face. This was for Lucas. For Lucas.

			The crowd edged closer, closing in on where we stood.

			Mason was stiff beside me when he ordered them, “Stay back!”

			I offered him a feeble nod of thanks.

			His hand skimmed my elbow. “You’re pale.”

			I spun away and retched, trembling so hard, my hair shook in the periphery of my vision.

			“Hey.” Mason stepped to my side, stare flicking to Sierra’s before it came back, and he pushed his glasses up his nose. “It’s not going to be pretty, but I’m here.”

			The smile I gave him was tight but genuine because the support was helpful . . . and needed.

			“I want the deaths to end, Briar,” Sierra said, words solemn. “But if you can’t do this . . .”

			Whoever was behind it had to be stopped. Too many people had died. People that mattered to someone the way Lucas mattered to me. But that didn’t make what was about to come any less terrifying. How many times had I heard it from Mason? The Conclave were Cambria’s most powerful, most dangerous. I crushed my eyes closed, steeling myself. Barely. “You need the evidence to catch this asshole, Sierra.” Ugh, sage. What was I getting myself into? My stomach did another roll. Then another, and another. I took a steadying breath before I said, “Just tell me what to look for.”

			***

			“Why the heck am I presenting this information?” I asked, a cold sweat slicking my flesh as Sierra ushered Mason, me, and Lucas, who swayed unsteadily at my side, into the Atrium, the abandoned human mine that constituted the Conclave’s meeting place. Underground since, well, shadow walkers and sunlight didn’t exactly mix, but on the upper levels because any deeper and the wolves felt cornered.

			
			The place was opulent—obnoxiously so. Two guards dressed in black suits loomed inside the main entrance, the iron daggers at their hips on full display. Massive, hand-carved salt chandeliers dangled from the ceiling every twenty feet while the garnet-faceted walls set an appropriate tone for the meeting. Blood. All I could see was blood.

			It was haunting. Cold. Dangerous.

			“Because . . .” she said as she ran a hand over her hair. The air around us rippled when she shielded our conversation. “Things are bad, Briar. The Packs, and Clans, everyone’s pointing fingers. It’s a game of finders keepers. They investigate the body on their land then stay tight-lipped about their evidence. The weres are growling about territory and the shadow walkers are notoriously secretive. They’re not letting the Covens in to help, which means we’re not letting them in either. Only Alistair and I are civil enough to share our findings with each other. It’s a treacherous mess. I need you on this.”

			Of course, the fragile-ego’d, short-tempered Conclave refused to work together. The only thing they agreed on was the Re-covery Center. Unsurprising, seeing as it was the source of their bottomless income. A shared responsibility. A shared interest. A shared earning.

			Sierra’s spine straightened, her eyes shifting to someone beyond my shoulder as her full lips pulled into a tight smile.

			Gripping my brother’s elbow, I turned and spotted a were in a navy blue pin-striped suit. His fedora was a deep plum with a feather sticking up the side. His square head canted back as he peered down his broad nose at everyone. He was followed immediately by a bronze-skinned female were in her forties. They offered stiff nods to Sierra, then sauntered by.

			“That’s Victor Davis, the South Cambrian Alpha, and his Beta, Mila.” Sierra noted, tone flat in that “brace yourself” kind of way.

			I cleared my throat.

			Getting the conversation back on track, she said, “The Phantom is what the killer’s been dubbed.”

			
			My gaze narrowed. “Why?”

			Lucas stumbled. My hands clamped around him, but it wasn’t enough. Sweat beaded my forehead when he started to fall, but Mason grabbed his waist and righted him.

			“Because they’re so elusive.” Sierra gestured around us. “You could be a game-changer here. You’re a new face, one the others hopefully won’t distrust immediately. They might listen to you.”

			My lungs seized. An in with the Conclave was an opportunity that might get my foot in a very narrow, very important door—a door that didn’t open to just anyone. But still, I’d worked my ass off to qualify for a license to practice readings outside the Coven. I’d be damned if I’d lose out. If Sierra wanted me to consider this, I needed more. “Bring me in.”

			“Pardon?”

			“Bring me in to work for the Conclave. I’ll read the dead. Do what I can.”

			Her eyes widened.

			As I was wont to do, I pushed my luck. “But it’s gotta pay. If you’re potentially gonna cut into time at my actual job, I want assurances I won’t be left in a financial lurch.” Mason tensed like I’d gone too far, but I couldn’t afford it. Literally. That access would mean better pay, connections to the RC, options. It could be my chance—my shot to help Lucas, to get the Renew he so desperately needed. To get him out. My mouth ran dry. 

			The smile Sierra offered was impressed. “If this works and everyone agrees, it’ll pay.”

			My shoulders sagged and I exhaled a relieved breath. Kind of. “Can’t you just bring me in?”

			She shook her head, and the dim lights reflected a golden sheen against her dark skin. “Anyone who reports to the Conclave must be approved by the Conclave. I get a say but it’s not final. It requires the six votes to pass.”

			“All six,” I balked.

			“Yes.”

			
			We stopped as she tipped her head toward Alistair Jones, the leader of the South Cambrian Coven, when he entered our secured conversation.

			“You’ll get my vote,” she told me.

			“And mine.” He extended his large, ochre-colored hand to me. I accepted and had to fight a flinch when he crushed me in his grasp. “Sierra filled me in. We could really use you.”

			Sierra’s gaze pinned me to the spot. “You need to know what you’re walking into. Everyone in this room is unpredictable. Not to be toyed with. Putting you in front of them tonight might prick their ears. We need them working together. You could make that happen.”

			Lucas moaned and Mason adjusted his grip. His voice was gentle when he told me, “This is big, Briar. Are you up for it?”

			Ha! No. The Conclave was Mason’s dream, not mine. I’d be diving in way over my head with the most powerful predators in Cambria. They were cunning, and brutal, and bloodthirsty, and I was probably about to drown in their wake. But what if Sierra was right? What if I had something they needed? Either way, Lucas’s addiction was too deep. He was either gonna walk himself into trouble he couldn’t get out of or be consumed by the V’s toxicity. If I didn’t get him help, he’d die. Soon. I couldn’t live with that, which meant terrified or not, I was too desperate to walk away.

			I shrugged, totally unconvincing. “Of course.” Six votes. All I needed was six votes and I was in. Six votes to access. Six votes to a viable paycheck. Six votes to save Lucas.

			Alistair offered us a genuine smile as he broke away. Sierra followed and I fell in line beside her, glancing down at my less-than-professional attire. In the rush of getting there, I hadn’t had the chance to change. The scantily clad barmaid look it was!

			“What should she expect?” Mason asked, words strained under Lucas’s weight.

			“A shit show.” Sierra gave me the full weight of her attention. “Each side will be given the opportunity to question you.  When they do, protocol dictates you’re to face them and answer directly. Doing otherwise is viewed as a slight and could see your throat ripped out.”

			Oh, but my mouth was a problem. I was likely about to get myself killed. At least it’d be a quick death, unless they decided to dine on my innards whilst I watched.

			The raw power that hit me as I crossed into the main room had every sense in my body humming. It was like passing through a static field that pricked my flesh while it crackled over me. My hands shook and a cold shiver ran up my spine as my gaze roved the elite of our preternatural world, taking them in. That earlier nausea returned with a bullet. Oh, sage.

			Sierra indicated an ethereal white-blonde shadow walker across the room. “That’s Cassandra Ryton.”

			I rocked on my pointy heels. “The Northern Clan Dowager?”

			Mason’s eyes were wide as he took her in. A second later, he dragged a chair back, then lowered my brother into it.

			Sierra nodded. “The woman next to her is her Southern counterpart, Danika Trevino.”

			The hair on my arms rose. Shadow walkers didn’t usually freak me out—much—but these ones were the older-than-dirt-and-dangerously-seductive kind.

			Sierra scanned the room and chucked her chin to our left. “And that’s the Northern Alpha, Ronin Miller, and his Beta, Joaquin Cruz.”

			I froze and my shoulders fell ever so slightly.

			Mason followed my line of sight and set his palm against the bare skin of my arm, bridging our connection. His power buzzed along my flesh before he asked inside my mind, “What’s wrong?”

			Leave it to him to notice. Wait . . . had he just empathed me again? I flicked my gaze toward Ronin. My throat tightened, seizing my breath. “He was Kane’s Alpha.”

			His face pinched.

			Ronin’s nostrils flared as he scented the air. His amber eyes flashed when they snapped from Lucas to me. His lip tipped up in a feral smirk before he turned away.

			
			Well, that felt personal. Yeah, it was awkward as all get-out seeing him after all that time, but he and I never had issue. We’d only met in passing. Nothing official. Like the other Conclave members, his face was familiar, but being near him in the flesh was . . . intimidating.

			Joaquin flanked Ronin, the Beta completely foreign to me. His jet-black hair, styled to perfection, shifted as he cocked his head. His hazel stare narrowed on me before he tugged the lapels of his button-down sweater, then fell back a step and pulled out his phone.

			“You ready?” Sierra asked.

			No, I certainly was not! The bizarre burr that’d buried its way into Ronin’s ass had thrown an oversized, wolfy wrench into things, but there was not a damn thing I could do about it. I nodded.

			“If everyone could kindly take their places,” Sierra called to the room. A request, not a command. You didn’t command predators, not unless you wanted the deadly kind of trouble.

			Two long, live-edge tables stood across the room from each other, a circular, stone-carved map of Cambria in the middle. It was like a poorly cut, six-piece pie with the were territories to the east, magi in the middle, and shadow walkers to the west. Dead center of it all was the central hub of the neutral grounds where the RC, Atrium, Canal District, and No Man’s Land sat . . . among other things. The Conclave members took their seats: Ronin, Sierra, and Cassandra on the north side, Victor, Alistair, and Danika on the south. Lining the walls behind them were their people—or protective detail. I wasn’t sure.

			Joaquin glanced at his phone, then to Lucas who sat slumped in his seat, then to the door, then back to his phone.

			“Thank you for coming on such short notice,” Sierra said. “For those unaware, there was another killing tonight. A female shadow walker on Market Street.”

			Cassandra’s crimson eyes flared, her voice a nightmarishly soft lilt. “Do you have a name?”

			I shuddered.

			
			“Yes. I.D. pulled from the body said Maria Gregorovich.” Sierra gestured to where I stood behind her and motioned me forward. “This is Briar Stone. She’s an Aura from my Coven. At my direction, she managed a reading.”

			Brows rose across the room.

			Ronin’s nostrils flared when he rested his elbows on the table before him and stabbed a thick finger at Lucas. “And was her brother not the one found with the body at the scene?”

			Shit. Shit! Shit! My pulse pounded inside my skull while I fought the terror threatening to rise. Not Lucas. Don’t go for Lucas!

			Sierra inhaled long and deep. “Yes, and if the Conclave would like, Briar can answer any questions you may have of this.”

			Nice pivot, Sierra.

			She pointed to the middle of the room.

			Ah, lovely. Center stage. As if things weren’t awful enough. My first time attending, and I was thrown straight into the hot seat. Power of obsidian, I wished I’d brought my Tonic. My steps were even and infinitely more controlled than my chaotic heart, which beat so wildly, I was sure every vamp and were in the city could hear it.

			The click of my heels was the only sound in the moist room. When I stopped, I smoothed the unwrinkled leather of my bustier, wishing it was an iron turtleneck to dissuade the supernatural hunters present from eyeing my throat like an invitation. That done, I had no idea what to do with my hands, so to keep from shaking, I clasped them before me.

			The silence that dropped was so hollow, it was almost a void.

			“I have questions.” Cassandra rose, her movements fluid like liquid smoke. She’d been turned at some point in her late twenties, her body frozen at that age. But her pale, thin and nearly translucent skin gave her away, a sign of her age. Her crimson eyes met mine. When she spoke, her voice was soft, enticing—a weapon of its own. “What did you learn, Briar Stone?”

			My shoulders tensed when I faced her and tried to push back the memories that burst to life behind my eyes. Maria’s  confusion, her panic, her terror. My throat was so dry, every swallow was like sandpaper. “There was the sound of a screeching engine and the scent of burning oil. It was muffled and filtered in and out. The Phantom took her to a dank room. The lower half of her face was removed; gums, jaw, teeth, everything.”

			A spindly, bronze-haired vampire behind Cassandra glided forward. “How did they get to her?” The lines of his wan face cut his features like a blade. His stare was hard when he eyed me like a puzzle, or a toy. Suddenly the table between us didn’t feel like enough.

			 “I don’t know.” My gaze darted to the exit and back. “There was a portion of time missing from her aura, almost like it’d been cut out.”

			Victor flicked the brim of his fedora. “So, she was unconscious?”

			My mouth twisted. “The way everything went black, it reminded me more of compulsion.”

			Sierra sucked in a harsh breath and angled forward. Every stare in the room darkened as they slid to the shadow walkers.

			“Makes sense,” Mila, Victor’s Beta said. “None of us can fight compulsion.”

			I shook my head. “I searched the time just before she was taken and there wasn’t any bite or eye contact, or an order to forget. Maria was alone in what I assume was her home, then she closed her eyes. The next time they reopened, she was with him.”

			Danika used her silver, talon-shaped nails to tuck several strands of her fire-kissed auburn hair behind her ear. She canted her head with a smooth, carnivorous elegance that was entirely too fast. “She could’ve been spelled,” her crimson stare narrowed on Sierra, “by a powerful Caster.”

			Considering my Coven Leader was exactly that, if she’d had hackles, they’d have risen. Her next words were pushed through her tightly clenched teeth. “Spells cannot intrude the mind.”

			Ronin smirked. Dark. Menacing. “If you say so.”

			Lucas coughed, then hiccupped. My lungs tightened and I held my breath.

			
			Alistair ran a hand over his short, silvering hair like he was already tired. “And what theories would you like to add, Ronin?”

			“No doubt he’ll blame the changelings next,” Danika spat.

			I tensed, gaze darting around. The original changelings were escaped torturers from the Deep of the Iron Hells. Not of this world. They were known instigators, twisted, with a history of wreaking havoc. Their ability to take on the shape of any sentient thing by simply taking a piece of them made their power more dangerous than anything in that room, hence the “kill on sight” bounty on their heads.

			Ronin’s stare flashed. “Of course not, Danika. Those things were all slaughtered. Or are you too young to remember?”

			Oof. I could almost hear the slap he’d delivered, ’cause discussing a shadow walker’s age practically begged for violence. 

			Danika hissed.

			The conversation was headed down the proverbial drain. 
I needed to interject before magic and claws and teeth started flying—or they turned their ire Lucas’s way. “I, um. . . I think there was something in Maria’s system. Her senses, aura, everything was off.”

			“Was it V?” Victor prompted.

			I angled his way. “I don’t think so. I’ve read people on V before, but I’ve never seen anything like this.”

			Cassandra’s mouth pulled up at the corner exposing a fang. “Did you see the killer’s face, Briar Stone?”

			My head cut to the side. “The room was dark, and he wore a balaclava. I couldn’t discern a color, but his eyes were dead. Soulless.” And unequivocally not my brother’s.

			Mason gaped unabashedly at the Conclave, his expression awed. That made one of us.

			Ronin tipped his head back and stared down his hawk nose at me. “You work at No Man’s Land, do you not?”

			Weird that he knew that, but okay. “I do.”

			“How can we be sure you didn’t slip something to Maria yourself?” He chucked his chin to Lucas. “Your brother’s certainly indulged.”

			
			He’s goading you, Briar. Don’t bite. Do not. Fucking. Bite. “We sell chemically enhanced liquors and mild potions, not V.” My mouth thinned into a hard line. “Like I said before, that’s not what she had.”

			“What if I don’t believe you?” He crossed his arms over his chest, an action I assumed was meant to intimidate. It probably should have, but all it managed to do was tick me off. Smug son of a bitch.

			My brow furrowed so hard, my forehead strained. “Then by all means, Alpha, feel free to ask.”

			His glare flashed.

			Very nice, Briar. Pissing off the monsters was a sure-fire way to earn their vote.

			Cassandra’s head quirked, owl-like. Inhuman. She exchanged a look I could not decipher with Danika while Sierra’s eyes closed and an “Iron Hells save me” expression painted her face.

			“Did Maria suffer?” the spindly vamp interjected. There was something in his tone, something thick. It matched the tensing of his jaw and the savage crimson in his stare.

			Don’t run. Don’t run. Don’t run! I focused on the question, and sage, how I did not want to answer it. But hiding the truth wouldn’t inspire the Conclave to release my brother . . . or do the right thing. “She suffered.” I found Cassandra. “She was alive when he did it.”

			Sierra’s tone flattened. “Did she fight him?”

			I shook my head. “No.”

			The lack of reaction across the room made it clear my answer wasn’t news to them. My gaze locked on my Coven leader.

			Her own grew sad. “There are never any defensive wounds.”

			Victor lifted his attention from the table, the feather on his hat fluttering with the movement. “Was there anything else of note?”

			My legs ached, neck and body stiff. My focus flicked to Lucas and back while I prayed to obsidian my words were enough. “Maria died in the room where he took her, but her blood hadn’t congealed. I don’t think he could’ve killed her far from where she was found.”

			
			Ronin’s eyes widened infinitesimally, and he shifted. Restless.

			Sierra rubbed her temples. “My sources say Ithica has caught wind. They’re concerned we can’t control our own and have started asking questions.”

			Danika drummed her fingers along the table. “And who are your sources?”

			“Humans who wish to remain nameless.”

			Ronin’s lip drew up in a sneer. “How convenient.”

			She drew taller. “They risk themselves by coming to me.”

			And they did, because snitching to us could get them the perpetual kind of vanished.

			Victor’s chin angled up. “Why come to you?”

			“Sierra has been cultivating relationships for a long time,” Alistair noted.

			Through the Recovery Center. It was the only explanation. The humans there were the richest of the rich . . . the only ones with access to Cambria and connections to the authorities of Ithica.

			Sierra pinched the bridge of her nose. “They’re mobilizing weaponry.”

			Silence dropped like an anvil.

			Her arm lowered and her shoulders fell as she exhaled. “If this spills over to their world, Ithica is prepared to act. They have never trusted us. Our truce with them is already tenuous at best. They’re giving us one week to resolve this before they call their people home and take their ‘next measures.’”

			Sweet sage. One week? She’d said things were bad, but that was a whole other level of craptastic. Like the come-at-us-with-bombs-and-an-army-of-iron-wielding-soldiers-to-wipe-us-from-the-face-of-the-planet kind of bad.

			The word she wasn’t saying echoed in my ears. War. If we didn’t get our shit together and deal with the Phantom, that’s what came for us. And if we turned the humans against supernaturals, sea between us or not, the fae, wraiths and demons scattered across our world would come for us too.

			“I believe that you believe that,” Victor declared. “But without hearing from these sources ourselves, how can we be sure?”

			
			Danika and Ronin bowed their heads in agreement.

			The absolute goddamn hubris!

			“This isn’t a game we can afford to play. We need to start sharing information. Briar is competent.” Sierra pursed her lips. “And, as you’ve witnessed, honest to a fault. I’d like to petition the Conclave to bring her on as a resource.” She straightened to her full height. “I’ll begin the vote. I say yes.”

			The spindly vamp eyed me like a meal. I inhaled long and slow, trying to ready myself, yet somehow aware there wasn’t enough oxygen in the world for that task.

			Alistair gave a quick nod. “The Covens stand together in this pursuit. I vote yes.”

			Danika followed suit. “Yes.”

			My heart fluttered in my chest. A strange sensation. Was that . . . hope?

			The laugh that escaped Ronin when he eyed Sierra was mocking. “You just expect I should utilize her? Believe her?” His poisonous stare practically burned when it raked down my body. “The blood of a disgraced magi? What’s to stop the witch from reading us whenever she pleases?”

			What the hells was his goddamn problem? Whatever it was, I couldn’t let it stand. Not when Lucas hung in the terrifyingly skewed balance. “Magi have codes. I can’t read anyone without permission.”

			Joaquin rolled his shoulders.

			“So say you,” Ronin accused then bared his teeth to Sierra in a less-than-friendly smile. “Nothing your Aura’s said absolves the boy.”

			Screw him and the tightly wedged stick up his ass. He could kiss my obsidian! My eyes narrowed to slits. “I might not have seen the Phantom’s face, but I’d know my brother anywhere. 
It. Wasn’t. Him.”

			“Briar,” Mason warned low.

			Ronin cocked his head and repeated, “So say you.”

			My hands curled into fists and my blood sparked, burning like liquid fire through my veins.

			
			Danika rolled her eyes. “Please, Ronin.” She flicked a hand toward my brother. “Don’t insult us. That thing couldn’t take a shadow walker on his best day.”

			That thing? I wanted to balk but it was essentially the same argument I’d given at the scene, and she was technically helping me, so I’d let it slide.

			Ronin stabbed a finger my way. “She has every reason to lie.”

			Shadow and sage, he was a wolf with a bone. Literally. I needed to free Lucas and my next words would be the key to unlocking his binds . . . and doubtless, to pissing Ronin off. More. “You can scent the truth, Alpha.”

			“Briar!” Sierra snarled. I opened my mouth to keep my less-than-helpful tirade going but she sliced a hand through the air and mouthed Be quiet.

			Pursing my lips, I bit my tongue. Hard.

			Ronin settled back in his seat, content. Like he’d gotten something he’d wanted. “I’ll offer my vote now.” My stomach dropped when his glare tracked my way. Shaking his head, he pushed his answer through his tightly gritted teeth. “No.”

			No. The word echoed in my mind like a gong. No, I wouldn’t have access to the Conclave. No, I wouldn’t be able to help Lucas. No. No. No. The prospect had only just been laid before me, but it was still a devastating blow. I should’ve known better.

			Victor pushed his chair back and set his palms on the table before him as he rose. “No.” He retook his seat.

			My heart shrank further and further in on itself. One vote left, not that it mattered. That short-lived dream had already crashed and burned. My hand twitched, itching for some Tonic to tranquilize my chaotic emotions.

			Cassandra’s eyes narrowed but what thoughts simmered there, I had no clue. She tapped an elegant finger against her chin and held my gaze as if gauging me.

			The wolves bristled and every preternaturally sensitive head in the room snapped toward the door. My own followed. The energy shifted, going from tense to straight-up hostile, and a  room full of hostile apex predators was not a fun, nor suggested place to be.

			The door exploded inward, slamming into the wall so hard it shattered the stones and embedded itself. A towering frame stood backlit by the firelight. His silver topaz eyes blazed, electric, and glowing as he stalked inside.

			A wave of emotions—none of them good—crashed into me like a stampede and I had to fight to keep from staggering back against the onslaught.

			His hair was shorter than before, buzzed along the sides with length on the top. He wore head-to-toe black, his well-built, imposing form deeply defined beneath the material. And he’d gotten bigger. Sage, so much bigger. He stood six and a half feet and had gained at least fifty pounds of muscle. I should’ve looked away, but my mind couldn’t reconcile seeing him. My breath hitched and my throat ran dry.

			“Fuck,” Mason said.

			Sierra stepped forward. “Who are you, stranger?” The command and control in her words were admirable and reflected nothing I felt.

			The wolf took a single, steady step closer. His voice was a deep, rumbling growl that resonated through every corner of my soul when he answered, “Kane Slade.”
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