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      Everyone hates their sisters, at least a little. 

      That’s what I’ve always told myself.

      “Phoebe, can you please turn down the TV?” I asked for the third time as I stood at the kitchen counter. “I can’t concentrate.” I was tweaking my butternut squash and portabella mushroom hash recipe for my YouTube cooking show, making notes on the amount of apple cider vinegar for the next batch. The dialogue in the Hallmark movie my sister had on in the living room was making me nauseous.

      “I already turned it down,” she grumbled from the other room. “If I turn it down any lower, I won’t be able to hear Quinton propose to Katrina at the square dance. He has the perfect proposal planned.” She practically sighed the last part. Phoebe was a sucker for a good romance.

      I rolled my eyes so hard I gave myself a minor headache. “Oh please. All those movies are the same. Why do you waste your time watching them?”

      Especially since you have the real thing, the tiny jealous monster inside me growled.

      While Phoebe had only been with her mage boyfriend for two weeks, they were both head over heels in love. Sickeningly so. The man had practically moved into our small house, and I was beginning to choke on the testosterone overload. Brandon Cassidy was all man—tall, beefy muscles, and an ego large enough to suck all the oxygen from the room. We’d known him in high school. His reputation for going through girls like tissues had been legendary, which was why I’d threatened bodily harm when high school junior Brandon had expressed a sudden interest in my little sister. To my shock, he’d stayed away.

      I’d had a few contemplative moments over the past couple of weeks, wondering if my interference had unfairly cost them ten years together, but Brandon’s news about the Book of Sindal had ended my short bout of self-recrimination. The Valerian Small Council—the governing authority for witches and mages—had decided to take the book from us and move it to a “secure” location while they decided its ultimate fate. But rather than defend our right to protect it at the farm, he’d agreed with their ruling.

      Whelans had been guarding the Book of Sindal for literally hundreds of years, protecting the world from a tome containing deadly and evil spells. But two weeks ago, the book and Celeste had been taken from us by the Dark Set, a group of mages who planned to use the book to steal magic from witches. And while the Valerian Small Council had assured us that they didn’t blame the Whelan sisters for the theft, they claimed they needed to reevaluate the protections for the Book of Sindal to make sure everyone was protected, including us. It all sounded practical and logical, but I couldn’t help worrying that something sinister was afoot, despite Brandon’s assurances that the book was well guarded by the Protective Force, the magical world’s police force. In my heart of hearts, I felt I’d made the right decision about Brandon Cassidy all those years ago. He’d been an asshole then, and despite the way he was treating my sister now, I wasn’t convinced he was a changed man.

      Phoebe had been upset too, but Brandon had convinced her that moving the book was the safest option for all of us. Celeste, already driven to the brink of insanity by her unique expression magic, had lost it, saying the book had chosen her and they couldn’t be parted. It was taken anyway, of course, and none of us knew where they were keeping it. Celeste hadn’t spoken to Brandon in over a week, which made things more than a little awkward when the four of us were together in the Whelan family seventeen-hundred-square-foot farmhouse.

      Brandon had left a few days ago to attend an emergency Small Council meeting, and while he hadn’t been permitted to share any details, he’d called Phoebe afterward to tell her that he’d been given a special assignment and would be back soon. Part of me wondered if he was staying away because of Celeste’s cold shoulder. Not that I was eager for him to return. Watching my sister and her boyfriend together was a sharp reminder that I hadn’t been with a man in months. Multiple months. Like eighteen of them. But even if I had a boyfriend, I wouldn’t be draped all over him like a silk scarf. Phoebe was the touchy-feely Whelan sister. Our baby sister was the eccentric one. And I—Rowan Elizabeth Whelan—was the aloof, sarcastic sister.

      I often wondered whether there was a correlation between a person’s magic and their temperament, because that certainly seemed to be the case in the Whelan family. I’d suggested the idea to my mother when I was a teenager, but she’d sworn it wasn’t possible. Still…I wondered. Most witches and mages took energy for their magic from something else. Phoebe’s gift of ancestral magic allowed her to borrow the magic of ancestors who were buried nearby. (One reason she’d have trouble living anywhere but our farmhouse, which was situated about a quarter mile from our family cemetery.) She had to play nice to get them to loan their magic. Perhaps that was why kindness was such an inherent part of her personality. Celeste’s expression magic, on the other hand, was wild and unharnessed—she literally pulled it from thin air. Surely that was why she only seemed half there most of the time.

      My talent was glamour, something most witches and mages could do to some degree. True, my ability was deeper and more intricate, but even though my talent allowed me to make things seem shinier than they were, nothing could disguise the fact that I was the weakest of the Whelan witches. Which explained my personality, I suppose. When your younger sisters are considered special and gained attention because of their talents, you learn to make up for it with your mouth.

      “For gods’ sake, Phoebe!” I shouted, good and irritated as I picked up a silicone spatula. “Will you turn it down?”

      Her failure to answer would have annoyed me to bursting under normal circumstances, but my irritation vanished as I became distracted by the hum of an unfamiliar magic. An intruder was in our house. Again.

      I crept toward the door into the living room, my heart slamming into my rib cage when I saw a wild-eyed young man restraining Phoebe in a choke hold with his left arm. A blue ball of light hovered over his outstretched right palm.

      What the hell was that? It radiated power, but I didn’t have much experience with magical artifacts beyond the book—for all I knew, the thing in his hand could blow the house sky-high. Whatever it was, it wasn’t good news, especially given the way his hand was shaking.

      “Just give me the book and no one gets hurt,” he grunted, his eyes darting around the room.

      I knew most magical specialties—I’d spent the better part of my preteen years studying all the abilities I wished I had instead of glamour, and I definitely would have picked holding a ball of blue light, no matter what it did.

      “What book?” I asked, trying my best not to look scared.

      “Don’t be stupid,” he growled, squeezing Phoebe’s neck tighter. “The Book of Sin.”

      He knew we’d had the Book of Sindal. And since most witches and mages thought the book was a myth, that meant our guest was with the Dark Set.

      Phoebe, I shouted at my sister using our coven bond. Can’t you borrow someone’s power to take him out?

      She flinched as though startled, which was fair. I’d sent the words with a little too much oomph. He’s blocking my magic. He’s…absorbing it.

      He saw my fear and a snarky grin spread across his face. He thought I was afraid of him, which was true, but I needed to somehow gain the upper hand.

      “We don’t have it,” I said, my voice shaking. “It’s not here.”

      “Liar!” he shouted, squeezing Phoebe’s neck even tighter. Her face began to turn red. “You have it! It’s been here for generations. Right on this land! Give it to me now, or I’ll drain her of everything.”

      Holy shit. Would the power drain be permanent? What if he got a hold of Celeste, who was currently sleeping upstairs?

      We have to get him out of the house, Phoebe thought toward me. We have to get him away from Celeste.

      Apparently, we were on the same page there. Besides, going outside would get Phoebe even closer to the graveyard. With any luck, proximity to her power source—our ancestors—would loosen his hold on her.

      “Okay,” I said as I lifted my hands in surrender. “Calm down. Don’t hurt her.”

      He released a short barking laugh. “You gonna beat me to death with the spatula?”

      I glanced at my right hand and realized I was still holding it. I started to make a retort, but he cut me off.

      “You must be the weak one. Weird name. Rowboat?” He laughed again.

      My teeth ground together. “Rowan.”

      “But your magic is worthless. Glamour.” He glanced around again. “Where’s the strong one? I want her too.”

      He wants to kidnap Celeste! Phoebe told me in a panic.

      Over my dead body, I sent back.

      Phoebe’s eyes widened in fear. Don’t talk like that.

      I have an idea. Play along.

      Using my power, I sent a wave of magic toward the room above us—Celeste’s room—and created a glamoured wall to hide her magic. I had no idea if he had the ability to sense magic. If he did, he might be able to sense the glamour too, but it was worth a try.

      “Celeste isn’t here, but the book is. Phoebe and I will take you to it, and we’ll let you leave with it as long as you promise not to hurt us,” I said, trying to sound as meek and helpless as I could. While I was scared, I was also furious that this asshole—who looked like he probably couldn’t legally drink—was threatening my sisters’ lives and trying to steal a book chock-full of the stuff of nightmares. Not that he could get it open if it were here. The council may have taken the book, but as far as we knew, they hadn’t yet stripped it of the old protections. He’d need the blood of all three Whelan sisters to open its pages. And I wasn’t about to let that happen.

      His head jerked up and down in an imitation of a nod, and I realized he wasn’t acting normal—not that breaking and entering, kidnapping, and theft were normal. But he seemed like he was on some kind of drugs.

      The sooner I got him outside the better.

      “Okay,” I said, still holding up my hands. “We need to go outside to take you to the book.”

      “This better not be a trick,” he said, shooting me a glare as he took a step backward. Thankfully, he loosened his hold on Phoebe’s neck. The motion revealed a patch on his jacket that read “Lester.”

      “We don’t keep it in the house, Lester,” I said. “That’s the first place anyone would look.” I shot him a dark look.

      His eyes flew wide in panic. “How’d you know my name?”

      I gestured toward him. “I read it on your coat.”

      He scowled and dragged Phoebe out the door with him, the weird ball of power hovering dangerously close to her head.

      “Be careful with that,” I said as I followed him out, closing the door behind me. “What is it anyway?”

      He shot me a dark look once he was down the porch steps. “Nothing you’ll ever know about. You’re just a witch, and a weak one at that. You’re one of the first ones we’ll wipe out.”

      “You’re with the Dark Set.” I’d already guessed as much, but I figured I’d let him know I wasn’t clueless. I glanced around, seeing a car parked close to the tree line down by the country road. No wonder we hadn’t heard a car. Was he here alone or did he have friends waiting for him to finish the job?

      I lifted my hand and waved at the car.

      “What are you doing?” he asked, looking worried.

      “Waving to your friends.”

      “You’re such an idiot,” he sneered. “There’s no one out there. This is such an easy job—three helpless witches. I can do this on my own. Now where’s the book?”

      “Don’t tell him, Rowan,” Phoebe pleaded convincingly enough that I would have believed her if I hadn’t known the book was likely over a hundred miles away.

      “I can’t let him hurt you,” I said, not needing to pretend. “It’s down by the cemetery.” That wasn’t even remotely close to where we’d kept the book before, but it would get Phoebe close to our ancestors. If anything could break the mage’s hold on her, they could.

      We all tromped together, newly fallen leaves crunching underfoot.

      “I can’t believe they let you come alone,” I said. “It seems like they’d use the buddy system after we took the book back from your leader.”

      He pressed his lips together, and a dark look filled his eyes.

      Phoebe gasped. “They don’t know you’re here.”

      He gave her a hard shove. “Shut up.”

      He was a Dark Set rogue. That couldn’t be good.

      What are we going to do when we get him to the cemetery? Phoebe asked.

      Can you use Penny Whitehead’s power to fling him into a tree or something?

      Penny Whitestone, and no. That thing in his hand is completely blocking my ability to use magic. I don’t think being closer will help. This one’s up to you, Ro.

      Up to me. We were in for a world of hurt.

      “Okay,” Lester said when we reached the edge of the cemetery. “Where is it?”

      Where indeed? I had to get him to let go of Phoebe, and the only way he was likely to do that was if he saw the book.

      I glanced over to one of the older, crumbling headstones and spotted a two-foot branch. Focusing on the branch, I changed the molecules in the bark and the air around it to look like a two-foot-long leather ledger.

      “Hey! What are you doing?” he asked suspiciously. “How did that book appear out of nowhere?”

      “My weak talent made it appear,” I said truthfully, then lied through my teeth. “I removed the glamour I had over it. I gave you the book. Now let my sister go.”

      He released the choke hold, but to my dismay, he grabbed her arm and dragged her over with him.

      Phoebe shot me a worried look, but I poured more energy into the glamour, ensuring it would feel like a book when he picked it up. Except he didn’t. He gave Phoebe a little shove. “Pick it up.”

      Her eyes flew wide as she glanced over at me.

      “Go ahead,” I said. “Pick it up and give it to him.”

      She leaned over and tentatively wrapped her fingers around the spine. Surprise flashed across her face. Then her mask of fear was back as she straightened and held it out to him.

      “You hold it,” he said, “and take it to my car.”

      “No,” I said, realizing I was still holding the stupid spatula as I pointed it at him. “That wasn’t the deal!”

      “We didn’t have a deal,” he said with a laugh as he started dragging Phoebe through the cemetery toward his car. “I never agreed to anything.”

      Phoebe tried to jerk out of his grasp, but he touched the ball of power to her arm and she screamed and fell to her knees.

      “What did you do to her?” I shouted, starting to panic. Sure, I could fool him into thinking he had what he wanted, but my glamouring skills wouldn’t keep him from hurting and kidnapping my sister.

      “Something I won’t even bother doing to a waste of magic like you. Taking her power.”

      He pulled Phoebe to her feet and she clutched the glamoured book to her chest, stumbling to keep up as he dragged her.

      Hot tears pricked my eyes. Desperate, I focused on the ground in front of him and created a trench for him to fall into, but he was too busy sneering at me to even look at the ground.

      “Stop,” I heard Celeste say from my side.

      Lester, Phoebe, and I all turned to see my baby sister standing about twenty feet away, her wild platinum blonde hair and her pale blue tunic dress blowing in a nonexistent breeze. Her voice was barely above a whisper, yet it easily carried to us.

      To my amazement, Lester obeyed her and stared at her, his mouth dropping open as though on a hinge.

      “Take the book and go, but leave my sister here,” Celeste said, her voice sounding ethereal and anything but menacing.

      He held the blue ball in front of him. “Come over here and tell me to my face, sweetheart.”

      Don’t do it, I sent toward Celeste. He’s stealing Phoebe’s power with that thing, and he’ll take yours too.

      Celeste ignored me. “I’m only going to give you to the count of three. Let my sister go or I’ll be forced to stop you.”

      Lester laughed. “Come stop me, blondie.”

      “One,” Celeste said, but Lester had already started to drag Phoebe toward his car again. “Two.”

      Be ready, Celeste said to both of us. “Three.”

      Suddenly, Phoebe was hurtling toward me and Lester was dropping to his knees. Before anyone could react, he lifted the glowing blue ball to his mouth and swallowed it. Light poured from the skin of his throat and then moved down to his chest, following the ball. Raw power crackled from him, and he gave us a sick grin.

      “Grandma has a gift for you,” he said. The word salad suggested that eating a ball of power was probably not good for you, but I had no time to consider the implications. A huge dead tree rose up from the ground, pointed at Phoebe. Another lifted into the air and swung toward me. A boulder was headed straight toward Celeste.

      The mage was about to kill us.

      Celeste’s scream of pure rage filled my mind, ears, heart. Her fury turned into magic—every reddening leaf clinging to the shedding branches above turned into a glittering dagger. In one swift motion, they all sliced down through the air, missing Phoebe and me, instead burying themselves deep in the young mage’s skin.

      With a shocked expression, he staggered for a brief moment, then collapsed to the ground, the items he’d lifted crashing down with him.

      I rushed over, mind racing. When I reached his side, I stared down in horror, not knowing how to help him.

      “The Dark Set will come for you,” he said in a raspy breath. Then he looked up at me. “Donall will come for your blood.” He gasped again, taking a long time to pull in a breath. A second later, the light left his eyes.
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      The three of us stood in shocked silence for several seconds. As the oldest, I knew I should probably take charge, but my stomach was roiling at that sight of all that blood. The skin on the back of my neck felt clammy and my knees were starting to buckle.

      Oh shit. I could not pass out.

      Celeste was wearing a mask of horror as she crept toward the body. “I didn’t…” She collapsed onto her knees beside him. “I never imagined it would…. gods, what did I do?” The last part came out as a tiny wail, which sprang Phoebe, the nurturer, into action.

      She leaned over Celeste and tried to pull her to her feet. “Come on, CeCe. Let’s get you back to the house.”

      “We can’t just leave him here,” Celeste cried. “What are we going to do?”

      They turned to me, obviously expecting me to have the answers, but being born before them didn’t make me the expert on how to handle dead bodies—specifically, the body of a man my sister had just murdered. Even if it was self-defense.

      The same thought must have hit Celeste because her face paled and her entire body began to shake. “I broke the law.”

      Phoebe’s horrified gaze met mine. We both knew she wasn’t referring to human law, although she’d broken that too. She’d broken Valerian Council law—never kill anything—animals or people—with magic. Although Phoebe’s magic had killed a carful of dark mages weeks ago, it had done so indirectly. This was different.

      “We have to call the Small Council,” Celeste whispered, barely loud enough to hear. “We have to call a Protocol Thirteen.”

      I huffed out a breath, frustrated. I knew she was right. A Protocol Thirteen was equivalent to a human 911 call, and in this case, it was totally called for. That’s what procedure dictated.

      Then again, I’d never been much of a rule follower.

      “No,” I said, trying to sound decisive as I stared down my sisters, but it wasn’t easy with the bloody body behind them. “We’re not calling them.” My stomach began to churn and the squash and mushroom hash I’d nibbled a half hour ago while preparing for my YouTube show was threatening to make an encore.

      My answer shocked Celeste enough that she let Phoebe pull her to her feet.

      “What are you talking about, Rowan?” Phoebe asked. “We have to call a Protocol Thirteen. We can’t call the human police.”

      I held her gaze. “We’re not calling anyone.”

      “I have to call Brandon,” she insisted with a dazed look in her eyes.

      “We’re especially not calling him.”

      Her mouth dropped open. “Are you insane?”

      “Maybe,” I admitted. “But we have to protect Celeste.”

      “Brandon can help us,” she insisted.

      “Brandon is a member of the Small Council. We can’t trust him with this.”

      She seemed to be coming to her senses. “You just don’t like him. You never did, and you can’t stand him being around all the time now.”

      The hatefulness in her tone stung, but I rolled my shoulders into an I don’t give a shit shrug. “While all that’s true, it has nothing to do with why we have to keep this from him.”

      “Then why?” Celeste asked. She looked washed out and scared, which only made me more determined to protect her.

      I knew one way to talk her around. She might not care about her own protection, but she did care about the book. “Consider the bigger picture. You heard that guy—the Dark Set didn’t send him. He was acting on his own. For all we know, no one knew he was here, and we need to keep it that way.” When I saw the stunned, unconvinced looks on their faces, I continued. “Do we want the Book of Sindal back or not?”

      As I posed the question to my sisters, it struck me that I wasn’t sure how I’d answer it.

      Maybe I didn’t want it back.

      My life would be infinitely easier without it. No more being stuck in our century-old farmhouse. No more living with my sisters. I could travel freely. I could apply to the Natural Epicurean Academy of Culinary Arts in Austin, Texas. I could eat my way through Europe without worrying about the book or the need to return by the new moon to fulfill my part of the protection ceremony.

      But I knew Celeste felt differently. Even though the part she played in protecting the book cost her, she saw the book as hers. She wanted it back.

      Seconds after my sisters recovered from their shock, they both began to argue with me at the same time. Celeste felt she should be held accountable, and Phoebe truly believed Brandon would help us.

      I held up my hands. “Stop. Just hear me out and then we’ll vote. We’ll make it an official coven meeting.”

      I took Celeste’s silence as agreement. Phoebe’s eyes widened, but she nodded. She was no doubt shocked by my suggestion. I found coven meetings stupid and pointless—we were always together, so why bother?—and we all knew it.

      “I hereby call an official meeting of the Whelan sisters coven,” I said solemnly without a hint of derision. “To discuss the matter at hand.”

      “The mage I killed,” Celeste said in self-disgust.

      “To save us,” Phoebe said. “To save me.”

      Celeste turned her pale green eyes on Phoebe. “I could have done it another way, but I was so angry, so full of pure rage, and it all came spewing out.” She paused, tears making her eyes look like glittering peridots. “I had absolutely no control over it, Phoebe.”

      I swallowed the horror rising in my throat. The power she possessed was dangerous, even more so because she struggled to control it. But she was also my sister. We had to protect her.

      “You did what you had to do,” I said in a firm tone. “We are a coven. We are sisters. The Book of Sindal may have been taken from us, but we are its true co-guardians. We protect each other at any cost.” I held Celeste’s gaze. “Any cost, do you hear me?”

      Her head bobbed slowly. When she looked fearful and innocent like she did now, it was easy to forget she was twenty-three. She was our baby sister. Most of the time she annoyed the shit out of me, but I’d die many times over for her.

      “If we report this, there will be a trial.” My tone was expressionless.

      “They’ll find her innocent, Rowan!” Phoebe protested. “She was saving me!”

      I had a rebuttal to that statement, but it would hurt Celeste to use it. I’d save it as a last resort.

      “Yes, there would be a trial,” I said. “And it would be used as one more mark against us. The council wants a calm, stable environment for the book. They’ll take the fact that someone showed up here looking for it as proof that they should keep it with the Protective Force.”

      Neither one of them protested, but I could tell they weren’t totally convinced. Time to bring out the big guns.

      “And there is no way on earth Celeste can handle a trial. She’s too emotionally fragile.”

      Celeste opened her mouth to speak, then closed it.

      Fear snaked in my gut. She usually fought like a cornered dog when accused of being weak. If she recognized her fragility, we were in worse shape than I’d thought.

      Phoebe took a breath and plastered on what I called her library face, a soft look with no-nonsense eyes. This was what she’d look like when shushing rowdy patrons at work. “So what do you propose we do with him?”

      Well, shit. I hadn’t thought that far ahead, but the cemetery to my left offered an obvious solution. “We need to bury him.”

      They broke into a fresh round of protests, but I didn’t stop them this time. I wasn’t sure it was the right decision myself. If they had a better suggestion, I was all ears.

      “You’re right,” Phoebe finally said, her face turning puke green. “We have to hide the body. Burning would probably be better, but the smoke might draw attention, not to mention the smell.”

      “I could glamour the smoke and the fumes,” I said, feeling nauseous again.

      “No,” Celeste said. “We need to bury it in case we need it later.”

      I couldn’t think of a single reason we might need his dead body later, but I suspected I was being rash, a sure sign that she was right. If we burned him, he’d be gone forever, but we could always dig him up later. Not to mention I had no idea how to make a fire hot enough to turn a body into total ash.

      That thought pushed me over the edge, and I leaned to the side and vomited in the grass.

      “Rowan,” Phoebe called out in alarm and started to rush toward me, but I stood upright and held up a hand.

      “I’m fine. I’m surprised I didn’t do that sooner, frankly. We all know I can barely look at a raw steak without barfing.” There was a solid reason I was a vegetarian—flesh and all the things that leaked, oozed, or shot out of it had always grossed me out. Now here I was discussing a bleeding, oozing body, mulling over the possibility of building a fire big enough to essentially cook it.

      I leaned over and vomited again.

      “Rowan.” Phoebe sounded more alarmed now.

      “I’m fine,” I said, leaning over my knees and sucking deep gulps of fresh air in through my nose and out my mouth. “Give me a minute.”

      My sisters let the silence linger for a few seconds before Phoebe said quietly, “So we all agree to bury him?”

      “Aye,” Celeste said in a tiny voice. It was a formal coven vote. Somehow I’d forgotten I’d called an official meeting.

      “Aye,” I said, forcing myself to stand upright.

      “Aye,” Phoebe said, her troubled eyes holding mine.

      “And we keep it from everyone unless all of us agree to tell,” I added.

      Phoebe started to vehemently protest, but Celeste said, “Aye.” She turned to Phoebe with apologetic eyes. “Sorry, Bee. For now, Rowan is right.”

      Tiny pink patches splotched Phoebe’s face, something that always happened when she was overwrought, and tears welled in her eyes. I was sure she wasn’t going to agree to this one, but she bowed her head as her first tears fell. “Aye.”

      I felt like a bitch for making that rule. I knew what it cost her. I was asking her to keep an enormous secret from the man she loved. Nothing killed a relationship quicker than a deep, dark, ugly secret, and this one was black and thorny. But I didn’t feel guilty enough to rescind it. Celeste was more important than any man.

      “Where are we going to bury him?” I asked, feeling queasy again.

      “The cemetery,” Celeste said with an assuredness she didn’t normally possess.

      “What?” Phoebe screeched, her spine straightening as though it had been pulled with a taut string. “No! Our ancestors are buried there! We’re not putting this slimy… asshole next to our family!”

      “We have to,” Celeste said, taking on a matter-of-fact tone. “If someone sends a cadaver dog to look for him, they won’t think a thing about a dog finding something in the cemetery.”

      I wasn’t so certain, but she had a point.

      “And besides,” Celeste continued, “we’re not burying him next to anyone. We’re burying him on top of someone.” She gave Phoebe a tiny smile. “Your pick.”

      More of those splotches rose on Phoebe’s cheeks.

      “Although maybe you should pick someone who died relatively recently. So the grave doesn’t look so obvious.”

      “So obvious?” I said in disbelief. “The last person buried here was Great Aunt Olivia thirty-five years ago! Any grave’s gonna be obvious.”

      Celeste gave me a stern look that suggested she didn’t appreciate my sudden lack of support for a plan that had been mine in the first place. “Then you’ll glamour it. And I’ll fortify it with expression magic. Just like we did with the book.”

      How the hell had we gotten here? I was standing much too close to a puddle of my own vomit, Phoebe was shaking with fear and disgust at the thought of desecrating one of our ancestors’ graves, and scatterbrained, fragile Celeste had taken charge.

      “I’ll help too,” Phoebe said in a shaky voice.

      “We need to know which grave,” Celeste said. “An ancestor who loves us enough to let us use his or her resting spot or someone you rarely access.”

      Phoebe clasped her hands to her chest. “Uh…”

      “Maybe you should ask for volunteers,” Celeste said.

      Phoebe nodded, and the startled look on her face suggested she’d also noticed this new, take-charge side of Celeste. “Good idea.”

      She closed her eyes, and a soft look spread across her face, making her look even lovelier than usual. Phoebe was the prettiest of all of us. The sweetest. Celeste was beautiful in her own right, an exotic, unusual beauty that drew the eye despite, or maybe because of, its edginess. I was certain the lines of her face would soften if she’d put on a good twenty pounds or so, but her magic and the balance she fought to maintain it kept her looking like a runway model. And me… I was the tallest, big-boned. I wasn’t unattractive, but when guys looked at the three of us, few gazes landed on me.

      “Hermy,” Phoebe said quietly. “He volunteered.”

      “Herman Whelan?” I asked, trying to hide my concern. “He’s been dead over a hundred years.”

      “He volunteered,” Phoebe said as though that were the end of that and there would be no more discussion. Which I supposed was true. When we were kids, I’d made the mistake of picking a fight with one of our dead relatives when Phoebe was borrowing her magic. Great-aunt Mildred had haunted me for weeks until I’d profusely apologized. I’d learned my lesson. No more arguing with dead people.

      “Okay,” I said, trying to sound braver than I felt. “I guess we need shovels.”

      Phoebe grasped the necklace hanging from her neck. “I’ll ask Grandma Corlew to help.”

      In addition to borrowing magic from buried ancestors, Phoebe had begun wearing two pieces of jewelry bearing the bones of two of our grandmothers. The “pearls” in her necklace were rounded and polished carpal bones from our grandmother, Grandma Corlew, whose super strength was magically drawn from the kinetic energy of the molecules around her. The ring, an intricately designed miniature, had been constructed with Grandma Imogene’s hair and her tiny ear bones, giving Phoebe access to her elemental magic everywhere she went.

      “Good idea,” Celeste said in her matter-of-fact tone.

      Phoebe’s body tensed as she focused on accessing Grandma Corlew’s magic. Seconds later, dirt began to fly out of one of the graves and into a neat pile behind an old, crumbling headstone in the middle of the thirty or so graves. But the hole was barely a foot deep before sweat broke out on Phoebe’s forehead.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, not bothering to hide my worry.

      “My magic…” She glanced over at me, visibly shaken. “It’s weak.”

      “That ball of power zapped your energy,” I said. “We need to dig this by hand and let you rest.”

      She swallowed. “I’m not sure resting will help.” Her eyes were huge. “I think it might be permanent. That mage, he was using Grandma Corlew’s power against her will.”

      “What?” To my surprise, I found myself turning to Celeste to get her opinion, something I never did.

      Celeste closed her eyes and held out her hands. The air crackled with electricity. Then it dissipated, and Celeste opened her eyes, chewing on her bottom lip before she said, “I think she might be right.”

      “No!” I shouted, good and pissed. “We just have to get that blue ball back. It’s energy. It couldn’t have disappeared!”

      “It didn’t,” Celeste said. “It’s inside him, but I can’t access it.” A quick glance assured me she was right—that eerie blue light still glowed from his chest.

      “Then we need to figure out how to access it,” I retorted.

      Celeste’s confused gaze lifted to mine. “Of course we do, but none of us have the answer.”

      “Do you have any idea where to look?” I asked, feeling jolted by this role reversal.

      “Aunt Xenya,” she said. “She has an extensive library on magic.”

      “Okay,” I said, letting this all sink in. “So we’ll go to Xenya’s.” Xenya was a member of the Small Council, but first and foremost she was a close family friend. She’d loved our mother and vowed to watch over us after her death. We could trust her with at least part of the truth.

      “As we know from Phoebe’s power,” Celeste continued, “the magic he died with won’t go anywhere. It’ll stay with his body. So we’ll bury him and find the answer. We’re lucky this happened to Phoebe.”

      “Hey!” Phoebe protested.

      Celeste cringed. “Well, you’re already used to taking magic from dead people, so it might be easier for you to get your power back. We’ll just figure out a way for you to use your ancestor magic on him.” She paused as she seemed to consider something else. “Unless he’s already a relative?”

      Phoebe shook her head. “He’s not. And ancestral magic only lets me borrow magic, not keep it.”

      “But what if it was yours to begin with?” Celeste asked, then shook her head. “There’s a way for you to get it back. I’m certain of it.”

      I was happy she was so optimistic. “We still have to bury the body. Is there something you can do, Celeste? Give Bee an energy boost or use your own magic to dig a hole?”

      She was silent for a moment and when she spoke her anxiety had returned. “I didn’t mean to kill him, only stop him from taking Phoebe. My magic’s been erratic for months, but it’s even worse now after Donall and his people bled and tortured me. I’m worried I’ll blow up half the cemetery.”

      My gut clenched. I knew Donall, the leader of the Dark Set, had tortured her to find out how to open the book. When he’d discovered through magic—not Celeste breaking—that he needed blood from all three of us, he’d sent someone to our house to steal a vial of my blood. With two down and one to go, he’d lured Brandon and Phoebe to his hideout, where he’d stolen her blood too. Both of my sisters swore he hadn’t used the vial of my blood on the book, but no one knew what had become of it. I’d seen the book upon their return home, and the cover and edges were soaked with my sisters’ blood. All the Dark Set needed was my blood to get that sucker open and unleash terrifying power upon the unsuspecting world. Unless…

      “Where did that blue ball of power come from? I’ve never heard of any such power, and it goes against all witch and mage laws to steal another person’s magic. So where did it come from?”

      Phoebe’s eyes hardened. “Donall didn’t get the book open, if that’s what you’re insinuating. He added our blood, but Brandon and I fought him before he could add yours. Then he turned into a crow and flew away.”

      “But I’ve never heard of this type of magic before.” I pinned her with a dark gaze. “You’re positive my blood didn’t get on it?”

      “I didn’t see him drop any on it,” Phoebe protested, but fear filled her eyes. She knew this type of magic wasn’t natural. “Celeste was with them longer than I was. CeCe, did you see anything?”

      She studied both of us for an uncomfortable length of time before she said, “I didn’t see him do anything with anyone’s blood but my own.” Then she added, “And Phoebe’s.”

      Thinking about my sisters being tied down and slashed with magical invisible blades made me angrier than it did freaked out. But there was something strange about the look on Celeste’s face. She was hiding something.

      “We still need to bury him.” She pushed out a breath.

      “So we resort to good old-fashioned digging,” Phoebe said, already sounding exhausted.

      “Maybe you should go inside the house and lie down,” I said.

      “I’m not going in there by myself. I’m still too freaked out to be alone.”

      “We’ll help dig the hole,” Celeste said, casting a glance at the dead body. “We’re all in this together.”

      If we were in this together, why was Celeste keeping a secret?
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      An hour later, we were all hot and sweaty despite the fact that the temperature had dipped into the low fifties as the sun started going down. We’d dug about three feet into the ground, and while it wasn’t a perfect rectangle, it was deep enough to bury a body. We’d grabbed an old sheet when we’d gone up to the house to get shovels. Our intention had been to wrap him in it, but it had also helped us drag him to the grave.

      I’d vomited again when we’d rolled his bloodied body onto the sheet, and I’d come dangerously close to vomiting a fourth time when we’d shoved the body into the hole. But as we stood next to the open grave, staring down at the bloody sheet, my own discomfort seemed insubstantial compared with my sisters’ exhaustion. Phoebe had lost physical energy with her magic, and Celeste hadn’t been one hundred percent in years.

      “Why don’t you two head up to the house and take a shower while I finish here?” I suggested. “I’ll make something for us to eat when I get back.”

      “You need my expression magic to help hide the grave,” Celeste protested.

      “I’ll glamour it and you can add your expression magic in the morning.”

      Celeste didn’t look convinced, but I shot a pointed glance toward Phoebe, who was obviously ready to collapse.

      “Okay,” Celeste said. “But hurry.”

      Phoebe shook her head. “This isn’t right.”

      “I don’t have the strength to carry you,” I grumped. “So please do me the favor of collapsing in the house.”

      Phoebe gave me a hug, but I remained stiff and refused to hug her back. If I let my guard down, I’d probably burst into tears. “Go already.”

      She gave me one more squeeze before heading back to the house. Celeste picked up their shovels—something Phoebe was probably too weak to manage—and glanced back at me as she followed her.

      I leaned against my own shovel until they were out of view.

      I wasn’t thrilled to be alone with a dead body, but I was grateful to have a moment to let my guard down. I was the loud, sarcastic, tough Whelan sister, which meant I couldn’t let myself fall apart in front of them.

      Tossing the dirt into the hole was still hard work, although easier than digging. Fifteen minutes later, I finished smoothing the top of the grave with my shovel, then focused my energy on the freshly turned dirt, adding some sparse clumps of grass and a mass of decaying leaves. A few stones and then a sprinkling of mushrooms. Layer after layer, each more delicate than the last, until the ground didn’t look the least bit disturbed.

      My talent might be mundane, but I was pretty damn good at it.

      Suddenly, out of nowhere, a memory of my father rippled through my mind. We were all sitting at the dinner table, and my father beamed as he bragged about my glamouring skills to my mother. I was only nine at the time but already aware that I was nothing special compared to my sisters. That dinner marked the first time anyone had made me proud of anything I’d done with magic.

      I started toward the house, then realized Lester’s car was still parked in the lane off the main road. I needed to get rid of it in case anyone came snooping. Then a new horrifying thought hit me.

      What if we’d buried his keys? Why hadn’t we thought to go through his pockets?

      I hurried to his car and nearly cried with relief when I found the key fob in the console cup holder. After I turned over the engine, I did a quick check inside. A few crumpled food wrappers and mystery stains aside, there was nothing of note. The lack of any useful clues made me feel a bit better about forgetting to check the contents of his pockets. But what was I going to do with the car? I considered glamouring it to hide it, but I’d feel better moving it off our property and onto the county road. The human police would find it, but they wouldn’t have any reason to link him or his car to our farm.

      Glamouring the car to make it temporarily invisible, I drove it about a half mile down the county road and parked on the shoulder. While I would have preferred to leave it farther away, I didn’t want to make my walk home any longer than it needed to be. It was totally dark now, and I could see my breath. At least I’d thought to grab my coat when we’d gone back to the house for shovels.

      I tossed the keys into the woods, then jogged across the street and started walking home. Once I was a good twenty feet away, I removed the glamour from the car. Huddling in my coat’s warmth, I walked as quickly as I dared. I probably should have glamoured myself invisible, but I was exhausted and spent and eager to go home.

      I almost made it.

      About a quarter mile or so before the turnoff onto our property, I heard a car approaching from behind. I moved closer to the edge of the shoulder, but the car slowed down, creeping behind. The headlights cast a long shadow in front of me.

      My pulse picked up and I ran through my options about who it could be. The Dark Set? A serial killer? My mind went to dark places, but when the car slowly rolled up next to me, I was taken aback to see it was a police car. The passenger window was down and a young, very handsome officer was leaning across the passenger seat. “Is everything okay? Do you need a ride?”

      Well, shit. I didn’t need this complication. “Oh, no thank you, officer,” I said in a cheery voice that sounded a little too chipper coming from me. I kept walking, hoping he’d take the hint and drive off. “I’m just out for an evening walk.”

      “That’s not your car broken down back there?”

      Obviously, I wasn’t a criminal mastermind. I should have left the glamour on for a few hours. “No.” I tried to appear nonchalant as I cast a glance over my shoulder. The car was out of sight, but I made a good show of pretending to look for it. “Like I said, I’m just out for a walk.”

      “It’s not safe to be out walking on this road in the dark.”

      I stopped and put my hands on my hips. “Why? Because I’m a woman?” I interjected plenty of sass into the last word.

      His car rolled to a gentle stop. “No, because you’re wearing dark clothing while walking on a curvy two-lane road.” Then the sexiest grin I’d ever seen spread across his face. “I’m pretty sure you could take whatever bad guy came your way.”

      I tilted my head to the side and appraised him. Even seated in the car, I could tell he was tall. His dark hair was shorter than I usually liked, almost military style, but it drew more attention to his warm brown eyes and the dimple accompanying that sexy grin.

      It took me a moment to remember that I was in the middle of attempting to cover up a murder scene and should not, under any circumstances, be talking to a cop.

      But boy, did I want to stay and talk to him.

      All the more reason to walk away.

      Shoving my hands in my coat pockets, I said, “Thank you for your suggestion, officer. I’ll take your advice into consideration the next time I take a walk. Have a good night.” I tipped my head in dismissal as I started walking.

      To my irritation, he started rolling next to me again. “Where’re you headed?”

      “I wasn’t aware I needed to file a route with the police” was out of my mouth before I could stop myself. Smooth, Rowan.

      “Are you always this defensive?” he asked in an amused tone.

      “Only when guys are stalking me.”

      He sped up, and to my annoyance, I felt…disappointed. Sure, Officer Hot Stuff was fine to look at, but looking was all I could do. I wasn’t open to dating a human. It was too messy. Too complicated. Especially for a Whelan sister.

      But to my irritation, he didn’t drive away. Instead, he pulled over onto the shoulder about twenty feet in front of me, then got out of the car and closed the door.

      Dammit, Rowan, I chastised myself. When will you learn to control your mouth?

      Likely when hell froze over.

      When he started walking toward me, I knew I should be cautious, maybe even a little anxious, but his warm, welcoming grin was the opposite of threatening. I’d been right about him being tall, but he was bulky too—and not an I sit in my patrol car eating too many donuts kind of way. This was the kind of bulk that came from spending hours in the gym. I nearly wrote him off based on that alone. Personal experience had taught me that gym guys were complete and utter assholes, but there was no way a guy with a grin like that was an asshole.

      You’re not supposed to be thinking about him like that at all, I reminded myself. You need to get rid of him. Pronto.

      “Have I done something wrong, officer?” I asked, keeping my hands in my pockets.

      “No,” he said good-naturedly as he continued to walk toward me. “But I can see how it might be intimidating to have a police car driving next to you down the road.”

      “Well, now that you’ve pulled over, it shouldn’t be a problem,” I said, getting slightly nervous as I got closer to him. I wasn’t worried about him. In fact, that was the problem—my guard was dropping like a poorly set soufflé. He was the last person I should talk to, yet I was tempted to keep bantering with him.

      His smile fell slightly. “I know you think I’m being intrusive, but there have been reports of strange activity in this area.”

      “You think I’m the source?” I asked as I stopped in front of him.

      “No, I’m worried that you’ll get swept up into it.” His grin returned as he held up his hands in surrender. “Not that I think you’re a helpless female. In fact, I’d be more concerned about the safety of anyone you come across.”

      Unable to stop myself, I cocked my head and lifted my brow. “And what about you, Officer…” My gaze dipped to his name tag before returning to his face. “Gillespie. Are you worried about your safety with me?”

      His eyes twinkled in the moonlight. “I think I can handle you.”

      This was the stuff of those stupid romance movies Phoebe watched nonstop, yet I didn’t feel the slightest inclination to gag.

      “Well, Officer,” I said, fighting a grin. “If I promise not to molest or attack anyone, will you let me go on my way?”

      He turned serious. “I’d rather escort you to wherever you’re going.”

      “Thanks for the offer, but unlike some girls, it’s not my fantasy to ride in a patrol car with a good-looking officer, so I’ll pass and just keep walking.”

      I stepped around him and picked up my pace, but with his long legs, he was beside me in two seconds.

      “Is it far?” he asked, and this time I heard the worry in his tone. He was genuinely concerned about me. That realization caught me so off guard that I actually answered.

      “No,” I admitted, pointing ahead. “It’s just down there around the curve.”

      He paused a second. “The Whelan farm.”

      “Yep,” I said with just enough attitude to dissuade him from asking more questions.

      Or so I thought.

      “You’re one of the Whelan sisters.”

      “Is this an interrogation?” I asked, walking past his still-running car.

      He opened the car door, and I felt a slight twinge of disappointment—that was the end of that—but he surprised me by turning off the engine and shutting the door. Falling in step beside me, he said, “I was due for a break, so I’ll walk with you.”

      “You don’t trust me?” I asked.

      “On the contrary,” he said, shoving his hands into his coat pockets too. “I trust you implicitly.”

      I shot him a dark look. “Then why follow me?”

      “I’m not following you, Ms. Whelan. I’m merely enjoying the fresh night air while strolling with an amiable woman.”

      I couldn’t help bursting out into a laugh. “I suspect you’re one of the only people to call me amiable.”

      “Okay,” he said, leaning his head forward slightly as he rubbed the back of his neck. “Let’s try intriguing.”

      My mouth twisted to the side as I fought to keep from grinning. “Aren’t you frightened to be walking next to me, Officer Gillespie? Haven’t you heard the rumors about the eccentric Whelan sisters?”

      “I’ll take my chances.”

      We walked in silence for several seconds before he turned serious again. “About the reports of strange activity…”

      “There’s no need to apologize,” I assured him.

      “Oh.” He stood up straighter and I found myself wondering about his exact height. I stood at five-eight and he was a good half foot taller than me. “I’m not apologizing. I’m asking if you know why we’ve received them.”

      Well, shit. Just when I was letting myself enjoy our stroll. “Why, Officer. Don’t you think we would have called 911 if we’d had any kind of trouble?”

      “That would be the logical conclusion, but the fact you’re insisting on walking in forty-degree weather instead of accepting a ride in a warm patrol car makes me question otherwise.”

      “Well, aren’t you the clever one,” I said with plenty of sass. “You figured out that I’d rather freeze my ass off than get in a warm, cozy car with you.” I hadn’t meant that last retort to sound so hateful, but he had caught me by surprise, and when I felt cornered, I always bared my sharp claws.

      He stopped walking and I realized we were at the entrance to our property.

      “Ms. Whelan,” he said softly, his tone apologetic. “Will you tell me your first name?”

      “No,” I said, my back stiff. “Unless it’s an official request.”

      He studied me for a moment, his dark eyes locked on my green ones. Then he slowly lifted his hand to my face and brushed his fingertips lightly across my cheek. “You had a piece of dirt stuck to your cheek.”

      I batted his hand away, grateful for the reminder of the mage’s death. Priorities, Rowan. “Thanks.”

      He pulled back, staring at me as if he’d seen a ghost. The man looked stricken. Had no one ever given him the brush-off before? But the surprise on his face slid away, replaced with a soft, appreciative smile that reached his eyes. He hadn’t looked away from me for a second.

      “No,” he said finally, “it wasn’t an official order, just a man intrigued by a beautiful woman and wanting to know more about her.” He gave me a short nod. “You enjoy the rest of your night.” He turned and headed back to his car, and I stood there like a lovesick fool, hoping he’d turn back again.

      Get your shit together, Rowan Whelan. You have bigger issues to deal with.

      But my heart was struggling to figure out what they might be.
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      I was thrust back into those bigger issues as soon as I walked in the front door.

      Both of my sisters stared at me from their seats on the sofa with huge, fearful eyes.

      “What?” I demanded as I started to unbutton my coat.

      “We’ve been summoned.”

      I shook my head. “Summoned by who?”

      “The Small Council,” Phoebe said, her mouth drawn.

      “A Protocol Thirteen” I asked. The words sounded strangled, and for good reason—my heart was lodged in my throat.

      “No, just a summons. They asked us to report to them tomorrow afternoon.”

      I got the last button undone, then slipped off my coat.

      “Well, see? No big deal.” I managed to keep a level tone, but my mind was racing. There was no way the council could know about the dead mage in our cemetery, not yet, but the timing was uncanny.

      “How many times have we been summoned by the Small Council?” Celeste asked.

      “Once,” I admitted. After our parents had died. They’d called a meeting to question our ability to continue our family legacy of protecting the Book of Sindal. After Celeste and the book were stolen, Phoebe and I had called a Protocol Thirteen, but that had been our doing. The council hadn’t even summoned us after Phoebe and Celeste had returned from their ordeal. The Protective Force had confiscated the book—i.e., Brandon had taken it away while Celeste gave him a death stare—and brought it to the Small Council.

      So why did they want to see us now?

      “Do you think they know?” Celeste asked in a tiny voice.

      “How could they?” I asked, even though I was worried about the same thing. That worry intensified when I saw a guilty look float across Phoebe’s face. “Did you call Brandon?”

      “No!” she insisted, though her guilt seemed even more pronounced.

      “She hasn’t,” Celeste said. “She’s been with me the entire time, other than when she was in the shower.”

      My eyes narrowed into slits. “What did you do, Phoebe?”

      Tears filled her eyes as she turned to Celeste. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think he’d figure it out.”

      Celeste stared at her in disbelief.

      “What are you talking about, Phoebe?” I asked in a cold tone. “What did you do?”

      Tears streaked down her face, and the look in her eyes turned pleading and pitiful. “We have a connection.”

      “A connection,” I said in a neutral tone. “What kind of connection?”

      “Psychic. Like our coven bond.”

      I sucked in a breath of surprise. “You formed a coven with Brandon Cassidy?”

      The pain of her betrayal was like a punch in the gut.

      “No!” Her face fell, and she sank back into the sofa cushions. “Maybe.”

      “Which is it?” I asked, my tone so cold it could freeze water on contact. “You did or you didn’t?”

      “Rowan, stop!” Celeste’s voice rose as she got to her feet. “Being mean to her isn’t going to help anything.”

      “Why are you defending her? You’re the one she’s betrayed!”

      “I didn’t betray you, CeCe!” Phoebe shouted. “I swear! It just…happened after we…”

      “Had sex?” Celeste suggested.

      Phoebe nodded, blushing furiously.

      “Just happened,” I parroted in a hateful tone. “You didn’t think to use protection?” That was uncalled for, but I was beyond frustrated. I rued the day Brandon Cassidy had swaggered back into our lives.

      “Rowan!” Celeste chided. “That isn’t helping anything.”

      She was right. It wasn’t. “Let’s try to look at this logically,” I said, pacing toward them. “What exactly do you think he knows?”

      Phoebe wrung her hands in her lap. “He knew something was wrong. He got frantic when I wouldn’t tell him anything. So I told him that someone had shown up looking for the book and we’d taken care of him.”

      My stomach was so tight I wasn’t sure I’d ever eat again. “You didn’t tell him that the mage was dead?”

      She shook her head. “No, but he may have sensed it anyway.”

      A new thought hit me. “That was nearly two hours ago. Why didn’t he send the Protective Force to investigate?”

      She flinched. “I don’t know.”

      While that may have been a partial truth, there was more. “Is Brandon on his way?”

      He’d become so protective of her, he nearly lost it when she’d stubbed a toe in the kitchen the other day. If he’d felt even a fraction of Phoebe’s terror after her near-kidnapping and the mage’s death…

      “No.” Her fearful gaze met mine. “He hasn’t been himself today.”

      “What’s that mean?” I pressed.

      “He’s been blocking himself from me.”

      Could Brandon be trying to ghost her? No. I’d seen them together. They were so touchy-feely it nearly made me gag. I would bet my limited edition KitchenAid mixer that he hadn’t been using her, which meant some other kind of trouble was afoot. “Then you have to do the same, Bee.” I made a chopping motion. “You shut it down.”

      “He’s probably doing it to protect me.”

      “And you’re protecting your sister. Shut it down.”

      “Ro…” At first, I thought she was pleading with me to rescind my order, but I could see that she was terrified for Brandon.

      I reached for her, and she got to her feet and collapsed into my chest.

      “It’s going to be okay,” I whispered into her ear. “It’s probably like you said. He’s protecting you.”

      She shook her head. “No. He’s different. His magic feels different. I’m scared his brother got to him.”

      Great. That was all we needed. Brandon’s brother was Donall, as in Donall, leader of the Dark Set. I drew in a deep breath, held it, and then pushed it out. “The sister coven comes before all else, but we’ll find out what happened to him and make it right.”

      “Really?” she asked in shock.

      “You love him, and I want you to be happy, Bee.” I dropped my arms to my sides, feeling even more exhausted than I had after our adventure in the graveyard. I considered telling them about Officer Gillespie, but they already had plenty to worry about. “But if he figured out that we killed the mage, I don’t think he told anyone. If he had, they would have sent the Protective Force to take us into custody, not issued a summons for tomorrow afternoon.”

      “Not we,” Celeste said quietly. “Me. I killed the mage.”

      “We’re all in this together, CeCe,” I said frankly. “Just like Dad used to say. All for one.”

      Her mouth twisted, but she didn’t say anything.

      “If they don’t know about the dead mage, then why did they call the meeting?” Phoebe asked.

      I pressed my lips together. “I don’t know, but I guess we’re about to find out.” I forced a smile. “Now I’m going to go make dinner, then clean up the kitchen. I’m still planning to record a YouTube episode, and I’d like to get to it sooner rather than later.”
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      Phoebe was still exhausted from having her power drained, and Celeste was worn out from the energy burst that had killed the mage. She was still distraught she’d used magic to take a life, but Phoebe and I had done our best to assure our baby sister that she’d had no choice. I knew it was something that would just take time.

      They were both in bed by nine, which meant I got an early start on my video. I usually recorded them late at night so there weren’t any interruptions, but I was tired too.

      The oven was preheating while I premeasured all the ingredients. I’d just finished adjusting the camera on its tripod when I heard a knock at the door.

      My heart slammed against my rib cage, but I took a deep breath to calm down. A bad guy wouldn’t knock on the door—we’d had enough break-ins at this point to know firsthand—and we had so few actual visitors, the logical explanation was that Brandon had finally shown up. He had to be worried sick about Phoebe, and after two days apart, he was probably missing her like crazy. But after what she’d said about him acting strangely, I wasn’t sure I wanted to let him in.

      I marched over to the door and flung it open, announcing, “Before you come in, we need to—”

      But it wasn’t Brandon at the door. It was Officer Gillespie, still in his uniform and looking all official.

      “We need to…?” he prodded with raised brows, the corners of his mouth tipping up.

      I’d stood next to him on the road, but it had been dusk, and the low light had hidden some of his glory. Now, bathed in the warm light from the living room, he was the sexiest man I’d ever seen. And he was on my front porch. He’d ditched his jacket, giving me a better view of what lay beneath, and what a view it was.

      There wasn’t more than a pinch or two of visible fat on him. No, if he had any pudge at all, it was simply doing the job of rounding out his substantial chest, shoulders, arms, and legs. Good gods, this man was halfway to Hulk. Except his skin wasn’t even a little bit green, and his warm brown eyes, strong jaw, and dimpled cheek made him much, much more attractive. The cherry on top was the uniform—perfectly pressed and buttoned, badge shining. I swallowed, hard, trying to tamp down the attraction that had ignited within me like a wildfire, and dug for something intelligent to say. “Sorry, I thought you were my sister’s boyfriend. Can I help you, Officer?”

      Can I help you to my bedroom, and out of your uniform?

      Dear gods, what had gotten into me?

      “I wanted to make sure you’d gotten home okay,” he said, curiosity shining in his eyes as he glanced past me.

      “So you figured out a way to come to my house after all.”

      Sincerity washed over his face. “I really did want to check on you, Ms. Whelan.” He stopped, as if to collect his thoughts, then added, “And I thought it best to warn you about something I discovered after we parted earlier.”

      I held my breath. “Am I in some kind of trouble?”

      “Possibly, but not in the way you probably think.”

      Maybe I was a fool, but I took a step back into the house. “You’re already here, so you might as well come on in.”

      “Thanks.”

      He walked inside, and even though the air had turned even colder, I was slow to close the door behind him. I still wasn’t sure inviting him inside had been a good idea, but he was already here. Too late to change my mind.

      I shut the door and led him into the kitchen. “Would you like a cup of coffee, Officer?”

      He paused, taking in my kitchen setup—the bowls on the counter, the measuring cups beside them, and then the camera on its tripod—but he didn’t say anything other than, “Sure. I’d love a cup. And call me Logan.”

      I wasn’t sure sharing first names was a good idea. I grabbed a mug out of the cabinet. “How do you take your coffee, Officer Gillespie?”

      “Black. And please call me Logan.” Suddenly, he was right behind me, and a ghost of a shiver ran down my spine. I spun around to face him. He raised an eyebrow in expectation, the corner of his mouth tipped into a crooked grin.

      He wanted to know my first name, and I couldn’t think of a good reason not to tell him. I sighed, partly to mask the shakiness that I knew would come out in my voice. “Rowan.”

      I wasn’t super thrilled about exchanging names with him. Even that small act felt intimate. Like we’d taken one step closer to a cliff.

      “Nice to meet you, Rowan Whelan.” His smile spread, and his whole face lit up.

      I was horrifically out of my depth. I knew nothing about law enforcement, but any fool could tell you to steer clear of the police after committing a crime. As much as I enjoyed looking at him, his presence in our home would likely lead to disaster.

      “And what do you do, Rowan Whelan?” he asked, his gaze holding mine.

      I could look into his eyes all day. But I shouldn’t. I broke eye contact, then realized I was still holding his empty mug in my hand. Grabbing the half-full coffee pot, I filled the cup. “I build websites and do a bit of tech writing. All freelance. I work from home.”

      “The computer out in the nook must be yours. So you’re here all day, then?”

      “All day, every day. Alone. Exactly the way I like it.” I held his gaze, hoping I got my message across. I didn’t need his intrusion, professionally or otherwise. Even though it was hard not to wonder whether those arms could pin me up against a wall.

      Good gods. Where had that thought come from? My face flushed, flustering me so much that I handed him his mug and walked away. I found myself heading toward the computer, as though to provide evidence that I did indeed work there.

      What the hell are you doing, Rowan?

      He followed, meandering closer to my computer, which sent a strange sensation crawling over my skin. Nobody touched my computer. It was an unspoken rule between my sisters and me, bolstered by the fact that neither of them wanted or needed to use it. My computer desk looked out over the driveway, and with its two monitors angled on either side, it felt like my inner sanctum. My own little world.

      Logan gave a slow nod and then, mercifully, turned on his heel and ambled into the living room. There was something about a man who was so massive carrying himself so unhurriedly through a space that wasn’t his. He oozed confidence, even in a stranger’s house.

      He nodded again, executing another slow turn so that he was facing the kitchen, taking in the camera and the multiple bowls. I took several steps so that I was standing nearly shoulder to shoulder with him. It may have taken me ages to feel comfortable standing in front of a camera in my own kitchen, but I’d struggled through it and conquered my fears. I wouldn’t back down now. He was confident? Well, two could play that game.

      We were no more than a couple of feet apart when he turned to me, his eyes sparkling with some emotion I couldn’t name, his mouth curving into a slow, but delighted, smile.

      “Hey,” he said in surprise. “‘Work fast, eat slow’—that’s you.”

      “That’s me,” I said, struggling to keep my breaths controlled and even. My heart had kicked into overdrive. “Words to—”

      “—live by,” he finished with a short laugh. I laughed with him.

      “You’ve seen my little side hobby, then?” I asked, suddenly feeling shy.

      “It was the Le Creuset,” he said, pointing to the navy blue dish on the table. “You love that thing.”

      “I do,” I acknowledged, bobbing my head. “It was a hand-me-down from my dad.”

      “Le Creusets are never hand-me-downs,” he said. “They’re heirlooms.”

      My eyes went wide. “Okay, so you’ve seen at least two episodes.”

      I’d done an entire twelve-part series on the versatility of the Le Creuset casserole dish, covering everything from making caramelized onions to baking a cake.

      “I’ve seen every episode.” The smile fell from his lips, and suddenly his eyes had a lock on mine—one he didn’t seem keen to release. “Every single one. You’re Ro, in the videos. Not Rowan.”

      A few heartbeats of silence stretched between us, until I reminded myself to breathe.

      “So you recognized the kitchen before me?” I managed to choke out.

      “Sorry,” he said, shaking his head. “Gotta be honest, I kind of hate myself for saying anything.”

      “No, no. Don’t be sorry.” This had to be the weirdest sensation I’d ever experienced. Sure, I read the comments on my videos, so I knew that people watched them. Some fans even hosted cook-alongs with me, sort of like DIY dinner parties for them and their friends. I knew those people were real, and I had actually messaged with some of them. But I had never, ever met one in person. I let out a long, shaky breath, and looked at him. “So you’re a cook, then?”

      He barked out a laugh. “No, I—I was looking for a recipe for something. I stumbled across one of your videos and… I don’t know… I was sort of captivated, I guess.” He rubbed the back of his neck as his face started to turn red. “I…uh…I’m sorry, I’m not usually—never—tongue-tied.” He grimaced. “It was your voice. I don’t usually watch your videos. I just listen.”

      It took a second for his words to sink in. “So you queue up my cooking videos, but it’s not to learn how to cook things.”

      “Nope.”

      “You just want to listen to me?”

      He looked even more embarrassed. “Yep.”

      “Why?”

      “It’s the only thing that…um… it’s just soothing. So when I’m having trouble sleeping…”

      Oh… Oh. My eyes narrowed. “Is this some sort of freak fetish thing?”

      “No! God, no. I mean… I don’t think so. I just find your voice soothing.”

      He no longer looked confident. His cheeks were bright red, and the color bled up to his temples. His eyes darted back and forth, searching mine. “I swear, it’s not weird. And I’ve learned a lot.”

      “Maybe I should be the judge of whether a random police officer finding my voice boring enough to put him to sleep is weird.” Truthfully, it was a nice and most unexpected compliment. I smiled at him. “Thank you,” I said simply.

      There was so much more I wanted to say, but I couldn’t sort it all out in my brain. Besides, I was supposed to get rid of Logan Gillespie as expediently as possible, not keep him around because I liked him.

      Dammit. I did like him. All the more reason to get rid of him.

      “You said you had something to tell me that could get me into trouble?” I prompted with a hint of impatience, then felt like a bitch. Normally, that wouldn’t bother me, but with him it did.

      “We got a tip,” he said, holding my gaze, his embarrassment fading. “I’m not sure what to make of it.”

      “Listen, Officer Gillespie,” I said, sensing that if there was ever a time to be super honest with him, it was now. “There’s a reason there’s no record of us ever getting into trouble with the Mount Vernon police. We’re quiet women who want a quiet life, yes, but we also take care of ourselves. If you know something about a threat to us or our property, I would appreciate you telling me so that my sisters and I can take precautions.”

      His hesitation was brief, which I appreciated. “The barkeep from the Copper Giant called it in. There was a young man there this afternoon. Drank bourbon, neat,” he said with a wrinkled nose, like that was the most ridiculous thing about this whole interaction. “Asked about you and your sisters, your property. Seemed to know where it was but wanted to know if you ladies had a big fence or anything. Then he asked about any recent incidents up this way.”

      I sucked in a breath.

      “What did the bartender tell him?” I asked.

      Our cover-up had already gone south. I’d hoped no one, magical or otherwise, would be able to connect us to the dead mage, but the bourbon drinker was almost certainly the man we’d just buried in our cemetery.

      “That he hadn’t heard anything,” Logan said, noncommittal. “But then we found a car parked a half mile or so south of here. We’re pretty sure it belongs to the man who was asking about you.”

      My eyes flew wide with genuine fear. Well, shit. He’d seen me walking away from that very car a few hours ago.

      He held my gaze for another moment or so, as if silently acknowledging what we both knew, then said, “Has anyone been snooping around?”

      I slowly shook my head.

      “I’d like to take a look around outside and make sure no one’s tampered with the windows or doors. You haven’t registered an alarm system, but do you by chance have one anyway?”

      “No,” I said, trying to pull myself together. “And it’s not necessary for you to look around.”

      “Three women alone in a house set back from the road?” He rolled his shoulders and his gaze made a quick sweep of the kitchen. “I’d feel better knowing no one’s tried to get in, Rowan.”

      I wanted to argue with him, but what rational person would ask the police not to look into a potential break-in? Someone with something to hide. Someone who’d been found walking away from the vehicle of what was soon to be a missing person. I forced a polite smile. “I’d hate to put you out, Officer Gillespie.”

      “Logan, and you wouldn’t be putting me out at all. I’ll sleep better tonight knowing I did my best to keep you safe.”

      For some reason I blushed again, which was as uncharacteristic for me as I suspected it was for him. “Okay. Thank you.”

      He nodded, relief easing the tension in his face, then headed out the front door.

      I told myself there was nothing to worry about. What could he find?

      Plenty.

      The Dark Set had broken in two weeks ago—twice. And while the Protective Force said they had set everything to rights, what if they’d missed something that Logan—no, Officer Gillespie—found and he wanted to investigate further?

      I tried to measure out a half teaspoon of salt but ended up spilling it all over the counter. When I heard the soft rap on the front door, I dropped my whisk on the floor.

      I was a hot mess.

      Logan was waiting for me on the front porch, but I only opened the door partway and blocked the entrance. “Did you find anything?”

      “No,” he said, taking in my stance. “If he’s been snooping around, he left no trace.”

      I gave him a tight smile. “Well, all right then. Thanks for checking on us.”

      “I get the feeling I’m being dismissed,” he said with a cocked eyebrow.

      “It’s just that I’m behind.” I glanced over my shoulder toward the kitchen before shifting my focus back to him. “I really need to record this episode tonight.”

      “I’d like to come back and check on you tomorrow, if that’s okay,” he said quietly, and I felt new tension between us, which wasn’t unpleasant at all. In fact, it was too good.

      Yes, I’d love for you to come check me out tomorrow.

      No. Inwardly groaning, I forced a smile. “That’s not necessary, Officer Gillespie, er…Logan. How about I call you if we see any trouble?”

      After he studied me for a moment as though trying to read between the lines, he reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a business card. “My name and number are on here. Call me if you see anything suspicious. Even if it seems minor or insignificant. I’m not sure what that guy’s up to, and the fact his car is parked half a mile down the road concerns me.” He paused, holding my gaze, and said, “Rowan, this is serious. You were walking near his car this evening. You could have been in danger.”

      So he didn’t suspect me of anything. Yet. The seriousness and anxiety on his face twisted my heart and made me want to invite him back in to drink the coffee he never touched. But that was a supremely bad idea.

      He shifted his weight. “I’m not sure what message I’m sending out, but while I haven’t tried to hide that I’m intrigued by you, I want you to know that this is strictly professional. All you have to say is ‘Back off, Officer Gillespie,’ and I’ll take you at your word and be nothing but professional from here on out.” Worry filled his eyes. “I would hate to think I jeopardized your safety due to my own unprofessionalism.” He held his hands up in the air, palms toward me as if in surrender. “If you prefer, I’ll call another officer to take over.”

      Suddenly, I found myself contemplating a very different image of what Logan Gillespie surrendering to me might look like—instead of an awkward face-off at my front door, he was lying prone, squeezed between my thighs. I drew in a long, deep breath and shook my head, trying to dispel the image.

      I needed to tell him, Officer Gillespie, back off, I don’t need any help, official or otherwise. I opened my mouth to say the words, but they stopped on the tip of my tongue. I couldn’t bring myself to say it, no matter how much I knew I needed to.

      He smiled again, that same grin that lit up his whole face, and took a step back. “I look forward to seeing this episode.” He took two more steps backward, dangerously close to the steps. “What will you be cooking tonight?”

      “Uh…” My heart was still tripping on his warm brown eyes and the happiness that I had put there just by not turning him away. “Butternut squash and portabella mushroom hash.”

      His grin spread. “I look forward to watching it.”

      “You mean listening,” I teased.

      His voice turned husky. “I’ll be watching this one.”

      Then he turned around and headed down the porch steps to his car.

      I was still standing in the doorway like a fool when he reached his car and opened the door.

      “Go on inside,” he said. “I want to make sure you’re safe before I pull away.”

      My throat went dry and my palms turned sweaty, but I started to comply as he called out, “Good night, Rowan.”

      After such a shitty day, it was indeed.
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      The next afternoon we pulled up in front of LeVeque Tower, a fixture in Columbus, Ohio, since the 1920s. Once the tallest skyscraper in Columbus, it was now known for its original art deco splendor. But I was still too shocked by the meeting location, which had been given to us over the phone right before we left our house, to appreciate the beauty of the building.

      We’d only been to two Small Council meetings in our lives—one was in a magically expanded back room of Katzinger’s Deli, in the hipster German Village. It had still smelled like deli meat and sauerkraut. The last meeting, where we’d reported the theft of the Book of Sindal, had been in the second basement of the old Ohio Theater, surrounded by lumber and paint cans. This time, the valet met us and pointed us to the top floor, and my sisters and I exchanged look, incredulous. Surely they could have chosen a less conspicuous location for a secret meeting of witches and mages.

      “You sure about that, chief?” I asked, and he merely raised a bored eyebrow at me, gesturing for us to move along.

      Obviously, I didn’t have much personal experience with the Valerian Small Council, but everything I’d learned from my father, whose family had a long history of service to the council, indicated that they hid their business from the world. They definitely didn’t flaunt it.

      This was yet another red flag. The most recent one had come from Brandon. Despite his supposed worry about Phoebe, he had been nearly inaccessible all day. When asked for an explanation, all he would say was that he’d speak to her after the meeting.

      “Penthouse conference room?” Phoebe said, trying to make small talk to ease the tension once we were on the elevator.

      “This isn’t Valeria’s style,” I said.

      “It’s their style to change it up, right?” Celeste said with a hopeful tone that didn’t ease the tension in her shoulders. “So nobody can find us?”

      “Exactly, CeCe,” Phoebe chimed in, twisting her hands in front of her.

      I closed my eyes for an extended moment, focusing in on our connection. Then I directed a thought at my sisters. We all know something strange is going on. Let’s communicate this way during the meeting.

      Agreed, Phoebe thought. Once I’m closer to Brandon, I’ll do the same with him.

      No, I pushed at her. You said he’s been acting weird for days. Let’s wait until we get him alone.

      Her eyes widened in fear. You think he’s—

      Her thought was cut off when the elevator doors dinged open, and we walked out into the expansive penthouse of the tower, outfitted with simple, streamlined furniture accented with gold and its floor-to-ceiling windows.

      An impossibly thin woman in a tight dress and three-inch heels greeted us at a small desk beside the elevator bank. “Welcome, Whelan sisters. Follow me.”

      Phoebe shot me a startled glance. She’s not a witch.

      Another breach in Small Council protocol. Something’s seriously wrong, I said. We need to be prepared for anything.

      The woman led us to the entrance of a large conference room filled by the largest oval table I’d ever seen. Thirty witches and mages were seated around it at equidistant intervals, each in a matching high-backed chair. All of their eyes turned to us in unison as we lingered in the entrance to the room.

      I took a quick inventory of the attendees. There was Xenya, trying—and failing—to look impassive. I knew her too well for her poker face to fool me. My eyes skipped over Sarah, an older witch who’d never liked us, and a couple of other veteran faces I recognized, landing on Brandon. His eyes had already found Phoebe’s, and if he was trying to project neutrality, he was doing a worse job of it than Xenya. I continued my perusal of the table, more shocked by who I didn’t see than by who was there.

      “Where in the seven hells is Lucia?” Celeste blurted out.

      Lucia Hernandez, the witch the entire North American magical community had democratically elected for a seven-year term several years ago, was nowhere to be seen.

      “Lucia isn’t with us, but she asked me to call this meeting,” announced a high-pitched, yet masculine, voice. “My name is Alfred Gambier. I am the acting president of the Valerian Small Council, and the mage who called this meeting.”

      Celeste recoiled at the sight of the man who approached us. His jet-black hair was slicked back severely along a part, a stylistic match for the pressed charcoal gray suit he wore, complete with a waistcoat and a deep green pocket square. His skin was perfectly smooth, and his stature slight. In combination with the reedy pitch of his voice, all of this conspired to make him look like he was even younger than Celeste.

      I couldn’t imagine any reason that Lucia would miss a council meeting, let alone letting someone who looked like he’d barely graduated high school fill in for her.

      But Alfred was expecting a response, and for now, I’d play along.

      I’ll take point, I told my sisters.

      I took a step forward and plastered a gracious smile on my face. “Pleasure,” I said, proud of myself for sounding so cordial…definitely not one of my strong suits even on a good day. “Rowan Whelan, daughter of Xavier and Linnet Whelan and protector of the Book of Sindal.”

      The sprightly mage approached me with an outstretched hand. I shook it, not wanting him to sense any of my alarm. His fingers wrapped around mine, so cold I nearly pulled my hand out of his grasp. A chill skittered down my spine while I tried not to show that it had affected me.

      That was real, Celeste thought, and if anyone could tell a genuine sensation from an imagined one, it was her. He is not okay.

      “Now, now. I hardly think you three can still call yourself its protectors. Do you?” Alfred Gambier curled his lip, eyeing us like a wolf evaluating a potential kill.

      “Now, that’s—” Phoebe started, but I pummeled her with a thought to stop.

      That’s partly how we got in trouble at the last meeting.

      Phoebe huffed out a long breath, and I could’ve sworn I heard Celeste let out a low, soft growl.

      “We were faced with circumstances out of our control,” Phoebe finished with an obviously forced smile of acquiescence.

      He released a tiny laugh. “Let’s call a hex a hex. After coasting through your sacred duty for six years, you were confronted with the rude awakening of your efforts being woefully inadequate.”

      Hello, déjà vu. It wasn’t the first time our ability to protect the book had been questioned at one of these council meetings, and I was sure it wouldn’t be the last. Even so, this felt different. We were being questioned and belittled by someone I didn’t remember seeing at our previous meetings. If this mage was truly Lucia’s second, she’d kept him well hidden. Not that I could blame her.

      “We look at it as a learning opportunity,” I said as politely as possible. “We look forward to its return to our land, where it has resided for over two hundred years.”

      “Are you arguing that tradition trumps prudence?” an older man asked, the tradition full of derision.

      I lifted my gaze from Alfred Gambier to see the same old mage who’d antagonized us at the last Small Council meeting.

      “Tradition and prudence can go hand in hand,” I countered, my chin held high. I’d expected a fight, and even though I still wasn’t sure I wanted the book back, I’d be damned to seven hells if I’d let them take it from us. “We have learned from this experience. We will be better prepared should someone come for it again.”

      Alfred motioned to the woman who still stood behind us, and she hurried over to a credenza that supported a wooden box covered in ornate gold symbols. She picked it up and carried it to the table.

      I fought hard not to roll my eyes. Drama much, Alfred?

      He opened the lid of the gaudy box, revealing the tattered, bloodstained Book of Sindal.

      I could feel its power as soon as the lid was removed, and I realized how much my soul had missed it. Part of me recognized the book as ours, even though it was more of an anchor than a source of delight. But I could tell the book wasn’t the same. It felt weaker…depleted in power. No, it was more that it was exhausted. It was missing something it needed to keep on chugging.

      Celeste’s body jerked, and I realized what the book was missing.

      Us.

      Alfred Gambier reached out slim, pale fingers and lifted it, his hands steady.

      I bolstered my sisters with soothing words through our bond, knowing it was the only way I could support them at the moment.

      “There, there,” Alfred soothed with hollow sincerity. “All will be worked out in due course. Ah,” he tutted, clicking his tongue, “where are my manners? Please, be seated.”

      Before our eyes, three chairs appeared out of nowhere, arranged against the side wall as if we were on trial.

      And that’s when I realized that was what was happening. We were on trial.

      I shot Brandon the most hateful glare I could muster. He’d known and he’d let us walk right into it unprepared.

      He didn’t know, Phoebe wailed, tears pooling in her eyes.

      Don’t you dare talk to him, Phoebe, I warned.

      I felt her heart break even more, but she didn’t protest.

      I want to know how those chairs appeared, I said. A summoner?

      No, Celeste replied, dark and shallow, an expression mage.

      I shot to her a look of complete shock, but we all sat in the chairs, me in the middle and my sisters on either side of me.

      “Pardon, Mr. Acting President,” said Michael Anton, an older mage, “but traditionally Small Council members are the only ones who sit.”

      “Mr. Anton,” Alfred said in a condescending tone, “you will find that today is only the beginning of the breaking of many groundless traditions. First, with the Book of Sindal. Would anyone care to refresh us on its history?”

      Xenya cleared her throat and, with a nod from Alfred, stood. A small measure of relief rushed through me. If anyone would represent us fairly, it was Xenya. “The Book of Sindal was compiled in the late fifteenth century, quite on purpose, but the spells had existed in one form or another for hundreds of years in disparate locations. These spells amounted to what were, for lack of a better term, crimes against humanity and the magical community in particular. They were hidden away for the safety of all—many of them were banned because they could lead to unintended consequences, but a few could be used to control others’ thoughts and actions, quite intentionally with malicious intent.” She took a deep, shaky breath.

      Very few witches were known to have used the Book of Sindal, for any purpose.

      “Magic propagated through the pages of the Book of Sindal,” Xenya continued, “was used to start the Salem witch trials. Many of our sisters and even some of our brothers were murdered due to magical manipulation caused by spells in this book. A few witches secreted the book away, and some two hundred plus years ago, it found its resting place at the Whelan farm, where three powerful witches had established a magic triangle decades before. At the time, it was the only location in North America secure enough to protect it. Over the years, the magic on the Whelan estate has deepened and grown stronger. The very ground is alive with it.”

      “Just the facts, please, Xenya.” Alfred said gently, though his words were soaked with malice.

      “In the last four hundred years, the Book of Sindal has been dutifully protected by the Whelan witches, half of which have been on the Whelan family land. The name of the property has changed due to antiquated laws about male ownership, but the bloodline has not. The witches are buried on the land, cementing the magic in place, and each generation has produced powerful, skillful witches capable of continuing the family legacy.”

      “Until?” Alfred prompted. A little smile danced at the corners of his lips, and I had never wanted to punch a man more in my entire life. That wasn’t a smile of relief. That was a smile of triumph.

      You’re absolutely right, and Sure as hells is, my sisters thought at me simultaneously.

      My eyes darted over the Small Council members. There were only thirty of them, but spaced out in these chairs, they looked intimidating. Regimented, ready to fire on us. Even though I knew that was ridiculous.

      Wasn’t it?

      We all had the same interest here—to make sure the Book of Sindal would be safe—yet I couldn’t banish the image of a firing squad.

      “Until,” Xenya relented, “a week ago. It was stolen from the estate along with Celeste Whelan, whose blood was used to partially open the book and release some of its contents.”

      My mouth gaped open and I couldn’t contain my shock.

      It needs all of our blood to open, I protested.

      You’re right, Phoebe agreed, but Celeste remained silent. It struck me again that she was keeping something from us. But what the hells was it?

      “Which tells us…” Alfred prodded.

      Xenya didn’t play along. She knew what he was prompting her to say. The entire room knew. “Pardon me,” she said, “but I think we need to discuss the matter further before we make a hasty decision.”

      A male voice spoke up. “The Book of Sindal is no longer safe at the Whelan homestead.” There was no mistaking that rich, velvety voice. It was Brandon Cassidy—one of only seven mages on the Small Council. The man who had sworn to my face that he would protect my sister at all costs. “I’m sorry, ladies, the council very much respects your efforts, but we all agree. I’m sure you do as well. The Book of Sindal must remain in the absolute most secure hands.”

      Phoebe recoiled slightly, like she’d been slapped.

      Brandon Cassidy was a fucking dead man.

      Celeste pressed her lips into a thin line and glared at him, her stare even more hateful than it had been when the book was pried out of her hands.

      The other twenty-eight council members were impassive, with the exception of Xenya, whose eyebrows furrowed fiercely, and Michael Anton, who still had a shadow of a smirk on his face.

      The helplessness and desperation rolling off my sisters nearly did me in. I wasn’t the oldest by much, but I was still Phoebe and Celeste’s big sister. I reached down, taking each of them by the hand. None of us are going to like this, but it has to be done, I sent to them firmly, and then said, “We understand. Thank you for affording us the respect to summon us here and inform us in person.” I bowed my head slightly, immediately sensing my sisters’ shocked disbelief. We stuck together, no matter what. We were Whelan witches. “We’ll take our leave now.”

      I took one step toward the door and found two Protective Force guards blocking my exit.

      “Not so fast, Ms. Whelan,” Alfred said with a hint of amusement. “We’re not finished.”

      “You got the book,” I said, dropping my sisters’ hands and stepping in front of them. “It seems to me that its security is the council’s affair from here on out.”

      An evil grin twitched on his mouth. “There’s still the matter of you and your sisters.”

      My throat tightened, and I squeezed out, “What about us?”

      “You allowed the book to be taken. Should there be no punishment for that?”

      Xenya looked like she was about to jump over the table and strangle the man, but Brandon simply stared at Alfred as if he were discussing the weather.

      “Punishment?” Phoebe cried out.

      “You swore to protect the book with your lives.” He gestured toward us, his left hand making a lazy sweep. “And here you three stand. Not a single one of you dead.”

      My angry gaze jerked to Brandon, who remained impassive, and I could feel Phoebe’s heartbreak through our coven bond.

      “Would you prefer it if we were dead?” Celeste asked in her quiet voice.

      Every eye turned to her as her hair and her ivory dress began to ruffle in a nonexistent wind.

      Oh shit.

      Don’t do it, Celeste. I had no idea what she was planning, but the witches and mages of the council surrounded us. We had no hope of coming out ahead, especially since the council apparently had the allegiance of another expression magic user.

      She can’t help it, Phoebe said, starting to panic. She grabbed Celeste’s hand in an attempt to calm her down.

      Alfred nearly quivered with self-importance. “You must agree that it’s suspicious that you disappeared with the book and yet you were none the worse for wear.”

      “None the worse for wear?” Phoebe practically screeched. “She nearly died.”

      “After feeding the book with her blood,” Michael Anton shouted.

      “Feeding the book her blood?” I asked, incredulous. “They nearly bled her to death.”

      Alfred’s beady eyes held mine, sparkling with malice. “Then she would have actually died for the book.”

      “Enough,” Xenya said, getting to her feet.

      He spun to face her, the action no less menacing for his diminutive size. “They were given a task,” he said, his voice ice cold. “They failed that task. They need to be punished.”

      “Taking the book is punishment enough.”

      “No,” Michael Anton said. “It’s not.”

      “Split them apart,” Brandon said in a matter-of-fact tone.

      No! Phoebe wailed into my head as she grabbed my hand, her nails digging into my flesh.

      Alfred turned his attention to the head of the Protective Force. “Now that is an interesting idea. But you’ll need to be more specific. Are you suggesting splitting up the book or the sisters?”

      Brandon took a second to consider it, then said, “The sisters. You can’t split apart the book.”

      “That’s a very good idea, Captain Cassidy,” Alfred said. “But splitting up the book might be a solution too.”

      I sucked in a lungful of air, the room beginning to spin.

      “That would be detrimental to the safety of the world,” I protested weakly.

      “I disagree,” Alfred said. “This way no one person can gain possession of the entire book. Better to split it up.” He glanced around the room. “Let’s take a vote.”

      “Take a vote?” Xenya said. “This calls for a proper discussion.”

      “Split up the book!” a younger woman called out. An older woman echoed her.

      “All in favor of splitting up the book?” Alfred asked.

      A chorus of ayes and hands went up, Brandon’s included.

      I was going to rip the man apart with my bare hands.

      “All against?” Alfred asked.

      “Nay,” Xenya along with an older man said, raising their hands.

      “No!” Celeste shouted, her dress and hair swirling again.

      At the risk of alerting the council to how out of control she’d truly become, I stepped back and took her face in my hands, leaning our foreheads together. We’ll find another way to protect it. We can’t fight them on this, CeCe.

      She’s right, Phoebe said. Don’t fight them, Celeste. They want us to stand against them so they can punish us more.

      Tears filled Celeste’s pale green eyes and she nodded.

      I turned and found Alfred’s gaze on us. “The sisters are plotting against us.”

      “No,” Phoebe said in a strong, clear voice. “We accept the council’s decision.”

      “This coven is too strong,” Alfred said. “Two of the members have extraordinary powers. I must say, I agree with Captain Cassidy’s recommendation. They’ll be a danger to us all unless they’re physically separated and their coven bond is severed.”

      I clutched my sisters’ hands. Gods help us. Severing our bond wouldn’t do us physical harm—that only happened if the member of a coven died suddenly, with no warning—but it would make us feel empty. Alone. And at a time when we needed one another more than ever.

      Brandon swallowed and refused to look at us while he calmly stated, “I’m glad you agree. Still, with the right direction, I believe they could be of use to our community, Acting President Gambier. I have a suggestion for how we might best reeducate them.”

      Alfred steepled his fingers, the tips touching the underside of his nose. “Go on.”

      “Celeste’s expression magic is unstable. Separation from her sisters will only make her more volatile.”

      Alfred nodded and looked thoughtful, as though considering Brandon’s suggestion. “A dilemma to be certain. Perhaps we should put her in a null jail cell after all.”

      Rowan! Phoebe shouted in my head.

      Over my very dead body, I assured them both.

      “No,” Brandon said. “I studied her after I retrieved the younger sisters and the book. She has great potential, but she needs to learn how to harness her energy. She needs someone who can guide her.”

      Alfred was silent for a moment. “Perhaps we should send her to Zane. Let him teach her.”

      Who the fuck is Zane? I asked my sisters. Could he be the source of the rogue expression magic Celeste had sensed?

      Neither responded.

      “No,” Brandon said, still sounding logical and circumspect. “While sending her to an expression mage is a good idea, for now I think she should continue to heal with Xenya.”

      “Xenya,” Alfred practically spat as he turned to face the older woman. “We can’t trust her. She’s dissented from the council.”

      “She had a special bond with the girls’ mother. They consider her an aunt. She wouldn’t try anything for fear it would have repercussions for the other two. I’m certain Xenya will be compliant—and will make Celeste compliant in turn.” Brandon glanced down at the older woman. “Will you do it?”

      Her jaw clenched and a vein on her forehead throbbed. I was sure her blood pressure had to be dangerously high, but she held Brandon’s gaze, sending him daggers of hate while she said, “Yes. I will protect her.”

      “And what about the other dangerous one?” Alfred asked.

      “Phoebe?” Brandon asked. “I plan to keep her in my custody. I spent time with her while we were retrieving the book. I know how to keep her docile.”

      I was livid, but Phoebe grabbed my hand and squeezed. He’s protecting us.

      I had to wonder if she was right. Celeste to Xenya. Phoebe to Brandon. If they insisted on splitting us apart, we could ask for no better outcome for them.

      “And what about the weak one?” Alfred asked. “Do we have any volunteers for her?” His gaze scanned the table while the Small Council members either stared off into the distance or shot me hateful glares. “No one?” he asked with a hint of impatience.

      “Sir,” Brandon said, lifting his hand. “If I may make another suggestion.”

      Alfred pursed his lips and nodded. “Go on.”

      “Rowan Whelan is the weakest witch in the Whelan family in centuries. She’s of no danger to anyone. I say we simply send her home. What little power she has will be weakened all the more by the break from her sisters.”

      Phoebe released a tiny wail and Celeste’s fury returned.

      “No,” I whispered to both of them. He speaks the truth.

      Rowan. Tears ran down Phoebe’s face.

      “It’s okay,” I said, feeling numb from shock and embarrassment. My deepest shame had been laid bare for the thirty most influential magic bearers on the continent.

      “How could you?” Celeste demanded.

      “Silence!” Alfred shouted. His command hung heavy in the air and I realized it was bolstered with magic. None of us could speak even if we wanted to.

      What kind of magic did he have?

      “I think it’s best if we do this right away,” Alfred said, motioning to the guards at the door. “Emmaline, would you do us the honor of breaking their coven seal?”

      An older woman got up from the table and shuffled toward us. “Place your wrists together.”

      I defiantly fisted my hands at my sides.

      “Don’t fight them,” Phoebe whispered, picking up my hand and unfurling my fingers. “We’ll figure out a way to fix this.”

      Celeste’s hair began to blow with an unseen breeze. Just say the word, Rowan, and I will rip this room apart.

      Visions of the dead mage filled my head. No. I couldn’t let her do that in a room full of Small Council members. I had to be the voice of reason. However much it cost my dignity.

      I reached for Celeste’s hand and laced our fingers together. Phoebe’s right. We have to go along with this. We’ll fix it later.

      Celeste began to cry as I placed her right hand on my right wrist. Phoebe grabbed Celeste’s right wrist, and before I could change my mind, I grabbed Phoebe’s wrist, forming a triangle.

      As though realizing this agreement was precarious, Emmaline didn’t waste any time pushing her magic toward our locked wrists, her magic racing up my arm and into my soul. And just like that, I was free of them.

      I was surprised by how heavy the yoke of our coven had been.

      “Is it done?” Alfred asked.

      “It is done,” Emmaline said, not sounding happy about it.

      Alfred clapped his hands once in front of him. “This meeting is dismissed.”

      The guards headed straight for us, and I stood in shock as one took Celeste’s arm and the other took Phoebe’s.

      They started to struggle, but Xenya rounded the table and practically lunged for Celeste, pulling her away from the guard and into a massive hug. From over my sister’s shoulder, she caught my gaze and nodded. I didn’t need a coven bond with her to understand the message: Don’t give up. We’ll fight this another way.

      I nodded back, and before I could process what was happening, my sisters were being ushered out the back by the guards.

      I stood there, shocked and unmoored, as the Small Council members filed out the door we’d entered, shooting me looks of disdain.

      Alfred was the last one in the room and his mouth lifted into a grin so evil, I could feel dark energy rolling off him in waves.

      “Go home, Ms. Whelan. You are an embarrassment to the magical community and you have no place in it. When I’m finished with you, you’ll be deemed null and you’ll never see the book or your sisters again.”

      Then he sashayed out of the room, leaving me alone with my humiliation.
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      I wasn’t sure how long I stood in that spot, reliving the Small Council meeting over and over in my head.

      I hadn’t fought for my sisters. I hadn’t fought to protect the book. I hadn’t fought for myself. I was worthless. Maybe I should be declared null.

      Declaring a weak witch or mage null was rare in modern times, but it had been done in the past to preserve magical bloodlines. Children were born with varying degrees of power. Celeste was considered a 9.5 out of 10, while Phoebe was likely an eight. The rarity of their gifts only added to their value. I, on the other hand, ranked a two or three. Nowadays, possession of a low-ranking power wasn’t enough of a reason for a person to be declared null and kicked out of the magical community—something akin to Amish shunning—but if a witch or mage at the bottom of the power scale committed a crime or otherwise risked the safety of the magical community, it was the favored punishment. Powerful magical people were too rare to waste.

      If the committee declared me null, they’d strip me of what little power I had.

      I’d never be able to restore my coven bond with my sisters.

      No, something inside me shouted. You have to fight this. You have to fight for your sisters.

      But not tonight. Tonight this was one blow too many.

      I finally found the gumption to head down the hall to the elevator. The skinny woman stood there with her perky smile, which lit up even brighter when she saw me.

      “Rowan Whelan?”

      I punched the down button and almost didn’t respond, but I had no idea when the elevator would open and I was curious as to how and why she knew my name. “Yes?”

      She reached over her desk, holding out an envelope. “I was told to give you this.”

      I took it from her gingerly, sincerely worried it might blow up in my face, but she just kept smiling as though my reaction were perfectly normal.

      Seconds after I took the envelope, the elevator doors opened, and her smile stretched even wider. “Have a nice day.”

      “Yeah, you too,” I mumbled as I got on the elevator, the empty sentiment a sure sign that I’d lost it.

      I held the envelope all the way to the ground floor, and it was still clutched in my hand as I waited for the valet assistant to get my car. It wasn’t until I was a couple of miles away from LeVeque Tower that I pulled to the side of the road and opened it. The moment I saw it was on Brandon’s official stationary, I nearly tossed it out the window. But curiosity got the better of me. Partly since the letter had been typed, and he obviously hadn’t had time to type and print a letter after the meeting, but mostly because the asshole had my sister.

      Rowan,

      If things go as I expect them to, you are on your own. Your sisters are safe. Use your gift.

      Captain Cassidy

      The shithead didn’t even have the audacity to sign his full name. “Fuck you, Captain Cassidy.”

      I stewed the entire ride home, getting angrier and angrier the closer I got to Mount Vernon, which was a hell of a lot more palatable than self-pity. Anger made me feel powerful—it gave me purpose and direction. I’d take anger over self-pity any day, and Brandon had given it to me in spades. He’d claimed my gift was so worthless I wasn’t worth guarding, but now he was telling me to use it. Was he insane?

      “Mother fucking bastard,” I ground out. I tried to send a message to Phoebe using our coven connection, but it was really and truly gone. I felt nothing in my head but my own troubled thoughts.

      Hot tears stung my eyes, but I blinked them back. Crying wasn’t going to do me one bit of good.

      I was almost home when I spotted the sign for the bar Logan had mentioned the night before—the Copper Giant. There was a dark empty house waiting for me, possibly haunted by the newly buried mage my sister had killed. I wasn’t exactly eager to head home. Besides, it was almost eight o’clock. Might as well stop and have a drink.

      Maybe I could become a drunk now.

      As I pulled into the parking lot, a memory of my father flashed into my head. At some point, probably around the time I started high school, I’d realized that my father was unhappy in his marriage. My mother was magically stronger than him—as most witches were stronger than mages—and she also held a higher status in the community owing to her Whelan blood. He’d never handled it well. One night I’d come home late from a high school football game—back then I still had human friends—and found my father sitting on the front porch with a bottle of Irish whiskey and a glass, staring out at the family cemetery.

      “Rowan, my love,” he’d called out, his words slurred. “Come join me.”

      I sat in the empty chair next to him, my heart heavy in my chest. He and Mom must have had a fight. He’d been pleading with her to use her authority to help him get a position on the Small Council, and the last I’d heard, she’d refused.

      “You and I are a lot alike,” he said, finishing off his glass, then pouring another. His hand was unsteady and some of the whiskey spilled onto the porch.

      I didn’t ask him how—I knew what was coming. He’d given me this speech once before when he was drunk, but I’d been twelve at the time, and I’d walked away from the conversation feeling sucker-punched.

      “Do you know how we’re alike?” he prodded.

      I gave him a sad smile. “You’re not weak, Dad.”

      He pointed at me, his brows lifted high. “No. Rowan, my love. Neither of us are weak. We’re scrappy.”

      It felt like too large a slice of reality for a Friday night, and I wanted to go inside and go to bed, but I stayed because I did feel a kinship with my father. We were always trying to find a way to be relevant in a household full of super witches. My outings with human friends helped me forget that I wasn’t enough. Alcohol was my dad’s chosen crutch, though he usually didn’t drink to excess.

      “You’re a smart girl,” Dad had said. “And magic isn’t the only way to solve a problem. Just remember that.”

      Now, a decade later, I stared at the flashing neon lights of the bar and whispered, “Not this time, Dad.”

      Enough.

      That glimmer of self-pity would have to last me.

      I got out of my car and headed inside, not sure why I was there but determined to go in anyway. Maybe I wanted to feel like I had when I was in school and hanging out with my human friends—normal.

      Now that we no longer had to deal with the book, maybe I could really be normal.

      There was one seat open in the middle of the bar, between a couple on one side and a half-drunk Ohio bro on the other. But I didn’t want to deliberately seat myself next to the tipsy guy. If he hoped to pick someone up tonight, he’d probably take it as an invitation. I wasn’t looking for anything more than a drink, and I wanted to buy that drink myself. Given everything that had gone on, it didn’t feel right to invite someone I barely knew home with me, or to leave the house empty for the night. Nope. I’d be going home alone, and there wasn’t any point in entertaining other possibilities.

      Mercifully, a couple got up and vacated the two seats at the very end of the bar. Right next to the men’s room but cloaked in shadow compared to the rest of the place. It might smell a little, but I could observe without many people noticing me. Perfect.

      I wasn’t sure what to order, but the answer came to me as the bartender walked over.

      “Kilbeggan. Neat.” A tribute to my father.

      The middle-aged man’s heavy brow lifted. “Most people order Jameson.”

      I lifted a shoulder into a lazy shrug. “Who wants to be like most people?”

      But that was a lie…or maybe a partial truth. My father and I hadn’t wanted to be like most people. We’d just wanted to be like my sisters and my mother.

      Special.

      I settled into my seat, turning it slightly so I could watch the room. A football game was playing on one of the corner TVs, and I idly wondered if this was the year I should take some of my viewers up on their offer to join their fantasy football league. Maybe I’d even start going out more. Have a life. Take those trips I’d always dreamed about.

      But what kind of life did I think I could have without my sisters? Before Celeste and the book were stolen two weeks ago, we’d rarely been apart for more than a few days.

      What was I doing sitting here feeling sorry for myself when my two sisters had been forcibly taken away? But Phoebe was exactly where she wanted to be—with Brandon. And sure, he’d betrayed us in the meeting, but his intercession with Alfred and the note he’d left me, infuriating though it had been, suggested he was up to something. Truth be told, we should have sent Celeste to stay with Xenya ages ago—and would have if not for our hesitation to admit we needed help.

      Some big sister I’d turned out to be.

      A cheer went up from two of the small tables across the bar, and I smiled to myself as I watched the guys slapping each other’s backs and trash-talking. This is what normalcy looked like. I might as well get used to it. But while I was observing the chaos, a man quietly slid into the empty seat beside me.

      It took me a second to realize he was there, and as soon as I registered his presence, I pretended to be watching the football game.

      He wore dark jeans, simple leather oxfords, and a sweater over a button-up. He was almost too pulled together, like he’d walked off a photo shoot for an easy living catalog. Even his smell—antiseptic and sharp—compared to the standard Mount Vernon guy scent achieved from Old Spice soap or drugstore body spray. His warm brown hair, bordering on ginger, was perfectly parted and combed. Not a single hair was out of place.

      He ordered an old-fashioned and I wrinkled my nose at the heavy fermented scent of vermouth that wafted over to me when he took a long drink. Without glancing in my direction, he said, “You live here? In town?”

      “Let me stop you right there,” I said with plenty of sass. “I’m not going home with you tonight or in the future. I’m just here to have a drink, so move right along.”

      He chuckled. “They grow ’em feisty here. I might have to come back when this is all done.”

      “I’m not the usual citizen of Mount Vernon,” I said dryly, taking a sip of my drink. “You might be disappointed.”

      “If you know the citizens that well, you might be able to help me with something else.” He glanced around the bar. “Lots of families have been here awhile. I’m doing research on some of the oldest ones. Ancestral homes, stories about family trees, all that.”

      I tensed, sitting up even straighter in my seat. It struck me that he was a stranger around here, just like the mage who’d broken into our home. According to Brandon, the first mage had used a flimsy excuse for snooping around. Hello, flimsy excuse #2. We’d been naïve to assume the mage had acted alone. Or that he’d be the last of them coming for the book.

      “I don’t really know,” I shrugged, trying to play it cool. “I’m not a history nerd when it comes to the town.”

      “Not the town. Just a family. The Whelans. I’m looking to visit their house.”

      I’d known it was coming. But it rocked me to the core to hear someone I didn’t know, and obviously couldn’t trust, ask after us by name.

      “You want to visit them?” I said, hearing my own voice trail off in disbelief.

      “Sounds like maybe you can help,” he said, staring directly into my eyes now, hoping to catch me in a lie or ascertain whether I was telling the truth—it was impossible to know which. He leaned in, lowering his voice. “I’ve heard some interesting things about the place. Really want to check it out. If you can point me in the right direction, I promise you I’ll make it worth your while.”

      A million thoughts flew through my head. I didn’t know whether I should run, stand my ground and lie, or draw out this conversation long enough to get some relevant information on this guy.

      To buy some time, I slugged back the rest of my drink, wincing slightly at the burn. I still hadn’t decided what I would say, but I turned back to the guy, who was still creepily watching me. He knew that I knew something. Maybe he even knew who I was. The realization sent a shiver down my spine. The gleam in his eyes suggested he was smarter than Lester, which meant he would know finding our farm was a matter of public record. Anyone could do it. Shoot, Lester had managed it. So that meant he was sitting here for another reason.

      I shot him a glare. “Who are you?”

      Slowly, never breaking eye contact with me, the man leaned in. The smile tugging on the corners of his mouth was full of malevolent promise. “It doesn’t matter who I am. It only matters who I work for. And they are very, very interested in the Whelan house.”

      “And why are you telling me this?” I asked with an active bitch face. “Do you think I give a shit who you plan on dropping in on?”

      He pushed a tiny bit of magic toward me, and I could feel it crawling across my skin like a millipede.

      The alcohol had fueled my anger and part of me wanted to tell him to fuck off. I suspected he knew I was a Whelan, but that didn’t mean I should flaunt it. I wasn’t under any illusion that I could hold my own in a magical fight. Sure, I could hide myself, but that wouldn’t work with him sitting right beside me. So I glamoured my magic instead, making myself appear to be completely human.

      He frowned and I felt the push again—stronger this time, but I held the glamour in place. I couldn’t resist taunting him a little, so I lifted my brow as though unimpressed, which confused him even more. Anger filled his eyes and he started to grab my wrist—which was when I felt a bulky presence behind me. I jolted as a large, warm hand slid across my shoulder blades and gripped my far shoulder, but relief washed over me at the sight of the long, well-shaped, familiar fingers. A quick glance confirmed the hand belonged to Officer Logan Gillespie. He gently coaxed me to standing.

      “Hey, baby,” he said, notching his chin on top of my head and pulling me into a half hug. It was the sort of gesture you’d see between a couple who had been together a long time, who slotted together effortlessly in every situation. Except I had never touched Logan Gillespie before now, let alone cuddled with him. Still, this felt normal. Welcome.

      Logan turned to me and said, “Ready to go? We’d better head out if we want to catch that movie.”

      The man next to me sat up straighter. “Hello, Officer.”

      Logan flashed him a strained look. “I thought you were leaving town.”

      “Figured I’d get a drink first. You know, boost the small-town economy,” the guy said with a smirk.

      “Don’t you be driving after finishing that drink,” Logan shot at him, then tugged me away from the bar.

      It took me a second to mentally catch up. “When did you get here?”

      I knew he hadn’t been here when I’d walked in. Otherwise, I was certain I would have been drawn to him like a magnet.

      “The bartender reported another guy was asking around about your land.” His arm squeezed tighter around me as we headed toward the exit. “That was him. I met him at the convenience store a few hours ago. He was asking about the Whelan farm there too.”

      I felt the pressure of a stare and glanced up just in time to see the mage look back into his drink, pretending he hadn’t been watching us leave.

      “Does he know who you are?” Logan asked.

      I knew I shouldn’t drag him into this, but I found myself saying, “I don’t know. Maybe. I may have thrown him off.”

      “Do you know who he is?”

      “No,” I answered truthfully. “I have no idea.”

      Logan kept his arm around me as we headed out the door and across the parking lot. To the outside world, we had to look like a couple, and for a few moments, I let myself believe it too.

      Stupid, Rowan. You don’t get to have him.

      I forced myself to take a step away, immediately feeling the loss of his warmth. “Thanks for helping me out back there.”

      “Of course, but you know I’m not done, right?”

      “What are you talking about?” I asked. “You helped me out of a difficult situation, which I very much appreciate, but it’s been a long night and I’m ready to go home.”

      “He’s not going to let this go. That guy’s not going to stop until he’s on your doorstep, Rowan.”

      I swallowed. I suspected he was right, which meant I had to send Logan on his way. He was no match for magic. “My sisters aren’t home. So I’ll figure out somewhere else to go tonight. See? Taken care of.”

      His jaw worked, and for a second, I thought he was going to suggest I stay at his place. To my surprise, I wasn’t so sure I’d say no. But instead, he reached into his jeans pocket and pulled out his phone and his keys. “I want you to go inside. I’ll send my buddy Pete over to pick you up and take you to the station while I follow this guy.”

      “What? Are you even on duty? You’re not wearing a uniform.”

      “No, but I’m following him anyway, and you are not going home until I catch this guy doing something illegal. Which means the safest place for you is the station.”

      “If you’re not on duty, then I’m going with you,” I said. I was scared to death he’d catch the mage doing something magical and get himself killed. While I had no doubt Officer Gillespie could hold his own against any human threat, he was in over his head.

      “That’s not a good id—”

      “There are two options here, Officer Gillespie. Either I go home to my empty house and wait around for the bad guy to show up or I go with you.”

      He hesitated for a moment, then said, “Fine. My car’s this way.”

      He walked to the back row and stopped next to a sleek black car, and with a click of his key fob, I heard the doors unlock. I let out a low whistle as I opened the passenger door and lowered myself onto the seat. Seconds later, he was in his seat too, and I looked at him with what had to be serious heart eyes. Not for him. For the machine.

      “What is this?” I ran my hands reverently over the buttery soft leather upholstery and wiggled my butt happily when I felt the seat beneath it warming.

      “Julia,” he said, a smile creeping onto his face as he started the engine.

      “You named your car,” I deadpanned. I didn’t tell him that the only reason I hadn’t done the same thing for my weeks-old car was that I hadn’t settled on the perfect name yet.

      “Uh, no. That’s actually the name. Giulia. It’s an Alfa Romeo.”

      I let out a low whistle. “2.0 liter engine? 280 horsepower?”

      He nodded with a sparkle in his eyes. “Turbocharged. With a beautiful growl.” His reverence for his car, and especially her growl, was one of the sexiest damn things I’d ever witnessed.

      “I saved my bonus checks for eight years to pay for it. Been my goal since the first day on the force. It doesn’t have all the features I wanted, but there was a good deal on this one, and I thought that if I spent less on the price of the car, I’d have more left for—”

      “Customization, yeah,” I said. “What do you have planned for it?”

      He smiled again, shaking his head like he couldn’t believe what he was looking at. “Speaker upgrade, and hopefully a sunroof. I was also thinking I could—” But he cut himself off. The mage who’d confronted me had just exited the bar, and we both watched as he hopped onto a motorcycle.

      “Idiot,” Logan muttered, waiting until the mage had left the lot to turn on the ignition. “Didn’t even wear a helmet.”

      The conversation between us faded away as Logan set to following the mage. It was a dark night and the road was good and windy, but Logan clearly had lots of experience with tailing people. He left plenty of space between the mage and Giulia.

      My spirits lifted when I realized that we were headed away from the farmhouse. Maybe the mage was going back to a headquarters of some sort. Or he’d decided I was too much trouble and he’d rather leave town than bother the Whelans.

      But my heart sank again when Logan pulled to a stop just outside one of the oldest cemeteries in town. The smaller ones attached to churches in and around town saw more use, but this one had the deepest roots in Mount Vernon. It was no more than a quarter of an acre in size.

      “Creepy,” Logan said. “Never did feel right around this graveyard. There was a lot of vandalism here when I first started on the force. Right after your mother’s accident. Thought they might be connected in some way, but none of the connections ever panned out.”

      “No,” I interrupted, not wanting to hear him talk about my mother right now, especially since I felt like I’d failed my sisters. “Only my father’s buried here anyway. Our mother’s ashes were scattered on the family cemetery on our land.”

      Logan nodded with a grim expression on his face. “That was a strange case,” he said solemnly, watching me with something like an apology written across his features. “Your mother’s accident, I mean. I was one of the first responders. As far as I knew, we never did really figure out what happened. Just knew the chief wanted to let the case lie. What in the—”

      It only lasted a few seconds, but I had a feeling it would be burned into Logan’s retinas. The mage had cast a netherworld net just fifty or sixty feet ahead of us, spreading a dome of glowing blue light out to the edges of the cemetery. Pulsating light touched down on each of the graves. The dead were connected to one another, and a netherworld net made a map of those connections for a mage to follow. This spell was especially useful to find a newly dead body likely to be buried in an unmarked location. Which meant, if this mage was looking for Lester, then he wasn’t expecting to find him alive.

      But maybe it wasn’t just Lester’s body he was after, but rather where his body might be hidden. It would make sense, if he’d been the one to send Lester to retrieve the book. After all, it was the farmhouse he was asking about.

      “Shit,” I muttered as the mage headed back to his bike with an unmistakable pep in his step. The guy took off with the confidence of someone who knows exactly where they’re headed.

      Logan’s jaw clenched as he waited for the mage to insert some distance between us. Then, without a word, he started the chase over again.

      This time, though, there was no suspense. Only dread. After all, I knew exactly where we’d end up.

      It only took Logan a few minutes of driving to realize what I already knew. “Rowan,” he growled, as though he was psyching himself up for battle. “He’s going to your house.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      “Always said Pete was full of shit about your farm. Dammit. I hate being wrong.”

      “Wait. What do you mean?” The dread of this creep heading straight to our farm after casting the netherworld net didn’t keep me from registering that comment.

      “Said it was haunted. Strange stuff happens out here all the time. I’ve been on patrols in this area for almost a decade and haven’t seen anything, and I hate gossip more than anything, but now…”

      “Our farm is not haunted. That’s ridiculous.” Except I didn’t sound very convincing, even to my own ears. Luckily, Logan couldn’t see the panic on my face since he was concentrating too hard on the twists and turns of these backcountry roads in the dark. The responsibility of keeping the happenings on our farm hidden from the outside world fell squarely on my shoulders. I was the one handy with glamour spells. If this guy, Pete, had seen things out on our farm, that meant I was failing at even the simplest of magic. Maybe I should be declared null.

      “Doesn’t matter,” Logan said. “You can tell me what’s really going on there later. For now, the man harassing you at a bar headed straight to a cemetery, shot off some kind of firework, then headed directly to your house. The first and the last thing would concern me enough without any freaky ghost shit in the middle.”

      Well, that was a small relief. Sort of.

      I hoped like hell that Logan couldn’t see the small trails of blue light dancing around the mage’s motorcycle in the distance. The net was doing its job. It was leading him to the body, and ultimately, to where it was buried at the Whelan farm he’d been looking for. But it was all I could do not to gasp when he pulled into our driveway and headed down the lane through the trees toward the cemetery and not toward the house. Even if all he wanted was the book, it seemed he was determined to find Lester first.

      Logan turned off his headlights and drove slowly, lingering in the deep shadows at the entrance. We watched the taillights head away from us.

      “So he’s not robbing the house…” Logan said, clearly confused. “And likely not looking for you.”

      “No,” I said, shaking as the full realization of what Logan was about to witness dawned on me. He’d already seen me walking away from the dead mage’s abandoned car. No question about it—he’d put two and two together.

      “Good. I’m gonna take you to the station. You’ll be safer there.”

      I rolled my eyes, grateful that the dark of the car masked my reaction to his unintentionally ridiculous statement. If anything, I’d be the one protecting him tonight.

      “No. I’ll be fine. The car is safe, right?”

      Logan shot me a look. “You know what he’s looking for.”

      “On second thought, we should go to the station,” I blurted. “Get more backup.” I didn’t actually want more police at the house, especially if Lester’s body was about to be disinterred, but I suspected both the intruder mage and the body would be long gone by the time Logan returned with reinforcements.

      “For one guy on a motorcycle?” he asked, sounding like I’d insulted his competence.

      “Logan, please. I think he’s dangerous.”

      Logan’s mouth pinched with determination as he slowly rolled his car forward until we caught a good glimpse of the mage’s bike parked next to the entrance to the cemetery. I gestured to a rarely used poorly graveled lane, though I shuddered to think what it might do to his pretty car.

      “If you want to hide, pull down here and park behind that small grove of trees.” I pointed in the darkness. “We’ll have a good view of what he’s doing.” But as soon as the words left my mouth, I asked myself what I was doing. Why didn’t I just glamour the mage and make Logan think he’d left? I wanted to see what the mage was doing, sure, but I couldn’t deny that part of me also wanted Logan here.

      The stupid part.

      To my surprise, he did as I suggested without a second thought. When we reached the grove, he positioned the car so that we were in the shadows but had an excellent view of what was happening fifty feet away—the mage entering the cemetery with a shovel in hand.

      Logan looked to me, concern etched into his forehead. “This is your family graveyard, right? Do you have any valuables buried over there?”

      We’d never hidden the Book of Sindal near the bodies of our relatives—too obvious. We’d retrieved other family artifacts long ago for Phoebe’s use. But a little white lie wouldn’t hurt.

      “Yes,” I said breathlessly. “And it’s not a secret. We’ve had people try to raid those graves before.”

      “Never heard that. Wonder if that’s some of what Pete saw…”

      “Probably,” I said. “We have some security measures installed, but people have gotten…creative with their break-in attempts.”

      He looked at me for a couple seconds that seemed to last an eternity. It wasn’t a bad lie, probably because it wasn’t entirely untrue.

      “Holy shit,” Logan said as another blue dome flashed up around the mage, sending a bolt of blue energy directly at the mage’s glamoured resting place.

      Holy shit was right.

      “That’s it, I’m gonna nab him for trespassing,” Logan muttered. “We’ll haul him in for that and question him about everything else later.”

      Everything else? So much for my grave-robbing explanation. Maybe I wasn’t as good at lying as I thought—or that pulsing blue light was just a little too weird to be from a natural source.

      Before I could stop Logan, he stepped quietly out of the car, slowly closing the door behind him so that it wouldn’t make any noise and, I supposed, to offer me a small measure of protection. He’d made it less than a dozen steps before the sound of tires rolling on gravel burst through the dark night.

      I watched him crouch down and surveyed the scene in horror as two large black SUVs sped onto my property and headed toward the cemetery. They were the same make and model as the cars that had half-wrecked my baby two weeks ago, I’d bet twenty bucks they were with the Dark Set, even though Lester had suggested he was unaffiliated.

      If they were with the Dark Set, they wouldn’t hesitate to crush us. I’d learned that the hard way. Luckily, I’d already survived one car chase with these assholes, and the trick that had helped save Phoebe and me then would also work right here, right now.

      As quickly as I could, I got out of the car and made it to where Logan was crouched low behind a bush.

      “Get back in the car,” I whisper-shouted.

      He shot me a look that suggested he was checking me into a mental facility as soon as this was all said and done. “No, I’m calling for backup.”

      “Trust me, Logan, you do not want to tangle with these guys.”

      He turned his head to me, glaring. “You do know what they want.”

      “I . . .” I thought I knew, but now I wasn’t so sure. All these Dark Set men, and they were here to dig up Lester? If they were here for the book, what would they care about that fool?

      Except…he had insisted, all proud, that this was a solo mission. And he’d been wielding a blue ball of power-stealing light with the finesse of a toddler.

      The truth struck me hard enough to gag me.

      “I have a good idea,” I said, swallowing. “And we do not want to be here when they retrieve it.”

      I suspected Lester had stolen that blue ball of magic from the Dark Set and they were here to get it back. It definitely was not the best-case scenario, but the more I thought about it, the more sense it made.

      “I’ll explain it all later,” I lied, “but for now, we have to get back in the car. Trust me on this.”

      A war waged in his eyes, and I was sure he was going to tell me to get back in the car while he single-handedly arrested everyone involved, but he surprised me. “We’ll stay here and watch for now.”

      It wasn’t exactly what I’d wanted, but it would do for now. “Thank you.”

      The SUVs jolted to a stop, several doors opened at once, and men spilled out of them and headed into the cemetery. A half dozen of them.

      “Good thing you showed up, Rogers,” the mage from the bar called out. “I didn’t feel like digging this body up the hard way, know what I mean?”

      I forced myself not to take a sidelong glance at Logan, but I felt him flinch. No one answered, but the mage from the bar took several steps back as dirt began to fly off the ground and collect into a pile at the foot of the grave.

      “You’re certain he’s here?” a man asked. “You have the correct grave?” The tone of his voice suggested two things. One, he was the guy in charge of this recovery mission, and two, things wouldn’t have gone well for the mage from the bar if he’d been wrong.

      “The netherworld net pointed to him right away.”

      “I told you to use the Whelan sister to find him,” the man in charge said. “I was certain she’d glamour the body.”

      “She did. If I hadn’t used the net, I never would have found it. And I confronted the older sister, just like you said, but Donall…she doesn’t have any magic.”

      Donall himself was on our land. Holy hells.

      I finally let myself take a quick glance at Logan, who, to his credit, was observing this scene unfolding like he was at the Cineplex watching a movie.

      “What do you mean she doesn’t have any magic?”

      “I found her at the bar, and when I scanned her…well, I couldn’t read any magic at all.”

      “Do you think that fool took her power with the sphere?” another man asked.

      The group was silent for a couple of seconds before Donall said, “No. You said she glamoured the grave and did an excellent job. Which means she still has her magic.”

      “Or did,” the other man said. “What if they captured the sphere and didn’t know how to handle it? You said she was weak, right? Could she have lost her magic to it?”

      “I suppose it’s possible,” Donall said, not sounding entirely convinced, “except for the fact that Turner here says he’s tracked the sphere to the grave. Which means it’s buried with the fool just as we suspected.” He paused. “She must have glamoured her own magic, which means you were as subtle as a bull in a china shop, you stupid fool,” Donall ground out. “Let us hope she didn’t lose her magic because I need her and now she’s likely in hiding.”

      That finally got Logan moving. He grabbed my upper arm and started to tug me backward. When I resisted, he leaned into my ear and whispered, “They want you, Rowan. I’m not taking any chances with your safety. Let’s get farther away.”

      I had to give him props for taking all the magic talk in stride and focusing on the important issues. I could only imagine how he’d use that super power in bed.

      Holy hells, Rowan, I thought to myself. Focus. Now is not the time to be thinking dirty thoughts.

      Logan was right—we should probably back up, but I was desperate to know what Donall had planned. If the guy possessed a magical sphere that stole people’s powers…gods, the havoc he could wreak, on humans and the magical community alike—especially witches, who he despised. He could leech power from the most powerful among us and make himself into some sort of uber mage-villain…oh gods, he could start the next Salem witch trials but on steroids.

      Suddenly, I was sure he was behind the Small Council’s decision to take the book and split up my coven. I felt it in my bones.

      I had no idea what I’d do with that information, but I knew I couldn’t run from this. I had to find out what he was up to. And for Phoebe’s sake, I had to keep track of what happened to Lester. If I let them take his body, her full power would never be restored.

      Something else Donall had said stuck with me too. He needed me for something, and for some reason, I suspected it was more than just my blood. For my magic? The thought was completely unfathomable.

      Dirt continued to fly out of the grave while they talked, and suddenly Rogers, the telekinetic mage, called out, “There. I think we’ve found him.”

      “They didn’t bury him very deep,” another voice said.

      “Why would they?” someone else asked. “It’s on their own land. They never thought anyone would come snooping around.”

      I snuck another glance at Logan. These mages had all but confirmed we’d killed a man and buried him in a family plot, something he must have suspected at this point anyway, but Logan’s gaze remained firmly locked on the drama directly in front of us.

      A minute later, the dirt stopped flying and Rogers moved closer to the hole. The other mages stood back as the dirty sheet-wrapped body levitated out of the hole and fluttered onto the ground.

      “Does he still have it?” Rogers asked.

      “I told you he did,” the bar mage protested.

      “Silence,” Donall said in a deadly calm tone that everyone instantly obeyed. “The fool’s body still has it, but it’s trapped inside him. I have no idea how to retrieve it.”

      “We need the Whelan girl,” one of the mages said. “The one with ancestor magic.”

      My heart skipped a beat at the mention of Phoebe.

      “My brother has her in his custody,” Donall said. “We’ll convince him to let us borrow her for the task.”

      I had to stop this. I couldn’t let Donall get his hands on her again. While I didn’t think Brandon would willingly participate in anything that would harm Phoebe, I wasn’t willing to leave it to chance. For all I knew, Donall had convinced him to cooperate with the Dark Set. The guy had clearly infiltrated the council somehow.

      I turned to Logan and grabbed his arm, my fingers digging into his sleeve. “I need you to stay here.”

      His eyes flew wide. “What are you talking about, Rowan?”

      “You have to trust me on this,” I said, trying not to sound so breathless. I was scared to death, but I knew what I had to do. I just didn’t want Logan to be hurt in the cross fire. He’d never agree to my plan, but I had no idea how to restrain him.

      Restrain him. Oh!

      I took his hand in mine, feeling a strange twisting sensation in my gut as his fingers easily wrapped around mine. I liked this man… a lot. And something deep in my soul told me that he was the one, my soul mate, just like they talked about in those cheesy movies I teased Phoebe for watching.

      Too bad I’d have to make sure his mind was erased of everything related to magic—and me—when this was all said and done. Humans who weren’t connected to the world of magic through family bonds couldn’t be told of its existence.

      “Logan,” I said with tears in my eyes. “Don’t be freaked out by what’s about to happen. I promise you’ll be free in fifteen minutes, but once you’re free, you need to forget this happened, okay? I’ll be fine, I promise. I have a plan. Don’t try to come after me.”

      His hand tightened around mine. “What the hell are you talking about, Rowan?”

      Something cool ran down my cheek, and I was shocked when I swiped at it and realized it was a tear.

      I lifted my hand to his face, daring to let my fingertips reach up to his hair, surprised at how soft it felt. “You’re a good man, Logan Gillespie. A great man. I will forever wonder what life with you could have been like, but I’ll have to settle for this.”

      I leaned over and kissed him. I’d meant for it to be a sweet goodbye kiss, but Logan’s arm wrapped around my back and he deepened our connection. He knew what I was doing, and he had no intention of letting me go.

      I leaned back, removing my hand from his. “I’m sorry.”

      “Rowan?” Shock and fear filled his eyes as I glamoured a piece of duct tape onto his mouth. He started to reach for it, but I grabbed both his hands with mine and brought them together, glamouring duct tape to bind his wrists and then his ankles.

      My particular type of magic worked because the mind believed what the eyes saw and what the hands felt. If Logan believed I’d bound him with duct tape, it would keep him immobilized. Which meant it would keep him safe.

      “This will dissipate in fifteen minutes,” I assured him. “Don’t fight it. It will only make it worse.” That last part was a lie, but I suspected Logan Gillespie wasn’t the kind of man who took things lying down. He fought for them tooth and nail. And I knew in my heart he’d fight for me.

      It was a fight he’d lose with his life.

      I only hoped this next part would be over before his bindings wore off.

      I added another layer of glamour over him before I walked away. It was a hasty job, but they wouldn’t see him unless they were looking for him. I slipped into the woods behind our hiding spot, skirting the trees and being careful not to make any noise to give myself away as I circled around the cemetery. When I’d nearly made it to the entrance, I added one last glamour layer to hide my magic, then stepped out of the trees and decided to play dumb.

      “What in the seven hells is going on out here?”

      Donall turned, disbelief filling his eyes, but his face twisted into an ecstatic smile at the sight of me. I could feel pinpricks of energy stabbing my skin.

      What kind of magic did he have? It was nothing I recognized, but I knew I was completely out of my league.

      I’d just walked into a death trap.
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      “Rowan Whelan,” Donall said with his hands spread wide. “What a pleasure to find you here.” Standing this close to him, I would have recognized him anywhere. His little brother had practically been one of my roommates these last two weeks. Donall shared Brandon’s coloring and his good looks, although there was something pinched and twisted about him. His nose and lips were a touch too thin, his complexion too pale.

      “Considering it’s my land, who else would you expect?” Then, deciding I had nothing to lose, I added, “And you wouldn’t expect to see Phoebe or Celeste considering that you had us split up.”

      “You figured that out, huh?” A grin spread across his face. “He said you were smart.”

      “He?” I asked, tilting my head slightly. “He who?”

      “Our leader, but you’ll find out who he is in good time.” He took a step back and gestured to the sheet-wrapped body lying on the ground. “Care to explain what happened here?”

      “What happened here,” I spit out, “is that you and your buddies have desecrated my family cemetery.”

      Donall laughed. “That body is no family member of yours.”

      “And is he yours?” I shot back. “If not, why do you care? You don’t seem like the nurturing type.”

      He laughed. “I heard you were full of yourself, but witches need to learn their place in the new world.”

      I snorted. “I know exactly where I belong. The question is, do you?”

      He walked closer, his long coat flapping behind him dramatically. “Oh yes, Rowan Whelan, I most certainly do, and you will learn your place. I plan to teach you that lesson myself.”

      A shiver of fear ran down my skin, but I hid my terror and shot him a look of defiance. “Godspeed to the man who tries to dominate me.”

      He laughed again, and his eyes darkened with promise. “I accept your challenge, but all in good time. Now tell me about the dead mage in your cemetery.”

      “Are you with the Protective Force now?”

      I never saw his backhand coming, but it dropped me to my knees.

      “All you need to know, my defiant Rowan, is that you will answer me when I speak to you.” He leaned over and tilted my face up to see his eyes, his touch deceptively gentle. “Is that clear?”

      “Fuck you, Donall.”

      He leaned closer, his face close enough to kiss me, and whispered, “As I said, all in good time, Rowan. Now answer the question at hand. What happened to the mage?”

      If he thought he was going to screw me, he had another think coming. I’d die first.

      His smile spread. “You will learn to be completely submissive, Rowan. In mind and spirit.”

      Oh. Fuck.

      Phoebe and Celeste had said Donall was a mind reader. How the holy hells had I forgotten that minor detail?

      “That’s right, Rowan,” he said as he rose to his full height over me. “I can read your thoughts.” Donall was no small man, and it was easy to see this was another attempt at domination.

      “Not an attempt,” he said offhandedly. “I am dominant over you. Now tell me what happened to the mage.”

      “If you’re a mind reader, you shouldn’t need me to tell you anything.”

      His face tightened with anger. “I can search your mind for what I want, but the more you try to hide the truth from me, the more painful it will be. And while that would be a great first lesson in obedience, I wish for us to start off on the right foot, considering that you and I will be working together. Now tell me.”

      Working together? But I didn’t have time to dwell on future nightmares when I was currently in the middle of one. I knew there was little point in fighting him on this—he’d get it from me anyway, but dammit, it went against everything inside me to give him what he wanted. “If you’re so fucking powerful, come in and get it.”

      He sighed as he lifted his hand to my cheek, and I was sure I saw a split second of genuine sorrow before a perverse glee filled his eyes. Donall was a dominant and he liked everyone around him to be willingly submissive. Especially his women.

      “That’s right, my little mongoose. And I love to break them too.” Suddenly, those pinpricks of energy I’d felt earlier clustered at my temple, and he burst into my head. I tried to put up a block, but he ran right through it as if it were made of tissue paper. As he sorted through my memories and thoughts like they were tag sale junk, it struck me that I’d made a crucial error. Donall could see everything. My jealousy of my sisters. The intense pain of losing my father. My guilt over not missing my mother as much as I missed Dad. My longing to be normal and to feel like I rightfully belonged somewhere.

      And he could see that I’d glamoured Logan and left him on the outer edge of the cemetery.

      Intense pain flooded my head, so blinding I lost track of what was happening around me. When he finally removed himself, I realized I was lying on the cold ground with a damp clump of grass pressed to one cheek and Donall’s lips pressing a soft kiss to the other. “I had hoped to start out easier, my love. Just remember you brought this on yourself.”

      My head was a jumbled mess of horror, pain, and worry about something…something to do with Logan.

      Logan! I’d left him bound and defenseless—a sitting duck for Donall.

      Donall gently stroked my hair as he addressed his men. “Find the police officer and kill him.”

      “No!” I cried out.

      Donall leaned over and whispered into my ear. “Heal yourself. Sleep.”

      And then everything faded to black.
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        * * *

      

      When I woke, my head felt like it was being steadily chipped at with an ice pick. I squinted my eyes open to see I was lying on a cot in a tiny room. The mattress was so thin my side was being poked with metal springs, and my head was on an even thinner pillow covered in rough cotton.

      I sat up, my head spinning, and the pain intensified. I vomited before I even realized what I was doing, getting it all over my legs and the floor. Any other day, that would have disgusted me enough to vomit again, but right now, I could barely process it.

      Where the hell was I and why was I here?

      “She’s awake,” I heard a woman say with relief, and the heavy wooden door across from me squeaked open to reveal a woman who looked only slightly younger than me. She was wearing light gray scrubs and her honey-blonde hair was pulled back into a low ponytail at the nape of her neck. A spark of magic told me she was a witch.

      “Rowan, how are you—” she started to say until she saw me. Then sympathy flooded her eyes. “Oh, honey. I’ll get you some new clothes and some water in a minute. Let me look at your pupils first.”

      She sat next to me and gently turned my head to face her.

      “What happened?” I asked, my voice sounding froggy.

      She shone a tiny flashlight into each of my eyes. “You don’t remember anything?”

      I started to shake my head but stopped as the pain came back. “No.”

      She patted my head and gave me a sympathetic smile. “It’s probably for the best. I’ll be back.”

      She got up and left, closing the door behind her, and I realized that she’d locked me inside.

      Where the hell am I? The woman looked like a nurse, but nurses didn’t typically lock their patients in their rooms—and no hospital I’d ever visited had looked this dumpy and uncleanly.

      The harder I tried to remember, the more my head hurt, but there was something urgent in the back of my mind that needed my attention. If only I could remember what it was.

      The door opened, and the young woman came in again, followed by a strange man who remained in the entrance to the room. He stood at attention, his back to the door and his hands behind his back. He might be wearing jeans and a long-sleeved black T-shirt, but he was clearly a guard.

      The woman held a bundle of clothes under her arm and a bowl with soapy water in her other hand. “We need to get you changed.”

      My mouth dropped open as I shot a look at the guard.

      “I’m sorry about him, but they’re being extra careful about you.”

      “Who is?” I asked.

      She gave me a tight smile and didn’t answer. “My name is Lisa. I’m a nurse. We need to get some food and water into you. You’re slightly dehydrated and I want you as strong as possible for your first session.”

      “What session?” I asked, feeling like I’d been dropped into an alternate universe.

      “With Donall,” she whispered. “And the book.”

      I studied her face so hard my head throbbed. “The book?”

      “Enough talking,” the guard grunted. “Get her changed and fed. Donall’s patience is wearing thin.”

      Bits and pieces were coming back to me. Something in the cemetery. Blue light. Flying dirt. My sisters and our broken coven.

      “Wait. Donall has the Book of Sindal?” I asked, incredulous.

      “Quiet!” the guard shouted.

      I flinched, not in fear but in pain. And then the rest of my memories came rushing back.

      Donall. The cemetery. Logan.

      Had they killed him? I couldn’t imagine how a human man could escape from that many mages, even a man as capable as Logan…

      Tears burned my eyes, and I didn’t fight the woman as she reached for the hem of my soiled shirt and pulled it over my head, careful not to get puke in my hair. It was funny how I took note of a detail like that as I felt my world fall out from underneath me like a trapdoor.

      I didn’t have my sisters. I didn’t have Logan. I had absolutely nothing.

      The guard’s gaze lingered on my chest and bra, and I shot him a look of defiance.

      The nurse stepped in front of me, blocking his view. As she leaned over to help me put on my new T-shirt, she whispered, “Don’t antagonize them. It only makes things worse.”

      “Quiet!” the guard shouted again.

      I stared up at Lisa in disbelief. Did she expect me to be subservient to them? But that was the Dark Set’s ultimate plan, wasn’t it? Dominate witches, subjugating them to the mages’ will, then conquer the rest of the world. They’d just never gotten this far before. Score one for Donall.

      I nearly threw up again.

      “We need to get your jeans off,” Lisa said, glancing over at the guard. “You’ll have to stand.”

      She probably expected me to protest stripping in front of him, but it was nothing he wouldn’t see at a swimming pool. I stood and nearly tipped over, but she reached out and held me still. As soon as I got my jeans down to my knees, she guided me down to the cot and pulled them off the rest of the way. My jeans had received the worst of my puke, so she handed me a soapy rag to wash off my legs. When I finished, she took the rag and helped me put on a pair of yoga pants, but I remained barefooted.

      “I’m going to bring you some soup and bread. I’ll be right back.”

      The guard left with her, and as soon as the door closed, I got to my feet and crossed the room to look out the small rectangular window opposite the door. It was made of some kind of safety glass with a wire mesh inside, and I couldn’t help wondering how hard it would be to break. The window was narrow, but I’d fit through it—it was the drop that might deter me. We were at least two stories off the ground. A patch of grass lay beneath the window, and a stretch of woods was a few hundred feet away.

      Where were we?

      “Stretching your legs?” Lisa asked in a forced cheerful tone, making it clear she knew exactly what I was doing but hoped the guard who followed her didn’t.

      “Yeah,” I said, turning from the window and nearly falling over from a rush of dizziness. “How long was I out?”

      “Two days.”

      “What?”

      “I was worried you wouldn’t wake up. It’s happened before,” she said, leaning over and patting the bed. “Are you good to walk or do we need Patrick to help you?”

      I presumed Patrick was the guard and I didn’t want the asshole anywhere near me. “I can walk.”

      “Good girl,” she said. “Work on getting your strength up ASAP.”

      I couldn’t help wondering if she was trying to give me some kind of subliminal message. Get better so you can get out of here. What was Lisa’s story? Was she a prisoner, or did she really buy into their shit?

      I stumbled to the bed like a drunk person, but I did it of my own accord. Lisa insisted on feeding me the lukewarm broth and noodles, but she let me drink from the plastic water bottle on my own.

      I ate half the soup, then pushed the bowl away. “No more.”

      Lisa frowned but sat back. “How’s your headache?”

      “How’d you know I have a headache?”

      A shadow crossed her face. “It’s a common side effect.”

      So he’d done this before.

      She started to get up, but I grabbed her arm. “There was a man with me.”

      Lisa shot a worried glance to the guard then back to me. “I don’t know anything. I’m sorry.”

      I nodded. “My head feels better after the soup. Thank you.”

      “If you cooperate, he’ll let me take all of the pain away,” she said as she stood to leave. “That’s my gift. Healing.”

      “Thanks,” I mumbled, but I had no intention to cooperate. Donall would have to kill me before I’d help him.

      I sat back on the bed, pressing my back against the wall as I watched Lisa and the guard leave. I was tired, but I’d already slept for two days. Gods knew what I’d missed. I wasn’t sleeping through anything else.

      About ten minutes later, the door opened again. I expected to see Lisa, but a new guard filled the doorway.

      “Come with me.”

      I slowly got off the bed, my bare feet touching the concrete floor. I staggered. “Do I get any shoes?”

      “No,” he barked, flexing his hands as if he was hoping for an excuse to drag me out of the room.

      I stood up straight and shot him a glare. “Just tell me where to go.”

      He backed up and moved into a utilitarian hallway that looked like it hadn’t been used in twenty years. He gestured toward the end of the hall, and I started walking, focusing on putting one foot in front of the other even though the hallway was spinning. Donall had clearly done some major damage to my head. I wasn’t sure I could sustain another round of that, yet I couldn’t see myself bending to his will.

      How was I going to survive this?

      The obvious answer was that I likely wouldn’t.

      When we reached the end of the hall, the guard opened a door that led to a stairwell. I had serious doubt that I could navigate stairs, but the knowledge that the guard would likely carry me if I failed to walk gave me the strength to walk the three flights down. At the guard’s direction, I left the stairwell and entered another dark hallway, empty but for two guards stationed by a door. One of them pushed it in when he saw us and my escort shepherded me inside.

      Donall was standing next to a square wooden table, his dark gaze already on me. His face was expressionless, which scared me more than if he’d been pissed. I had no idea what to expect.

      “Rowan,” he said, a tiny smile lighting up his eyes. “Did you have a good rest?”

      “Is that what you call it?” I knew I needed to rein in my flippant attitude, but I’d been like this for twenty-seven years. Why change now? Especially when I knew I wouldn’t cooperate with him. Might as well get this whole death thing over with.

      To my surprise, he ignored me and motioned to the chair beside him.

      I wanted to ignore him, but I was about to fall over after my physical exertion. I might as well preserve some of my dignity.

      “What would you like me to do for you, Donall?” I asked, leaning my forearm on the table in an effort to hold myself up.

      “So cooperative, Rowan. I must say I’m surprised.”

      I gave him a fake smile. “I’m full of surprises.”

      His smile faded slightly. “I want you to open the Book of Sindal and read it to me.”

      “Like a bedtime story? Someone having a hard time falling asleep?”

      I wasn’t surprised when he slapped me, but nothing could prepare me for the shock wave to reverberate through my head. I leaned over and vomited the broth and noodles I’d just eaten onto the filthy concrete floor.

      “So much for cooperative,” he grunted, walking away from me as though he was worried he’d keep hitting me and never stop. He took several deep breaths before turning to face me, hatred filling his eyes. “There are ways to make you cooperate, Rowan. Don’t make me resort to either of them.”

      My sisters. And how easy if his own brother was currently guarding Phoebe. Even if Brandon wasn’t willingly cooperating, Donall clearly had some power over him.

      “Cut the niceties, Donall,” I spat and realized he’d cut my lip. “You could have gotten my blood at any point over the last two days. You don’t need my cooperation for that.”

      “But I need your blood every time I have to open it. Your sisters’ blood permeated the book. I’ve been adding yours a little at a time.”

      “How courteous of you.”

      “More like I can’t bleed you dry because the book says you’re the key to reading it.”

      I blinked, sure my head injuries were giving me hallucinations now. “Excuse me?”

      His brow furrowed. “The book contains a note. To you. It says you’re the only one who can read it.”

      I shook my head. “That’s not true.”

      He cocked an eyebrow. “Have you ever read it?”

      I hesitated. My mother had opened it once so my sisters and I could see what we were guarding. But she hadn’t left it open long enough for us to really read it. “No.”

      “Celeste opened it for me.”

      My eyes widened in surprise.

      “Celeste opened the book?” I asked before I could stop myself.

      Donall looked satisfied that he’d gotten a real reaction out of me.

      “That’s where you got the sphere that sucks witches’ power,” I continued.

      “Not exactly.” His face twisted into a maddening little grin. “Celeste gave me that spell.”

      That shook me to my core. “You’re a liar, Donall Cassidy.”

      “I speak the truth. If you’d like to ask her yourself, I can bring her here.”

      No. I couldn’t let that happen and he knew it.

      “Then why am I here?” I asked. “If Celeste was cooperating, why didn’t you ask her for the other spells when you had her in Kansas? Hells, why didn’t you just steal them from her mind?” I knew he could.

      “Because the spells have two layers. One that everyone can read, and another that’s accessible only to you. You’re the key to using the Book of Sindal.”

      “I’m not sure what you read, but there’s no way I can help you, Donall.”

      “Let’s try it,” he said, then moved to the door and rapped three times. Seconds later, two guards walked in carrying the ornate wooden box that I’d last seen in the conference room in LeVeque Tower.

      Donall did have the book, not that I was overly surprised—Lucia had been usurped by a twerpy mage who’d exuded some serious dark energy, after all—but it struck me that one detail from the council meeting didn’t make sense. “Alfred said he was ripping it into three pieces.”

      “Alfred was drunk with power,” Donall sneered. “He has since learned his place.”

      After lowering the box to the table, the guards moved to the doors, standing at attention as though they expected me to scoop it up and rush out with it. If only.

      Donall removed the lid and set it aside, then reverently picked up the book and lowered it onto the table in front of me. Once again, I was horrified to see the blood-soaked pages, the evidence of my sisters’ suffering, but I also noticed fresher stains…my blood.

      “Try to open the book,” he said.

      I considered refusing, but he could open it with or without my help. Choose my battles. Besides, I was genuinely curious.

      I reached for the edge of the book, gasping when the cover easily lifted to reveal the title page—Book of Sindal. I knew the cover page had been added after the fact. The original text had been stolen away in the dead of night, rescued from Marij Clais’s belongings before they could be destroyed with her. Her work had been sent across the sea from Denmark to England, then on to the United States. Now that I thought about it, the book had a long history of being covertly moved around.

      I started to turn the page, but then I saw the note written on the inside cover of the book.

      Only one can truly read the spells. Only one can unleash hell on earth. My daughter Rowan.

      My chest constricted, and my head grew fuzzy. Why would my mother write something like that about me? I was the least magically equipped of my sisters.

      “Read the first spell,” Donall said. “Turn the page.”

      Again, I considered fighting him, but I was exhausted, and this was a battle of wills I was certain to lose. I turned the page and looked at the spell.

      “Read it aloud,” Donall said.

      I ignored the hopeful tone in his voice.

      “Flamingos Candelabra,” I said, reading the title. It sounded like gibberish to me, and so did the text of the spell, but I read it aloud anyway.

      “Read it the right way,” Donall said, sounding pissed. He wrapped his hand around my shoulder and squeezed it like a vise. “You’re reading it the way the rest of us do.”

      Fresh pain shot through my head, and I closed my eyes against a rush of dizziness. “Give me a second. I’m still recovering from a head injury.”

      “If this is a trick…” he said in a low snarl.

      “It’s not,” I said with my eyes still closed. “I feel like I’m about to barf again. Give me a moment.”

      I was surprised when Donall said, “Get something for her to be sick in, and get someone to clean up this mess.” He paused, then added, “Bring Lisa.”

      The hinges on the door squeaked as it opened and closed. A minute later, I heard it open again.

      “She is being cooperative, but her lingering injuries are making her task difficult,” Donall said. “Do what you can to heal her.”

      “Completely?” I heard Lisa ask in surprise.

      A hand grasped my shoulder again, squeezing to the point of pain. “Yes. Let’s not give her an excuse to fail at her task.”

      “Yes, your lordship.”

      If my head hadn’t hurt so badly, I would have laughed at his title, but it was probably for the best that I didn’t feel up to it. For a man who wanted to be called “lordship,” he had an awfully sensitive ego.

      I felt gentle fingers slip into my hair and begin to massage. Heat flowed through the tips of Lisa’s fingers, sinking into my scalp and down into my head. The pain began to ebb, and my thoughts became clearer as the room stopped spinning. A contented sigh escaped my lips as a peace I hadn’t felt since I was a child washed over me.

      “I think that’s better,” Lisa said, removing her hands from my head.

      I gingerly opened my eyes, relieved that the pain was gone.

      “Drink this,” Donall said, holding out a cup.

      “What’s in it?” I asked, refusing to take it.

      “Water,” Donall snapped, slamming it down on the table next to the book. Water droplets sloshed out and some landed on the pages. The book sucked the water in as though it were a sponge, but the page remained dry.

      “Read the spell,” Donall barked, then waved for Lisa to leave the room.

      She gave me a worried look as one of the guards grabbed her arm and dragged her out.

      Picking up the cup, I took a slow sip and studied the page. It looked exactly as it had before, which wasn’t what Donall wanted to hear.

      “I’ve cured you, Rowan. Don’t abuse my kindness.”

      “Kindness?” I mouthed off before I could stop myself. “You’re the one who hurt me in the first place.”

      “You drove me to it,” Donall barked. “If you would only do as you were told.”

      I shot him a glare. “You realize that’s what all abusers say, don’t you? They blame the victim.”

      I wasn’t surprised when he hit me again, or the next time. But I was shocked the abuse lasted for so long, especially since he wanted something from me. No wonder he valued Lisa—having the assistance of someone who could magically heal allowed him to treat his prisoners as poorly as he’d like.

      “Take her to the hole,” Donall shouted. “Let’s see if it fixes that mouth of hers.”

      The guards picked me up off the floor and half-dragged me down the hall. I wondered how I’d climb all those stairs in my condition, but it turned out not to be an issue. The guards tossed me into a dark room and slammed the door shut. The room was freezing, and I crawled around the concrete floor, feeling for any furniture and finding none. They’d tossed me into what I presumed was an empty four-foot-by-three-foot closet with nothing in it. I huddled into a corner on the damp floor, tears streaming down my face from pain, and prayed that the end would come quickly, even though I knew Donall’s abuse had likely just begun.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      I lost track of time, and when the guards opened the door again, I wasn’t sure if I’d been in the hole for hours or days. Exhaustion and pain had dunked me in and out of consciousness. I hurt all over, from the top of my head to the tips of my toes, which were so cold I couldn’t feel them anymore.

      I blinked when the door opened, the guards partially blocking the light when they reached in to haul me to my feet.

      I cried out in pain, struggling to walk, but there was no need. The guards half-dragged me into a new room, this one larger than the one where Donall had tortured me. The room was as cold as a walk-in refrigerator, and empty but for a long table with something bulky stretched out over its surface, covered in a sheet.

      Oh gods. Was it a body?

      Was it Logan?

      The guards tossed me to the floor. I struggled to sit up, but my body was shaking uncontrollably.

      The door opened again and Donall strode in with an expressionless face. He squatted in front of me and looked me over, sadness filling his eyes. “It gives me no pleasure to see you this way, Rowan.”

      “It sure gave you pleasure getting me into this position,” I countered, but my teeth were chattering so much it was hard to make out the words.

      “Only because you forced me,” he said, sounding sad again. “It has occurred to me that perhaps I’ve handled this poorly.”

      “You think?” I shot back.

      “Rowan,” he said with forced patience. “I’m trying to extend an olive branch.”

      “Forgive and forget?” I said with a laugh, but it fell short.

      He didn’t respond, just rose to his full height and then reached down and lifted me to a standing position. “Do you know why you’re here?”

      “To read that stupid book,” I said, recoiling from his touch.

      “That too, but there are other reasons.” He took his arm away and watched me for several seconds, his expression solicitous—like he was trying to make sure I didn’t fall over—before he made his way over to the sheet-draped figure. He pulled the sheet down to reveal the bloody body of the mage we’d buried. “Lester took something of mine, Rowan, and I need it back.”

      “The sphere,” I said.

      “It wasn’t his to take, the stupid fool. You girls did me a favor by killing him, because I certainly would have done so myself. Unfortunately, Lester consumed the sphere before he died.” Donall lowered the sheet even more, and sure enough, a blue light shone through his chest.

      “Can’t you cut it out of him?”

      “We’ve tried,” Donall said, then pointed to Lester’s chest. “See?” Sure enough, there was a long, bloodless gash over the blue light. “It’s latched on to him.”

      I decided to be honest. Might as well kick off this whole torture session now rather than wait. “Do you think I’m going to help you figure out how to get it unattached? I don’t have the first clue. And even if I did, do you think I’d help a psychopath get control of it?”

      To my surprise, he didn’t get angry, just watched me with pity in his eyes. “You and I are more alike than you think, Rowan.”

      “I am nothing like you.”

      He walked around the foot of the table, heading back toward me, and I straightened my back as best I could.

      “My sweet Rowan,” he said gently, lifting a hand to my bruised cheek. “We are so much alike. We are both eldest children with more remarkable siblings. Our parents found our magic lacking.”

      “You don’t know that,” I spat out, anger burning my veins. “You don’t know anything about me.”

      “I know your mother considered you a disappointment.”

      I shook my head, my tears betraying me. “That’s not true.”

      “But it is,” Donall whispered. “You were never enough for her, Rowan. You were never enough for the Whelan name. Your sisters outshone you in everything, and the Small Council bought it hook, line, and sinker. When they split your coven apart, they didn’t even bother to put a guard on you. They figured what harm could you be?”

      Tears rolled down my face, but I refused to sob. I refused to break.

      “My mother hated me too, Rowan. And she hated my father, just like your mother hated yours.” He tilted my face up so he could look deep into my eyes. Deep into my soul. “Our fathers couldn’t help their weakness any more than we can help ours. Are we less worthy of our mothers’ love? Did they not create us too?”

      I didn’t answer, but his words were sinking into my marrow.

      “You don’t understand the Dark Set, my sweet Rowan. You don’t understand that it sees potential where others find only flaws. Wouldn’t you love to be an equal to your sisters?”

      “That’s not possible,” I said. “I’m not.”

      “But you could be,” he said softly with a bit of promise. “The power sphere gives us that chance. Why should some witches—and mages—have more power than the rest? Do I deserve any less? Do you? I only wish to even the playing field.”

      To my addled brain, part of what he said made sense, which had me near hysteria. How badly was I injured? “You don’t want to be my equal, Donall,” I said, my teeth still chattering. “You want to be my lord.”

      “No, Rowan. I want to free you from your bondage to weakness. I want you to be strong.”

      “But not as strong as you.”

      A soft grin lit up his face. “There must be a king, but if you help me, I will share great power with you. I will make you so strong that your sisters bow to you.”

      I shook my head, taking a step backward. “I don’t want my sisters to bow to me.”

      “But there’s no denying you want to be their equal.” He didn’t wait for me to respond. He didn’t have to. We both knew it was true. “The sphere is of the book, which means the answer to freeing it lies within the book. I want you to try to read it again. The book says you can do it.”

      I shook my head. “I couldn’t read the second layer last time. I tried.”

      “Try again, my love,” he cooed. “And I will make you equal to your sisters.”

      “By taking their power?”

      “What kind of sisters are they if they wouldn’t willingly share?”

      He was twisting words again and making them believable. “You would take Brandon’s?”

      “Yes,” he said without a hint of regret. “But if the roles were reversed, I would do the same for him, and you would share with your sisters.” He dropped his hold on me. “We are not the only magicals who are seen as less-thans. Think of the others’ pain and torment. Their humiliation. We could help them too, Rowan.”

      I shook my head and fell to my knees, unable to support my weight. “You lie. You’re the king of lies, Donall. My mother believed in me,” I whispered. “She said I was the only one who could read the book.”

      Donall dropped down next to me, stroking my hair. “Sweet Rowan, are you so desperate for your mother’s love that you can’t see the truth?”

      I stared up at him, wanting to burn him with my white-hot anger. “You told me what she said, Donall. You showed me the page!”

      He turned to the door and called out, “Bring the book.”

      Seconds later, the door opened and a guard appeared with the ornate box. Donall took it and set it on the floor, carefully taking off the lid.

      “Open it to the note,” Donall said tenderly. “Read it for me.”

      I opened the cover and read the note out loud. “Only one can truly read the spells. Only one can unleash hell on earth. My daughter Rowan.”

      “Do you not see the truth?” Donall cooed. “Are you still so willfully blind?”

      As he asked the question, the truth slammed into me.

      “I never said who wrote the inscription. Those words were not written by your mother, dear girl. Your mother never believed in you.”

      I started to cry harder.

      “They were written by your father. He’s the only one who ever believed in you.”

      “No.”

      “I know how hard it is to face the truth,” Donall said. “I know how hard it is to accept your mother’s disgust.”

      I shook my head. “No. There was no disgust. My mother loved me.”

      “But she loved your sisters more. She spent many more hours with them, working to perfect their magic, than she did with you.”

      It was true, there was no denying it, but I was still confused by how he’d come by this information. Had he stolen it all from my head?

      “How do I know?” he asked. “Because I told you, Rowan. I’m just like you.”

      He placed a kiss on my forehead, then stood. “Guards, take her to a room. Get her some food and send Lisa to make her comfortable.” He turned back to face me. “The next time we meet will be as equals. Together, we’ll get the respect we deserve.”
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      The guards brought me upstairs to a new room, one with a comfortable bed and blankets. Lisa sent me to the attached bathroom to take a shower, and I spent half an hour getting warm. There were warmed pajamas waiting on the bed when I came out, along with a heaping plate of homemade macaroni and cheese, an old favorite from when I was a kid. My father used to make it for me as a special treat, and when I got older, we’d make it together. Those cooking sessions had helped me feel closer to my dad, and memories of our collaborations in the kitchen had inspired me to start my web series.

      I felt a throb of grief. It was so unfair that we’d lost him days after our mother’s accident. I still didn’t understand it.

      The food was another manipulation. I couldn’t let myself forget what was going on here. Donall had picked out bits and pieces of my life on his field trip inside my head. That’s how he’d known about the mac and cheese, about my mother spending more time with my sisters, and everything else. I couldn’t let Donall trick me into giving him what he wanted, yet it still bugged the shit out of me that some of the things he was saying felt so right.

      After I got dressed and ate a few bites of mac and cheese, Lisa came in to heal me again. Her touch took away the pain, leaving me with that warm peaceful feeling she’d given me before. She tucked me into bed, then leaned into my ear and said, “I hear you have the gift of glamour.”

      My eyes flew wide.

      “I do,” I whispered back.

      “I will be back in two hours, and I will need you to glamour both of us. Can you do that?”

      Was she helping me escape? I’d wondered if she was here willingly, but every moment we spent together made me more convinced she wasn’t. She was too kind and nurturing to be on Team Psychopath. “Yes. I’ll be ready.”

      She stood and gave me a smile. “Good night, Rowan.” Then she closed the door behind her.

      “Good night.”

      I tried to stay awake, but the past two days had taken their toll, so I was sound asleep when I felt a tap on my shoulder. Gasping, I jerked upright, nearly screaming when I discovered Lisa leaning over me.

      She covered my mouth, her eyes wide with fear. “Shh! If we get caught, he’ll kill us both.”

      I nodded, then pushed her hand away. “Sorry.”

      “Quick,” she said. “Shape your covers so it looks like you’re sleeping.”

      Good thinking on her part. That would buy us more time to get away, but I could do something even better. I glamoured the bed to look like I was still lying there.

      “How long will that last?” she whispered.

      “Several hours. We’re good.”

      She nodded. “Now glamour us. Make sure no one can see us.”

      Taking Lisa’s hand in mine, I covered us both with my magic, making us reflect our surroundings. We were essentially invisible, although I could see her as long as I hung on to her. She slowly opened my door, glanced into the hall, then leaned back toward me. “No talking from here on out.”

      I started to agree, but she was already moving out the door. I followed, softly closing the door behind me.

      We silently moved down the hall and entered the stairwell. To my surprise, Lisa only descended one floor before reaching for the door. I balked. This was the second floor and likely didn’t have an exit, but she was already dragging me out into the hall. After a few steps, she pulled me into the shadows of the recessed wall.

      Where in the seven hells was Lisa taking me? Why had I thought it was a good idea to blindly follow her? Was it foolish of me to trust her?

      I leaned over to see around the corner, and my heart skipped a beat when I saw the guard standing outside a door halfway down the hall.

      She whispered into my ear, “I’m going to distract the guard so we can go inside. You’ll have to sneak in after me. I’ll be back at the next shift change, which is in five hours. You must be quiet. If they find out I brought you here…”

      “What’s in that room, Lisa?” I whispered softly, which was difficult since I was so short of breath.

      “Something you’ll want to see with your own eyes. Now unglamour me.”

      Releasing her hand, I did as she asked and her body glimmered into view. She gave me a small smile and whispered, “We all need something good.”

      Before I had a chance to ask her what she meant, she was walking down the hall toward the guard.

      “Lisa,” he called out in surprise. “I thought you were done for the night.”

      “I wanted to see him one last time,” she answered.

      “He’s actually doing better from what I can tell,” the guard said as he grabbed the key ring attached to his belt with a retractable cord.

      “You know how I get attached to my patients,” Lisa said in a lighthearted tone.

      “And you know Donall doesn’t like it,” the guard said under his breath.

      “Then he doesn’t understand a healer’s true purpose.”

      The guard didn’t answer, just opened the door to let Lisa in, only he stood in the doorway after Lisa went inside, blocking my entrance. I wondered if this was protocol, since a guard often did the same in my room, but either way it made things difficult. While the glamour hid me, I was still physically present. He’d feel it if I tried to whisk past him. I could make small things change shape temporarily, and I could make a person believe one of my glamours wholeheartedly enough for their mind to accept the physical shape as real, but there were limitations to my power.

      Now I needed to get past the guard, to see gods-only-knew-what, and I didn’t dare try to slip past him. I needed him to move.

      “Noah,” I heard Lisa say, “can you get his glass of water? I’m worried about him getting dehydrated.”

      The guard stepped out of the room to pick up a plastic cup from his cart in the hallway. As soon as the space was clear, I slipped into the room and huddled in the back corner. The room was furnished like my first one had been, a metal-frame bed and nothing else. There was a metal pail in the corner, and its purpose came to light when I realized there was no bathroom attached. Lisa was huddled over a large figure in the bed, and for a split second I wondered if she wanted me to help whomever it was to escape.

      Then her words came back to me.

      We all need something good.

      I covered my mouth with both my hands to help stifle my gasp.

      “What was that?” Noah asked as he handed Lisa the cup.

      She sat up and took the water. “You know this old building makes noises.”

      He shook his head. “This place is creepy as shit. Why’s Donall hiding out in an old hospital instead of taking his rightful place in the magical community?”

      “It is not for us to question our lordship,” Lisa said in a tone that reminded me of a rote prayer—said from memory but not with true feeling.

      “Yeah, I know, but he has the book.”

      “And the woman hasn’t read from it yet,” she said.

      “He needs to make her,” the guard said in a growl.

      “He’s nearly killed her several times. Making her obviously isn’t the way to do it.”

      “You leave her the fuck alone,” I heard a familiar voice say in a threatening tone. I froze. I’d already guessed who was being kept in here—the shape on the cot and Lisa’s cryptic message had clued me in—but this confirmed it.

      Lisa jumped to her feet. “Let’s leave before we get him stirred up again.”

      “He hasn’t drunk the water yet,” the guard said.

      She set it on the mattress. “Let’s give our guest a test. If he can behave with the cup of water, then he’ll receive more liberties.”

      “Fuck you,” Logan snarled.

      “A small amount of cooperation brings small concessions, Logan. Just think on that.” Lisa’s back was to me, but I heard her soft voice. She turned around and pushed the guard out the room and closed the door behind them as Logan shouted obscenities at them both.

      I remained frozen in the corner, my heart breaking. From the sight of him, Logan Gillespie hadn’t been a cooperative prisoner either. His face was covered in bruises, both new and old. His left eye was partially swollen shut and his bottom lip was fat and had a split on one side, but it was the fact that he was tied to the bed frame—his wrists to the headboard and his ankles to the footrail—that broke me. I released a tiny sob.

      He immediately froze, turning his head so he could listen more closely. “Who’s there?”

      With the guard just outside the door, we were in a precarious position, but I needed to talk to him. I needed him to see me. Hoping it would be enough, I put up a soundproofing glamour.

      “Logan,” I whispered.

      His eyes widened, and looked up at the ceiling. “Why do you do this to me? Why do you make me listen to her cries?”

      My breath stuck in my chest. Is that what they had done to him? Why?

      I dropped my glamour, needing him to know I was safe, but stayed in the opposite corner.

      Tears filled his eyes. “Either I’m hallucinating or they finally killed you and you’re a ghost.”

      I shook my head, trying to find my voice, but the burning lump in my throat made it impossible to speak even if my brain could figure out which words to stream together. Instead, I rushed to him, dropping onto my knees beside the low cot, and collapsed onto his chest. The cup of water spilled all over us, but I didn’t care.

      He released a low grunt, and I realized it was more than just his face that had been injured.

      “Rowan?” he whispered, his voice cracking. “Oh sweet Jesus, is it really you?”

      I pulled back and took his battered face in my hands, sobbing. “I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s okay,” he said, jerking against his restraints. “But you have to be quiet, or they’ll come in and find you.”

      “They can’t hear us right now,” I said. “I put up a sound barrier.”

      He nodded as though he was used to hearing that things like that could be done. I suppose he was. “I’ll get us out of this. Untie me.”

      Why hadn’t I done that first? I reached up to his restraints, making quick work of getting one arm untied and then the other.

      As soon as both arms were free, he sat up and scooped me into his arms.

      I tried to wiggle free. “Let me untie your legs, Logan.”

      “Just give me a minute, Ro.” He buried his face into the nape of my neck and breathed in. “You smell good.”

      My chest burned with shame. “I was a good girl. So I received a reward. A shower.”

      How had I been so stupid? I’d been so certain I was their only prisoner, but of course they’d taken him. Donall had seen into my head—he knew Logan meant something to me.

      Logan jolted, then squeezed me a little tighter. “Did you read the book for him?”

      “You know about the book?”

      “I don’t totally understand what’s going on, but I know that Donall has some book full of bad shit and he thinks you can tell him what it really says.”

      “That’s the gist of it,” I said, the words muffled as I pressed my face deeper into his chest. I wrapped my arms around him, in disbelief that he was actually here. That he was more or less okay. “I thought you were dead,” I said, starting to cry again. “I thought they’d killed you.”

      His arms tightened around me, and he spoke into my ear, making my hair flutter from his breath. “I’m here, Rowan. I’m here.”

      He held me, rocking me gently as I cried. Then I remembered I still hadn’t untied his feet. I pulled free and started to work on the knots. He leaned over to work on the other restraint, but he released a low grunt of pain.

      “Let me do it,” I said, pushing his hands away so I could untie that side too. As soon as I freed him, he pushed his legs over the edge of the bed and tried to stand, but he immediately started to fall.

      I got underneath him, taking as much of his weight as I could, then lowered him to the cot. “Logan.”

      “I’m okay. I’ll get us out of this. I swear to you.”

      “Shh,” I said, sitting beside him and leaning in. “Let’s just sit here for a minute.”

      We sat there like that, arms and legs touching, until he finally said, sounding broken, “I don’t think I can walk out of here right now. They broke my leg.”

      Startled, I sat upright, then glanced down at the scrubs he was wearing.

      “You can’t see it, and that witch did something to partially heal it, but it gives out when I put weight on it.”

      Tears flooded my eyes again. “I’m sorry.”

      He wrapped his arms around me. “I am too. I swore to you I’d get you out.”

      I shook my head. “You’ve seen me since we’ve been here?”

      “Once,” he said, his voice broken. “Right after we got here. I told them I wasn’t doing shit until I knew you were safe. You weren’t safe, but you were alive.”

      “Lisa said I was out for two days.”

      “You were unconscious. Donall said he’d free us both if I could convince you to read the book.”

      “Why does he think you could convince me to do it?”

      He hesitated, his arms slightly tensing. “I told them I was your boyfriend.”

      It was my turn to tense. “Why?”

      “It was a spur-of-the-moment thing. They would have killed me in the woods, but I told them I was your boyfriend and suggested you might be more cooperative if they kept me around. I was desperate to stay with you.”

      I gave him a smile. “It’s okay. You did what you needed to do to survive.”

      “I didn’t do it to survive, Rowan. I did it to save you.”

      I couldn’t believe what he’d told me…except maybe I could. Logan was a police officer. My smile spread. “I guess it’s your job to protect people.”

      He studied me for a moment. Then his eyes lit up with understanding. “I didn’t do this as part of my job. I was off duty,” he teased. “Remember?”

      “You did it for me?” I asked in disbelief.

      “That and…” A mischievous look filled his eyes. “I figured I’d throw the boyfriend label out there and hope it came true. Like in The Secret.”

      My mouth dropped open. “How can you be joking at a time like this?”

      He turned more serious. “Who said I was joking?”

      I lifted my hand to his cheek in wonder and followed my instinct. I kissed him. It was soft and tentative, as though testing uncharted waters. He joined me, just as tentative, as though he couldn’t believe I was here, kissing him.

      He lifted me as though I weighed next to nothing, settling my legs over his.

      “Your leg,” I protested.

      “My leg is fine,” he said, or I think that was what he said, since his words were muffled as he kissed me.

      And then it hit me that we were kissing in what was essentially a jail cell. Logan was broken and battered, and he was being held against his will, all because of me. They might kill him because of me. “I’m sorry.”

      He lifted his face and placed his hand against my cheek. “What the hell do you have to be sorry for?”

      “You’re here because of me.”

      “I’m here because that psychopath kidnapped us both. Don’t you dare take ownership of that.”

      I leaned my cheek against his shoulder, letting his words sink in. “I’m not sure how to get us out of this.”

      He held me close, wrapping his arms around me as if he feared I might float away. “You’re not alone, Rowan. I’m in this with you.”

      “They haven’t told me that you’re here,” I said. “They let me believe that you’re dead.”

      “I know,” he said, his voice breaking.

      “How do you know?” Then I remembered what he’d said when I first called out to him.

      Why do you do this to me? Why do you make me listen to her cries?

      “They make you listen?” A wave of embarrassment sucked my breath. What had he heard me say?

      To my amazement, Logan knew where my mind had gone. “You have nothing to be ashamed of, Rowan. You are so incredibly strong.”

      I shook my head against his chest. “No. I’m not.”

      “He’s trying to break you, both body and spirit.”

      “He tried to reason with me yesterday.”

      “He’s hoping to brainwash you. He wants you for more than just the book. He wants you on his side.”

      “Why would he want that?” I asked in disbelief. “My magic is considered the lowest of the low. Trash.”

      He grabbed my chin and tilted my face up to see him, his eyes hard. “Don’t you ever compare yourself as trash again.”

      I gasped, unsure what to say. I realized we’d never even explicitly discussed magic, yet he was taking this all in stride.

      “You are amazing.” He kissed my cheek. “Beautiful.” He placed another kiss on my chin. “Perfect.”

      His mouth covered mine, and this kiss had more heat, his tongue parting my lips and claiming me.

      I wrapped my arms around his neck as I lost myself in the kiss. I’d been kissed before, plenty, but never like this, never by a man who couldn’t get enough.

      When he lifted his head, I was breathless and desperate for more. “Nothing about you is trash, Rowan Whelan.”

      I found myself nodding, because when Logan looked at me like that, I almost believed it.

      “How did you get in here?” he asked, then made a face. “Maybe I should have asked that sooner.”

      I shook my head, still overcome with emotion. “No. Uh… Lisa. The healer. I asked about you the other day, but she didn’t answer—well…the guard was listening. But after Donall put me in a nicer room, Lisa told me she’d come for me in two hours. I thought she was going to help me escape, but she gave me you.”

      I lifted my mouth to his and kissed him again.

      “I take it she’s coming back to get you. When she does her morning round with me.”

      I nodded.

      “Then I get a few more hours with you.” He leaned back, grunting as he did so, and pulled me with him. He put my back to the wall so his was exposed to the door. The gesture wasn’t lost on me. Even now, he was protecting me.

      He wrapped me in his arms, pressing my cheek to his chest, and I found myself burrowing into him.

      “Go to sleep, Ro,” he murmured. “Get some rest. You need your strength to face Donall.”

      Logan’s words must have cast their own kind of magic, because I slid into a dreamless slumber.
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      Logan woke before I did, gently shaking my arm. “Rowan. Someone’s coming.”

      For a split second, I thought I was having a delicious dream, and then stark reality came crashing in.

      “Can you…hide?” he asked.

      “You mean make myself invisible?” I asked.

      He hesitated and sounded unsure when he said, “Yeah.”

      It was a good idea, one that I might have come up with in about five seconds. But based on the proximity of the voices outside that door, it would have been about four seconds too late.

      Logan pushed me to the end of the bed a split second before my glamour took effect. He’d clearly picked up on the whole I could be felt but not seen thing. The door opened, and Lisa walked into the room with the same guard on her heels.

      I got to my feet at the foot of the bed, lowering one foot to the floor and then another, moving agonizingly slow to avoid making any noise.

      The guard startled when he saw the untied ropes. “How the fuck did you get untied?”

      “I wanted to get some sleep,” Logan said casually. “A little hard to do when you’re stretched out on a rack.”

      The guard moved closer to Logan, getting dangerously close to me in the process, but Logan saved me again. He jumped to his feet on the opposite end of the bed. The guard was on him in an instant, jerking him back down.

      It took everything in me not to plead for mercy for him, but not only would I likely make things worse for Logan, I’d put Lisa in danger too.

      “Don’t be too rough with him, Noah,” Lisa said, worrying her lip. “Donall wants him in better shape.”

      Noah growled, clearly wishing to demonstrate his authority. “Lie down.”

      “He needs to eat,” Lisa said softly.

      “He can wait.”

      Lisa must have decided not to press her luck. “Just be gentle. We don’t want to upset Donall.” She moved toward the open door, then added, “It looks like he’s feeling better, so I’m going to check on my other patient.”

      “Will you tell her something?” Logan called after her.

      “You’re not telling anyone shit,” Noah ground out, pushing him down. “I’d love nothing more than to bash in your teeth.”

      Logan put up a show of fighting him off, but I could tell he was holding back. He was trying to buy me time to get out of the room.

      Even now, he was thinking of me.

      “You know I can’t tell her anything,” Lisa said quietly. “She doesn’t even know you’re alive.”

      “I just want her to know that I’m worried about her.”

      A sad smile lifted her lips. “I think she knows.”

      I’d been so caught up in the exchange, I’d forgotten it was my opportunity to escape. Lisa was already walking out the door, so I grabbed her arm in a panic.

      Startled, she sucked in a breath, then shifted in the doorway to make room for me. She’d turned to the side as if to watch the guard tie Logan down. “Fighting only makes things more difficult,” she said. “You need to accept your circumstances and help us achieve the greater good.” Logan just grunted as she shut the door and headed toward the stairs.

      When we reached the stairwell, I let go, but she reached out and blindly grabbed my arm. “Don’t let go,” she said, her tone uncharacteristically harsh. “I need to know I can trust you not to run.”

      Funny, running hadn’t occurred to me. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to escape—I’d thought of little else—but I wouldn’t dream of leaving Logan behind, and I wasn’t foolish enough to run without some sort of plan. Nevertheless, I could hide and slink around while invisible. I could find an escape route. All it would take was jerking out of her reach and running…

      “Don’t even think about it.” Her hand tightened on my arm. Had I started to pull away? “If you run, I’ll be tortured for letting you out. You owe me this.”

      “Then why don’t you run with me?” I asked. “Why would you stay with this maniac?” It had to be hell for a healer to spend her days treating torture victims. Whatever else she was, Lisa wasn’t evil.

      Her eyes hardened. “I have my reasons, but that’s none of your concern. I risked my life for you—the least you can do is protect me.”

      “But Lisa,” I said, starting to get excited over the half-cooked plan forming in my head. “I can make us both invisible. We can get Logan and go.”

      She shook her head. “No. We can’t. For one thing, I’m supposed to check on you any minute. If I don’t show up, they’ll go to your room without me and sound the alarm on both of us. What do you think they’ll do to Logan?”

      The bottom of my stomach dropped out. She was right, but the fear of what this day might hold tightened my throat. “I can’t face Donall again,” I whispered. “I can’t do it.”

      “You can and you will,” she insisted. “And if you cooperate enough to keep him from torturing you again, I’ll try my best to take you to Logan tonight.”

      The thought of sleeping with Logan again filled me with hope, but then my heart sank. “I can’t give him what he wants, Lisa.”

      “Then figure something out.” She started up the stairwell, dragging me with her, not that I was resisting. I was busy trying to formulate a plan to survive the day. Even if I wanted to read that spell book to Donall, I had no idea how to do it. From the sound of it, stronger witches had tried and failed. What if my father had been wrong about me?

      When we reached the third floor, she stopped and put my hand on her shoulder. “I want you to keep your hand there so I know where you are at all times. When we get to your room, I’ll distract the guard for a few seconds so you can get inside and remove the illusion of you in the bed.” Her expression hardened. “If you give me away, the next time Donall lets me heal you, I’ll make it pure hell. Got it?”

      So much for Lisa’s sweet side, but then I understood. This place didn’t reward sweetness and light.

      “I won’t give you away,” I said softly. “And not because you threatened me, but because you gave me hope. Thank you for that.” I squeezed her shoulder. “Thank you, Lisa.”

      Her eyes glistened and her mouth tipped up into a small smile. A genuine one. “Good, because I’ve never hurt anyone intentionally while healing them, and I really didn’t want you to be the first.”

      Before I could answer, she opened the stairwell door, holding it wider than necessary, and walked out. She gave me wide berth, leaving me room to get though the doorway without bumping the door, which was a good thing since the guard was watching Lisa walk toward him down the hall.

      “Hey, Lisa,” he called out in a moony voice. Apparently, Noah wasn’t the only one who had a soft spot for the pretty witch. “You’re a little behind today.”

      Lisa glanced down at her watch, then gave him a teasing grin. “Only by two minutes. The prisoner was giving Noah trouble.”

      Two minutes late? Donall must run a tight ship.

      His eyes darkened. “I still say we should have killed him at the cemetery and been done with it. He may be a useless human, but he injured five of our guys.”

      “And I’ve healed them,” Lisa said in a soothing tone.

      “He’s a huge pain in the ass. And for what? She doesn’t even know he’s alive.”

      “It’s not up to us to question our lord,” Lisa said decisively. “He always has a plan. He has a purpose for the human.”

      The guard gave a stiff nod, not arguing his point. Although the look on his face suggested he had plenty more to say, I was pretty sure Donall didn’t tolerate people questioning his authority, even outside of his earshot.

      Using the key attached to his belt with a stretchable cord, the guard unlocked my prison door and pushed it open, waiting for Lisa to enter.

      She stopped next to him, leaving a small gap between her back and the open doorway, and said in a hushed tone, “I really don’t understand it either, Eric. Believe me, I’ve tried to figure it out, but it only drives me crazy. I have no say in it anyway, so why stress myself?”

      I slipped past her and into the room, having to suck in my stomach to squeeze through. Still, I jostled her slightly, sending her careening toward the guard.

      I froze in the middle of the room, holding my breath as I dissolved the glamour on the bed. I moved toward the window, slightly behind the open door, and reappeared.

      “You okay, Lisa?” the guard asked, concerned.

      “Sorry,” she said, sounding embarrassed. “Not enough sleep.”

      “You helped me a couple of nights ago when I was struggling to stay awake. Can’t you do something like that for yourself?”

      “It usually doesn’t work on me,” she said, then entered the room. Relief filled her eyes when she saw me gazing out the window. “You look better today.”

      I gave her a tight smile, still trying to figure out how to play this. I’d never been particularly belligerent with her, so I saw no reason to start now. “I feel better. A good night’s sleep will do wonders. Thank you for what you did last night.” My throat clogged and my voice was tight. “Truly. Thank you.”

      No harm in saying that. I clearly wasn’t the only one she’d helped around here.

      She shifted, breaking eye contact. “Just doing my job. Come sit down on the bed and let me look you over. We want you in top shape for today.”

      I moved toward the bed, my stomach tightening in fear. “What’s today?”

      “You’ll find out soon enough,” the guard barked.

      “Eric,” Lisa admonished in a gentle tone. “Rowan was cooperative yesterday afternoon. We need to treat her accordingly.” She grabbed my arm and sat on the bed, tugging me down with her.

      “Why doesn’t she just read the book already?” His eyes sought out mine, his gaze full of contempt. “Why don’t you read the gods-damned book?”

      “Eric!” Lisa cried out.

      Eric was pissing me off. I knew I should control my temper, but that had never been my strong suit. “Perhaps you should talk to your lordship, Eric. If he wanted you to know what takes place in our private conversations, then perhaps he’d invite you in to listen to them.” A new thought hit me, and before I could think better of it, I royally screwed myself even more. “Come to think of it, you’ve never guarded me while I’m with Donall. Is it because you didn’t make his guard detail?”

      The hate in Eric’s eyes told me I was likely onto something. Unfortunately, that wasn’t necessarily in my favor.

      Before I realized what was happening, Eric backhanded my cheek. My vision filled with stars and I struggled to remain upright.

      “Eric!” Lisa shouted, diving between the two of us. “What are you doing?”

      “She’s out of control!”

      “No, you are!” she said, still standing in front of me. “You’re not allowed to use excessive force on her!”

      “Unless she’s uncooperative.”

      “Guessing the truth about your situation is not being uncooperative. It’s being insightful.”

      He flinched, as if her words were a blow, but she didn’t try to cushion it. Instead, she spun around and lifted a hand to my cheek to heal me.

      I pushed her hand down, shooting Eric a hateful glare. “No. Leave it.”

      She blinked in surprise. “Why?”

      “Because I was being mouthy. Let Eric see the results of his temper tantrum.” I lifted a brow as I shot him a withering look. “Maybe that’s why you’re not in the royal guard. Temper. Temper.”

      His nostrils flared, and his chest puffed up as though he were about to show me further proof of his temper, but Lisa jumped to her feet and put her hands on his chest, pushing him backward out the door. “Eric, let’s go.”

      “I’m going to—”

      “You’re not going to do anything,” she insisted, pushing him into the hall, then shot me an exasperated look before she shut the door behind her.

      Yeah, probably not my best move.

      I stewed in my room for what felt like an eternity but was probably only a couple of hours.

      I didn’t recognize the guard who appeared in my doorway, but he took in my bruised cheek before he said, “Come with me, Ms. Whelan. And be forewarned that if you give us any trouble, we will resort to force.”

      I couldn’t help wondering what Eric had told them. Had Lisa corroborated his story? It was probably in her best interest to do so. Especially if she planned to break the rules to take me to Logan again.

      Two guards grabbed my arms and dragged me out of the room. This time I paid more attention to my surroundings as they led me toward the stairwell. If Logan and I were going to escape, I needed a plan. Most of the doors along this hallway were open or slightly ajar. Only a few of them were closed. What was behind those doors?

      As we headed down the stairs to the basement, I snuck a glance out the narrow rectangular window on the first floor landing, catching a glimpse of a parking lot with less than a dozen cars. Lisa seemed to be here at all hours—did all of Donall’s people stay here, or did some of them drive back and forth?

      How hard would it be to grab someone’s keys?

      As we got closer to the basement, I realized I had a new problem—and it was no small issue. I’d been actively thinking of escape routes, and I was about to face an asshole who could read minds.

      I was in serious shit.

      I hadn’t learned much about evading mind readers. The ability was rare, for one thing, and those who had it were taught not to look into people’s heads. A lesson that clearly hadn’t stuck with Donall. It struck me that mind reading was no small gift. Why had Donall claimed his mother thought that he was weak? Mind reading was miles above glamouring.

      Had he lied? No, there’d been a painful edge of truth to his words.

      The guards ushered me into a new room—an office. The scent of coffee and breakfast hit me square in the face. The room was empty but for a wooden desk with two visitors chairs on one side and a worn office chair on the other. A platter of pancakes and bacon sat on the desk, along with a steaming carafe.

      The coffee was so distracting, it took me a second to register the presence of a middle-aged man I didn’t recognize. He waited in the corner, giving me a friendly smile that felt completely out of place. “Rowan, welcome. Please come in. You must be hungry.”

      He gestured to the guest chairs and moved to the chair behind the desk.

      I could only stare at him in disbelief. First Logan, now this. Maybe I was still in that dark, cold closet and this was all one elaborate hallucination.

      The man studied me for a moment before turning to the guards. “You are dismissed. I’ll call you when we’re done.”

      When the two men hesitated, the stranger looked displeased. “Go.”

      The guards shuffled their feet, then finally turned and walked out of the room, shutting the door behind them.

      “Rowan,” the man said, taking his seat, “please, have a seat. Pancakes are always best when they’re warm.”

      I took a step closer and he handed me a plate, which I found myself taking as though on autopilot. I sat down and watched the man fork two pancakes onto my plate.

      “I’m afraid we don’t have real maple syrup, only the imitation stuff.” He wrinkled his nose in disgust.

      When he started to place bacon on my plate, I waved him away. “I’m a vegetarian.”

      He studied me, perplexed. “How did I not know that?”

      That brought me to my senses. “How would you?”

      His brow shot up, his mouth pinching with displeasure, or maybe amusement, as he considered it.

      “Very true.” He forked several pieces of bacon onto his own plate. “I’m Arthur, by the way,” he said as he moved on to the coffee, pouring some into both cups.

      Gods help me, but I was desperate for some.

      I doctored up my cup, then took a long, delicious sip before I risked giving him sass.

      “Not worried I’ll fling hot coffee on you to escape?” I asked.

      He watched me for a moment, his expression noncommittal as he doctored his own cup. “Should I be?”

      In all honesty, I wasn’t sure. At the moment, I was more concerned with eating and getting my caffeine boost than escaping. Which made me a royal bitch. Logan was two flights up, tied to a bed, eating gods-knew-what. Possibly nothing.

      Why hadn’t I thought to ask him?

      The man smiled and picked up a piece of bacon, taking a satisfying bite as I poured warmed syrup on my pancakes.

      “Do you remember the taste of bacon?” he asked, sounding genuinely curious.

      “How do you know I’ve had it before?” I asked. “My parents could have been vegetarians.”

      He pursed his lips, then said, “I knew your parents. They weren’t vegetarians. So did you have it?”

      “Back when I was a kid,” I conceded, but I was also intrigued. Did he really know my parents or was he just messing with my head?

      He took another bite, savoring it, then said, “Don’t you miss it?”

      I shoved a bite of pancakes into my mouth. “No. I guess it smells good, but I haven’t had it since I was seventeen. And if I ever got tempted, I’d tell myself that pigs are just as intelligent as most humans.”

      A grin stretched his lips as his eyes lit up. “What about as intelligent as mages?”

      I couldn’t stop myself from scoffing. “Depends on which mages we’re speaking of.”

      He laughed and finished off his piece of bacon, then wiped his fingers on a cloth napkin. “Donall has you pegged all wrong.”

      For some reason, the mention of Donall’s name triggered a Pavlovian fear response. I squashed it down as best I could, trying to hide my reaction.

      “Not that I’m complaining, mind you,” I said sarcastically, “but what prompted this breakfast feast?”

      “Donall had some business to attend to, so I offered to take over. Let’s just say he and I have much different ways of tackling an issue.”

      If the breakfast was any indication, we were headed in a very different direction, but I also lost my appetite, freshly reminded of my purpose here.

      I took one last sip of coffee and set it down, deciding to get my newest round of torture over with, masochist that I was. “What fun things do you have planned for me today?”

      He gave me a look of surprise, then sucked in a breath and sadly shook his head. “I meant it when I said I had a different way of doing things, Rowan. There will be no violence. There will be no torture. Only cooperation.”

      I lifted a brow. “And if you don’t think I’m cooperating?”

      “Then we’ll address the underlying issue of your noncompliance. Donall is so cocksure you know how to read the book. I have my doubts.”

      Humiliation washed through me, catching me by surprise. It stung to be thought of as incapable, even if I had no intention of helping this man.

      “So why not just let me go?” I asked. “Why keep me around if I’m worthless?”

      He shook his head again, this time watching me with pity. “I never said you were worthless, Rowan. No, I don’t think you know how to read the book, but I truly believe you can. Just not yet.” Keeping his deep, dark eyes pinned on me, he rested his elbows on the metal arms of his office chair and steepled his fingers under his chin. “I think you can be trained. I believe that you are the person to decipher it.”

      It was my turn to shake my head. “You’re wrong. I can only glamour things.”

      “You’re a Whelan, Rowan. There hasn’t been a weak Whelan in over two hundred years.”

      I could have done without that reminder. “What can I say? I love breaking molds.”

      “The one with rudimentary fire producing skills? Turns out that particular Whelan wasn’t a Whelan at all. She was adopted and passed off as a Whelan.” He gave me a confident look. “There is more to you than most people think. I intend to prove it.”

      A war waged in my head. On one hand, I wanted him to be right. I ached to prove myself worthy of the Whelan name, not that I’d ever admit it to anyone. Maybe this mage could help me do just that, but I couldn’t work with him. I couldn’t help the Dark Set.

      “I know what you’re thinking, Rowan.”

      I froze, chastising myself for underestimating him.

      He gave me a reassuring glance. “I can’t read your mind, but it’s not hard to figure out what you’re thinking—if I help you, you’re certain that I’ll expect you to help me.” He smiled. “I am hoping to persuade you to see our side of things before this is all said and done—I won’t try to convince you otherwise—but I’m also hoping you’ll want to help. Of your own free will.”

      “You’ll be waiting for hell to freeze over.”

      I’d expected him to snap, for this façade he’d cultivated to break, but he beamed at me instead. Something about him seemed familiar, but for the life of me, I couldn’t figure out what.

      “I’m willing to take the chance,” he said.

      “But Donall isn’t,” I countered, a rock forming in the pit of my stomach.

      He made a face as he tilted his head in acquiescence. “Donall’s not here right now.”

      But how long would he be gone? I wasn’t sure I wanted to press my luck by asking. “Well, sounds like I have nothing to lose.” That was if he was telling the truth, which I wasn’t willing to bet money on. “When do we start?”

      His face lit up. “Now.”
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      Arthur stood and moved to the door with more grace than I’d ever possess. He rapped on the wood and waited, wearing an impatient look. When one of the guards appeared, Arthur said, “Ms. Whelan needs shoes and a coat.”

      The guard stared at him as though he’d made his request in Chinese.

      “Did I stutter?” Arthur asked, raising his voice slightly. “Get them. Now.”

      “But—” the guard spat out, turning wild eyes to his buddy, who was pushing the door open even wider.

      “I’m sorry, sir,” the second man said. “We’re not allowed to do that.”

      “Not allowed to do what, specifically?” Arthur asked, his brows shooting up. “Give the poor woman shoes or a coat? I want to see these ridiculous rules.”

      “They aren’t written down,” the first guard said.

      “Then how can they be rules?” Arthur asked. “Do you or do you not have specific rules stating that Ms. Whelan is not allowed to wear a pair of shoes or a coat?”

      “Well no, sir,” the second guard said, darting a quick glance at me. “It’s just that she’s not allowed to leave.”

      “And who said she was leaving?” Arthur asked in a tone as cold as ice. “You’re wearing shoes, aren’t you? You’re not allowed to leave the property either.”

      “That’s different, sir,” the first guard said, not sounding like he’d totally convinced himself.

      “Take off your shoes and hand them over.”

      The guards exchanged perplexed looks before the second guard let out his breath in a long whoosh. “Fine. I’ll get her shoes and a coat, but this is on your head, Arthur.”

      The older gentleman gave them a smug, condescending glare. “I can live with that.”

      The guards shut the door and Arthur turned back to face me. “You better eat up. I need you to have enough strength to tackle this morning’s session.”

      Without even thinking, I took another bite of the pancakes. “What exactly do you have planned?”

      “You’ll find out soon enough, but you have no cause to be alarmed or frightened. You’ll set the pace this time. Mark my words, once you discover what you’re capable of, there won’t be any slowing you down.”

      I’d nearly finished the pancakes by the time the guards came back with the shoes and coat I’d been wearing when I’d confronted Donall in the cemetery. Dirt was still embedded in the cotton fibers, and the visual reminder of his attack on my mind sent fear skating down my spine. Why was I trusting this man? Because he’d given me pancakes and spoke in a gentle tone? Because he was better at pretending than Donall was?

      Maybe Arthur really could read my thoughts. When he saw my hesitation, he squatted in front of me and gave me a soft smile. “I know it’s hard to know who to trust, but I promise, you and I want the same thing right now.”

      My anger came rushing back. “I have no desire to read that book for you.”

      My words didn’t seem to bother him in the least. “And I don’t want you to read the book today. We’ll make no mention of it. I want you to realize what you’re capable of, and it’s so much more than simple parlor tricks.”

      “It wasn’t a simple parlor trick when I hid Lester’s body in our family cemetery. It wasn’t a simple parlor trick when I…” I stopped myself from finishing the sentence with when I bound Logan and did a piss-poor job of hiding him from your psycho boss. It was a painful reminder that I was to blame for Logan’s predicament. If not for me, he’d be safe and sound at home, writing parking tickets or whatever cops usually did in Mount Vernon. Why hadn’t I ditched him in the bar parking lot and saved him from all of this?

      “Rowan,” Arthur said softly, his eyes full of understanding. “I know. I understand.”

      To my irritation, my throat clogged with tears. “How could you possibly know?”

      He slowly reached a hand toward me, reminding me of someone trying to approach a frightened animal. His hand rested lightly on top of my hand on the desk. “I know what it’s like to be overlooked. I know what it’s like to feel like you’re not enough.” He beamed at me. “But, Rowan, I’m here to tell you that you are enough—and more. I promise you, there’s a part of you that everyone has overlooked and underestimated, Donall included. Let me show you.” His expression turned playful. “What do you have to lose?”

      I had my doubts, but what did I have to lose except for my pride?

      Arthur got to his feet and reached out his hand. “Come with me, Rowan. Let’s take a walk outside.”

      I ignored the gesture. “The guards won’t like it.”

      “I don’t care what the guards think. I’m in charge, and I’ll be sure to remind them of it.”

      I liked the idea of going outside, if for no other reason than to search out an escape route. “Okay.”

      He handed me the shoes and I put them on, cringing when I realized they hadn’t brought socks. I stood and put on the jacket, giving him an expectant look. “Let’s do this.”

      The look in his eyes told me what I already knew—my portrayal of the eager student wasn’t totally convincing—but he rapped on the door anyway. “We’re ready.”

      The door opened and the guards gave me serious side-eye as I walked past them, falling into step next to Arthur. We walked toward the stairwell, and he pushed the door open, waiting for me to enter.

      I hesitated, gesturing toward the guards. “Are they coming with us?”

      “Unfortunately, yes, but they’ll remain a respectable distance behind.”

      “Define respectable distance.”

      He held my gaze. “Far enough back that they won’t hear our conversation.”

      That statement filled me with hope. Was Arthur engineering my escape? But disappointment quickly followed. It didn’t much matter. There was no way in hell I was leaving Logan.

      We walked up to the first floor, and Arthur produced a key ring from his pocket as we reached the landing. He used it to unlock the door leading outside.

      I sucked in a lungful of fresh air as soon as the door opened, invigorated by how good it felt. It struck me that I’d been in this building for nearly a week. Did Phoebe or Celeste know I was missing? Or were they being held in prisons of their own?

      Had the Dark Set already taken control of Valeria?

      Arthur led me to a grassy area at the back of the building. The exterior was run-down, the bricks pocked and chipped and blackened in places, and there were multiple broken windows. It looked like an abandoned insane asylum in a movie, and the trees surrounding it made it a good place to hide.

      Which brought me back to a point that the guard, Eric, had made earlier.

      The guards followed us, staying at least twenty feet behind.

      “Why’s Donall hiding out?” I asked. “He’s got the book, so why isn’t he large and in charge?”

      He gave me a patient look as we strolled toward the woods, Arthur with his hands entwined at the small of his back. “Don’t play dumb, Rowan,” he said, sounding disappointed. “It’s beneath you. You know exactly why.”

      “He’s waiting on me.”

      Arthur didn’t respond, which was answer enough. Instead, he changed the subject. “Do you know the history of magic?”

      I blinked in surprise. “Every child of Valerian parents knows the history of magic.”

      “They know the simple version—in the beginning, there were no nonmagicals. All men and women had magical gifts, but they fought one another and the Samsites stole the magic of the Brexors.” He gave a slight shrug as he turned back to face me. “The Brexors became the nonmagicals—humans—and the Samsites eventually became Valeria.”

      “Of course,” I said, my eyes darting to the shadows in the trees. He’d stopped about ten feet from the woods. The trees were densely packed together, but there wasn’t much vegetation to impede a traveler on foot.

      Maybe I’d been looking at this all wrong. Maybe I should escape first and send help back for Logan. I could dash inside, lose the guards, then make myself invisible. But I didn’t trust Donall, and I definitely didn’t trust the guards. I wouldn’t put it past them to kill him just so there were no witnesses to tell tales. They were probably going to kill me when they got what they wanted. I’d do best to remember that.

      Arthur turned to look into the trees, and when he shifted back to me, his expression had changed. Not mean, exactly, but shrewder. “You likely didn’t hear the full story. Most of Valeria chooses to conveniently ignore it.” He paused, watching me, as though waiting for me to express interest, but I wasn’t about to give him what he wanted. He’d tell me the story in his own time.

      Sure enough, he only waited a good five seconds before he continued. “The Brexors were led by men. They were a warrior people that oppressed their women. The Samsites were ruled mostly by women and they feared another uprising. They claimed men were more prone to violence than diplomacy.”

      “They wouldn’t be entirely wrong,” I said, lifting an eyebrow.

      He nodded with a small grin. “There is some truth to that, but just as life is not black and white, not all men are bad and not all women are good.”

      “Where are you going with this? If what you’re saying is true, some of the mages at the time must have been Samsites,” I said. “Mages still exist, and not all of them are weak.”

      “True on both counts. Men were part of the Samsite government, but the female leaders kept a close watch on the mages in high-level positions. They didn’t like what they saw, so they created a spell to take a good portion of the mages’ power and transfer it to the witches.”

      This sounded like the kind of slanted story manufactured to make one group hate another. I managed to hold back a snort. Barely. “Why haven’t I heard this before?”

      “The witches controlled everything, Rowan. They controlled what was passed down from generation to generation.”

      I shook my head. “Stealing power from witches or mages is impossible.”

      “Is it?” he asked. “I hear your sister Phoebe had much of her power stolen only days ago, and it now resides in a blue orb in the body of a dead man.”

      He had a point. A strange feeling crept up my spine. Confusion and surprise and dismay. It was like his words were creeping into my brain and making scrambled eggs of everything I had thought I knew.

      “The witches eventually realized what they were doing was wrong, but by then it was too late. Most men had become magically weak, and their weakness was passed down to their sons. So the witches destroyed the power of the orb, and it was lost forever until that witch in Denmark put it in her book of spells.”

      “The Book of Sindal.”

      He nodded.

      “And Donall had one until Lester stole it. He claims Celeste got it out of the book.”

      Arthur seemed to consider his answer before he said, “Donall had the orb. I don’t know the details of how he acquired it.”

      “You mean you won’t tell me if my sister got it for him,” I said a little too harshly, giving myself away.

      Sympathy filled his eyes. “I don’t know, Rowan. I would tell you if I did.”

      “If Celeste opened the book for him, why didn’t he kidnap her again? Why kidnap me?”

      “Because you can read the book.”

      “If that orb of power came from the book, someone had to read it.” Like Celeste, who, according to Donall, had retrieved the spell for him. Doubt gnawed at me again.

      “Again, I don’t know.”

      “Then what do you know, Arthur?” I asked.

      He gave me a patient smile. “I know you’ll be a difficult student, but it will be worth every moment of trouble to see your face when you realize what you can do.”

      “So when do we start?”

      “First, we need to continue our discussion of magic.”

      My brows shot up. “You’re kidding. What else is there to discuss?”

      “Most magicals know their particular talent and use it according to how they’ve been told it works. They don’t understand why it works the way it does.”

      I pushed out a sigh. “I know I have to use the energy of the object or person I’m changing, just like Phoebe gets energy from our dead relatives. Celeste’s expression magic is different, of course. She takes it from anything and everything, which is what makes it so erratic. That’s why it ravages her mind.” That last sentence had slipped out. Truth was, I’d been thinking a lot about Celeste since Donall told me his story of how he’d come by the sphere.

      Concern tightened his mouth. “How bad is she?”

      “Celeste is no concern of yours.” And I hoped to keep it that way.

      His lips parted, but he must have thought better about whatever he’d planned on saying, because he closed them the next instant. He took a breath and started again. “Very few witches or mages understand expression magic. Your father knew that Celeste needed special training, but your mother insisted she knew what was best for your sister.”

      I shook my head, trying to take it all in. How could this man who was working with Donall, who was like the model of supervillainy, have been associated with my parents? “How did you know my mom and dad?”

      “The Whelan family is a long-established magical family, even if most mages and witches don’t know about your role in guarding the Book of Sindal. Your line has commanded respect for centuries, if for no other reason than that it produces children with rare magical talents.”

      Humiliation burned in my gut at the reminder.

      “The long answer to your question is that any witch or mage involved with the Valeria governing body knows the Whelans. The short answer is that your father was my friend.”

      I stared at him in surprise. My family may have commanded respect, but my mother had always insisted on isolation. She’d insisted we only needed each other, that our family, and the book, would be safer if we kept to ourselves. When I was younger, I hadn’t thought much of it—it was simply the way we lived. But as I got older, I started to realize that most witches and mages regularly attended gatherings. Some even lived in secluded all-magical communities where they didn’t need to hide their talents. At first, I’d assumed Mom was worried about protecting Celeste, but later, I’d suspected she was also trying to shield me from ridicule.

      Maybe I’d gotten it all wrong. Maybe my parents had carried on lives outside of our family that I knew absolutely nothing about.

      “I know you didn’t know many of your parents’ friends other than Xenya. Your mother was very protective of you girls. She didn’t want you to deal with the politics of being a Whelan.” It all sounded true to my mother, but I heard a hint of disapproval in his tone.

      “But?” I prompted.

      “Your father loved Valeria politics. He wanted to be as involved in the greater community as possible, but your mother thought they needed to circle the wagons around their daughters and shield them from gossips.” He paused for a moment before adding, “In arguments like that, there is no right answer. Your mother wasn’t entirely wrong in her decision, but your father’s need for contact with the magical community wasn’t wrong either. And your father loved you girls with everything in him—especially you, Rowan. He felt a kinship to you that he didn’t feel with the others.”

      “Because we were both weak.”

      “No, because you were so often overlooked, your needs sacrificed for the others.”

      I heard what he wasn’t saying. Mom and Dad hadn’t gotten along toward the end. As a kid, I hadn’t seen beyond the united front they tried to present to the world, but the cracks had grown deeper with time, and I’d matured enough to notice them.

      No matter. The reality of their marriage had little consequence now. “None of that explains why I’m here, Arthur. You and Donall think I’m capable of more, but what happens if—when you realize that I’m not?”

      He slowly shook his head. “Rowan, so much like your father.”

      I lifted my chin. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      “His stubbornness was a gift and a curse. You’d do best to learn from his mistakes.”

      That caught me by surprise. “And what were those?”

      “That, my dear, is a story for another day. For the moment, I want to take your magic back to the rudimentary level.”

      “That shouldn’t be difficult,” I muttered.

      “A pessimistic attitude will get you nowhere.”

      “And an optimistic attitude will get me nothing but disappointment.”

      I saw his confidence waver for the first time, but I realized it wasn’t because he thought I was incapable of more. It was because he didn’t believe I’d try.

      “I’m sorry. You’re right,” I said, surprised that I meant it.

      His face lit up. “Words I hadn’t expected to hear from you so early in our training.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Don’t get too excited. I still have my doubts, but I promise to at least try.”

      His gaze held my eyes, asking for more.

      “I’ll give it my all, but I’m going to hold you to your word—if I’m able to read the text, I’m not bound to tell you or Donall what it says.”

      He nodded, still smiling. “And that is all I ask.”

      “So what now?”

      He leaned down and plucked a three-leaf clover, which he then presented to me on his outstretched palm. “Glamour this clover.”

      “You’re kidding, right?”

      “No. Glamour the leaves so they’re close to invisible, but leave a shimmer behind so I can still see it.”

      That caught me by surprise, but he’d warned me we’d be going back to basics, hadn’t he? This was how my mother had taught me to use my power. With barely a thought, I made the leaf to blend in with Arthur’s palm, but it took more effort than expected to create the shimmer he’d requested.

      “Now fade it out just a little more,” he said.

      “If I fade it out any more, it will be gone,” I complained.

      “Try anyway.”

      It took all my concentration to do as he asked.

      “More,” he said.

      My gaze lifted, but he continued to study his palm.

      “More, Rowan.”

      I focused on the leaf, trying to leave behind the slightest glimmer, but the clover completely disappeared. I tried to squash my frustration. “What was the point of that?”

      “You shall see.” He grabbed his phone out of his pocket, letting the glamoured leaves drop, and placed a call. “Send Marni outside.” Frustration furrowed his brow. “Yes. Outside. Tell her to wear a coat. We might be out here awhile.” He ended the call and stuffed the phone into his jacket pocket. “When did you first discover your gift?”

      His question caught me off guard. “Uh… I’m older than my sisters. Since everyone is capable of creating glamours, my parents thought I was late to develop. Then they thought I was a magical dud.”

      A soft smile spread across his face. “I’m sure that was difficult. But when did you first learn that glamouring was your gift?”

      “When I was nine.” Which was late for a witch or mage. Our gifts usually manifested early, around age five or six, but if a magical person had a particularly strong gift, they could display signs of it sooner. Celeste’s rare talent had first made itself known when she was three. I realized now I’d begun to resent her, even then, which was ridiculous. I’d resented a toddler.

      “And how did your mother come to the conclusion that glamouring was your gift?”

      My defenses went up. “How did you know my mother was the one to make that call?”

      “Because I know your mother insisted on being in charge of your magical training. Your father would have preferred to be more involved, but she refused to let him.”

      “And you knew this because you knew my parents?”

      “As I said, your father and I were close.” His gaze lifted, catching something over my shoulder.

      I turned to see a young woman striding toward us. The puckered look on her face told me she hadn’t been thrilled to receive Arthur’s summons.

      “What are we doing out here?” she demanded when she was about twenty feet away.

      “Letting Rowan get some fresh air,” he said in an amiable tone. “It’s a beautiful day.”

      Her arms stiffened as she shoved her hands deeper into her pockets. “It’s freezing.”

      He glanced up to the clear blue sky. “The sun will warm you.” He smiled as he lowered his gaze to the woman. “Marni, this is Rowan. Rowan, Marni.”

      If he expected us to shake hands, Marni’s glare and the fact that she was trying to tunnel her hands even deeper into her pockets made it clear that wasn’t on the agenda.

      “Marni also has the gift of glamour.”

      I gave her a curious glance. Why would she be with the Dark Set? I had a feeling Lisa was being coerced somehow, but I didn’t get the same vibe from this woman. What could possibly compel her to work with them?

      “What do you want, Arthur?” she asked, clearly annoyed. Maybe this wasn’t the rewarding life she’d hoped it would be. Whatever the case, she was working with the Dark Set willingly. Her reasoning didn’t really matter.

      “I want you to each create a garden, complete with a bench. Then we’ll compare them.”

      “A competition?” I asked in surprise. It seemed ludicrous, and like a waste of time to boot, but the daggers of hate Marni was shooting at me sparked the competitor in me.

      “This is ridiculous,” she said.

      “Are you currently working on anything other than kitchen duty?” Arthur asked.

      “No, but—”

      “Then you should be happy for the reprieve. The one caveat is that you’ll have your backs turned to each other the whole time. Any peeking will result in an immediate disqualification. The winner will get a reward.”

      Marni snorted. “What sort of reward?”

      “One free day to go anywhere and do anything you want.”

      Her eyes widened. Then she took a deep breath and squared her shoulders. “You’re on.”

      “Do I get the same reward?” I asked in a saccharine tone.

      “No, but I’ll give you the gift of speaking to a sister of your choice.”

      My mouth dropped open. “Do they know anything about what happened to me?”

      His eyes lit up with a smirk. “Win the competition and find out.”

      Marni propped her hands on her hips. “Other than we can’t look at each other’s glamours, what are the rules?”

      “None. You have an hour. Make the most of it.”

      “An hour?” I asked. That seemed excessive. I could create the kind of glamour he’d requested in five minutes or less. What was he looking for?

      “When you’re ready,” Arthur said, raising an eyebrow.

      “Let’s do this,” Marni said.

      “I have one request,” I said. “I would like to create a wall between our gardens to block the view. It’ll allow us to walk around without seeing the other’s work.”

      “As long as Marni agrees,” Arthur said with a nod.

      Marni shot me a look that said she considered this a trick, but she reluctantly nodded.

      A huge smile spread across Arthur’s face. “Let the competition begin.”
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      An hour later, I was sweating under the overhead sun, but not from the heat. I was standing next to my created wall, waiting for Arthur to give his judgment.

      To make the contest fair, we’d each created our own wall. Mine was a crumbling, centuries-old stone structure covered in vines that I’d painstakingly added at the last minute. It wrapped around an English garden with a central fountain and a hidden bench in the back corner. Mature trees, rose bushes, and a host of other plants and flowers that created separate “rooms” along the stone path that meandered through the twenty-by-forty-foot space. I’d even added the sound of gurgling water and the scent of roses.

      I had no idea what Marni had created, but I was pleased with my garden. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d created something so intricate and in-depth. Most of my glamouring in the past had involved hiding the book, something that only needed to be done once a month.

      “Let’s tour Rowan’s garden first,” Arthur said.

      When he and Marni walked around from the other side of the barrier, I heard her gasp at the sight of the long stone wall surrounding my garden. I let Arthur push open the gate and followed them both into the space. They wandered the path, taking time to smell the roses, reach into the fountain and wet their fingers, and—the true test—sit on the marble bench I’d made with carved roses on the base. Marni seemed to get more and more pissed the farther we went.

      When we finished, Arthur beamed. “Beautiful. Good work, Rowan.”

      I knew his approval shouldn’t matter to me, yet I felt a burst of pride anyway. I shoved it down and prepared myself for what I’d find in Marni’s garden. I hoped her attitude meant her effort wasn’t as good as mine.

      We walked out of my garden, and I tried to hide my shock as we rounded the corner.

      Marni had chosen to make a vegetable garden. There were rows and rows of corn, tomatoes, and green beans, but they looked unfinished, as if she hadn’t known how to create most of them. There were multiple bushes, some with strawberries, some with pea pods, and another area with carrots partially sticking out of the ground with parsley tops. In front of her brick wall, which actually looked much better than the rest of the glamour, sat a plain concrete bench.

      “This wasn’t fair,” Marni protested.

      “It was fair,” Arthur said. “And I haven’t even declared the winner yet.”

      “It’s obvious who won,” she pouted.

      “Is it obvious to you, Rowan?” Arthur asked, pulling his phone out of his pocket.

      “No,” I said, slightly worried by the concerned look on his face as he stared at his screen. “Nothing is as it seems with you Dark Set people. I can’t see you letting me talk to one of my sisters, so I’m guessing there’s some rule you withheld that makes Marni the winner.”

      “Oh, so cynical, Rowan,” Arthur said, sounding amused. “And so wrong. It was a simple contest and you obviously won. But I’ll still let Marni out of kitchen duty.” Looking at her, he continued, “I’ll assign you a new task that shouldn’t take you much time, and then you can have the rest of the afternoon and evening off anyway.”

      “What’s the catch?” she asked.

      Arthur chuckled. “You two aren’t all that different, you know. There’s no catch, but you’ll have another glamouring job tomorrow. A much more difficult one.”

      “When do I get to talk to my sister?” I asked.

      “Which sister do you choose?” he asked.

      His question caught me off guard. I’d presumed he’d pick, but I quickly blurted out, “Phoebe.”

      It wasn’t a difficult decision. Phoebe and I were much closer, and she was with the captain of the Protective Force—and Donall’s brother, no less. If Brandon was on our side, she’d pass information to him, and if he wasn’t, all the more reason to warn Phoebe.

      Disappointment flickered in Arthur’s eyes, but it quickly vanished as he pulled out his phone and tapped on the screen. He lifted his gaze to Marni. “Go prepare a nice lunch for two. Afterward, we’ll discuss your afternoon assignment.”

      Marni shot me a glare and started to cut through her garden toward the building when Arthur called after her, “Marni, we don’t need your garden anymore.”

      She continued walking but lifted her hand up to her shoulder and snapped. The entire garden and her section of the wall disappeared.

      “Captain Cassidy?” Arthur said, and my eyes instantly snapped back to him. Based on the way he held the phone in his hand, he’d already placed a video call. My mouth went dry. Was I really about to talk to Phoebe? “I have Rowan Whelan with me,” he said, “and she would like to speak to her sister.”

      Even as my ears strained for the sound of Phoebe’s voice, it struck me that Arthur was known to Brandon, and vice versa. How had their paths crossed, and why? What did it mean?

      There was a moment’s pause before I heard Brandon say in a stern tone, “Their bond has been broken. There is to be no communication between the Whelan sisters.”

      Arthur frowned. “Their coven bond may have been broken, but they’re still sisters. Rowan has been left alone for the first time in her life and is struggling. Surely you can make this one concession.”

      “The Small Council has forbidden it.”

      Arthur took on an authoritarian pose. “I assure you, Captain Cassidy, that I have permission to make this happen. Would you like me to have Alfred Gambier, the acting president, intervene?”

      It didn’t exactly surprise me to hear him drop Alfred’s name. It didn’t take a genius to connect the dots when there were this many of them—clearly, the council had been compromised before this whole mess began. Even so, it felt defeating to have the connection confirmed so openly.

      There was another momentary standoff before Brandon replied in a clipped tone, “No, that won’t be necessary, but I’ll be standing next to Phoebe during the call. Rest assured that I’ll be making a full report.”

      “As you should,” Arthur said with a solemn nod. “Now, if you could put Phoebe on the line?”

      Seconds later, I heard my sister’s voice. “Where’s Rowan?”

      I wanted to lunge for the phone, but the smile on Arthur’s face made me think better of it.

      “She’s here,” he said.

      I started to reach for the phone then, unable to help myself, but I pulled my hands back at the last moment. “What’s the catch? What are the rules?”

      Arthur pressed a button on the phone, then held the screen to his chest. “There’s no catch, Rowan, and there are no rules. But keep in mind that Brandon will make a full report of the call to the Small Council. I would hate for you to put your sister at risk.”

      Put my sister at risk? I recognized a threat when I heard one, but what exactly did he mean? Would they harm Phoebe if she discovered I was being held prisoner?

      Before I could work it out, he unmuted the call and handed me the phone.

      “Rowan?” Phoebe cried out, sounding desperate.

      I grabbed the phone, eager to see her face. It felt like we’d been apart for so long, but she looked just as I’d left her. Unharmed. Her beautiful brown hair hanging loose around her face, tears coursing down her cheeks. I wanted so badly to hug her, but all I could do was touch the glass over her image.

      “Is it really you?” she asked.

      “Yeah, it’s me,” I said, giving her a soft smile. But my heart was breaking. Phoebe and Celeste were like an extension of me, and this separation was hurting my soul. I wasn’t sure I could learn to live without them, which meant I needed to figure out a way to get them back.

      “Who is that with you?”

      Arthur had insinuated there would be trouble if I told Phoebe, and thus the council, the full truth. Which meant I needed to downplay my situation. “That was Arthur. He was a friend of Dad’s.”

      “How did you find him?” she asked, wiping tears from her cheeks.

      How much did Brandon know? I felt a push-pull between my inclination not to trust him and the hope that I could. He obviously knew Arthur, and he was also the one who’d suggested splitting up the three of us. Yet he’d also written that message…a message that meant he knew what his brother, and the Dark Set, thought I could do.

      Until I had something more to go on, I’d presume Brandon had joined forces with his brother after all and was party to everything, hoping to be proved wrong later.

      I forced a smile. “He found me.” I knew she’d want more details, so I added, “He knew we’d been split apart and wanted to check on me.”

      “Where are you?” she asked. “That doesn’t look like our farm.”

      I realized she could see the stone wall of my glamoured garden behind me.

      “It’s not,” I said. “Turns out I have some time on my hands now that I don’t have to guard that stupid book, so Arthur and I decided to visit a botanical garden.”

      Confusion filled her eyes, likely because she knew going to a botanical garden with a man I hardly knew would be out of character. “I’ve been so worried about you,” she said, starting to cry again. “All alone at the farm.”

      “You don’t have to worry about that,” I said. “I’m not alone, and obviously I’m currently not at the farm.” I swallowed the lump in my throat. “How are you? Are you safe? Have you heard from Celeste?”

      “I’m with Brandon,” she said as though that answered my first two questions. “I haven’t spoken to Celeste, but Brandon has gotten reports from Xenya. She’s helping Celeste calm her mind.” She smiled but it didn’t reach her eyes. “So maybe this isn’t so bad after all.”

      She didn’t believe it for a moment, which made me think she wasn’t so keen on this arrangement after all, despite her previous pro-Brandon attitude.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Maybe it’s for the best.”

      She nodded, but her chin quivered. Another tell.

      “Do you remember the night Mom took us stargazing?” she asked, tears filling her eyes again. “When she showed us Orion and Sirius?”

      What was she talking about? Mom had never done any such thing, but the look on her face implored me to agree, so I nodded. “Yeah, of course.”

      Relief filled her eyes. “Do you remember how Mom said the best time to watch was late at night, the later the better? She wanted us to get up at two in the morning to see the stars, but Dad threw a fit.”

      What on earth was she talking about? She was obviously trying to give me some kind of message, so I nodded my pretend acknowledgment.

      “It took her two days to convince him. When we went out, we saw Orion and Sirius. Do you remember?” Tears were still streaming down her face.

      I pressed a finger to her cheek on the screen, wanting so badly to comfort her. “Oh, Bee, don’t cry. This is for the best, remember?”

      “Do you remember seeing Orion and Sirius, Rowan?” she repeated with some urgency.

      It was the third time she’d said those words. What in seven hells was she trying to tell me? If she kept pressing, Arthur and Brandon were going to get suspicious.

      “Yeah,” I said quickly. “I remember.” I’d figure out what it meant later.

      She nodded, looking relieved.

      “I love you, Bee. I never told you and Celeste often enough.”

      “We know you love us,” she scoffed. “We never doubted.”

      Maybe she didn’t, but I had to wonder if the same were true for Celeste. She and I had always been like orbiting moons around Phoebe, our home planet. We were connected through her but seemed to repel each other more often than not.

      “I’ve been thinking,” she said wistfully, “about that day at the park when we were little. Remember when those two older girls were making fun of Celeste because she was talking to rocks?”

      I blinked in confusion at the sudden change in direction, but I did remember this one. “Yeah.”

      I’d been furious because Mom had seen the entire thing and hadn’t intervened. I’d confronted her later and asked her why she hadn’t stopped the bullies from tormenting her four-year-old daughter, instead leaving it to her seven- and eight-year-old daughters to intervene, and she’d given me a look that suggested I was a fool.

      “You three will have a coven bond of your own one day, and you need to stand up for one another. Today seemed like a good day for you three to learn that lesson. I won’t always be here, Rowan. You need to learn to depend on each other.”

      But Phoebe had no knowledge of my conversation with my mother. Only that we’d stopped the bullies.

      “Do you remember what I told Celeste after you chased them off?”

      I did, if only because Phoebe had sounded like a mother even then.

      “Yeah,” I said, not repeating it. She’d told Celeste that we’d always be there to watch out for her, no matter what. Just another reminder that I’d let my sisters down. Again.

      “The same goes for you, Ro. I haven’t forgotten you.”

      Arthur cleared his throat. “Time’s up.”

      Panic filled my head. We’d hardly said anything at all. Our conversation had been a series of cryptic messages I hadn’t understood. “I love you, Phoebe. I’ll find a way to fix this.”

      Phoebe shook her head. “I love you too, Rowan. Just wait for me. I’ll come home to you. I promise.”

      Then, before I could say anything else, the call ended.

      My gaze lifted to Arthur, wondering if he’d somehow cut our connection, but the look on his face told me Brandon had ended the call.

      I was going to kill him. In that moment, I hated him with everything in my being, but I had to stuff it back down, just like everything else. I had more immediate concerns.

      I handed the phone back to Arthur. It would have been pointless to try to keep it. Might as well attempt to earn his trust so I could take advantage of it later.

      “What now?” I forced out. “Do you want me to dissolve my illusion?”

      “No,” he said, watching me closely as he pocketed his phone again. “I want you to leave it. I have another surprise for you. One I think you’ll enjoy.”
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      When we went inside, Arthur led the way to the second floor landing, and my stomach dropped to my feet when I realized we were on the same floor where they were keeping Logan. I was dying to ask where we were going, but my pride wouldn’t let me. A guard was sitting in a chair in front of Logan’s door, and he hopped up, standing at attention when he saw us.

      “Good morning, Gilbert,” Arthur said. “We’ll be paying a visit to our other guest.”

      I almost snapped back that neither of us were guests, but I was in too much shock. Besides, I wasn’t supposed to know Logan was here. If I let on that I did know, it could mean trouble for Lisa.

      Just like the other guards, Gilbert didn’t look too pleased with this turn of events. “I have strict orders to keep him in solitary.”

      “And your orders have changed,” Arthur said, motioning to the door. “Let us in.”

      Gilbert stared him down for a few moments. I was sure he was going to refuse the request, but then he pushed out a long breath and said, “This is on your head, Arthur.”

      “I take full responsibility,” Arthur said, gesturing toward the door. “Unlock it, then message Marni in the kitchen and tell her to send up the tray I requested.”

      Gilbert’s mouth pinched in frustration, but he pulled out his keys and unlocked the door, pushing it open as he stood back.

      I held my breath, unsure if Arthur showing me Logan was a good or a bad thing. Now he could use Logan as a threat, and it would be an effective one. But all other considerations slipped out of my head when I saw Logan strapped down to the bed again. I let out a little moan—hopefully Arthur would read it as surprise—and rushed across the room to him.

      Logan’s eyes widened with fear when he saw me, and he jerked on his bindings. “If you do anything to hurt her—”

      “Calm yourself, Mr. Gillespie,” Arthur said in a soothing tone. “Ms. Whelan was quite cooperative this morning, so I decided to reward her with a visit. I thought it would boost morale for the both of you.”

      This seemed too good to be true, but I planned to make the best of the situation. “I want to untie him.”

      “As you wish,” Arthur said.

      I quickly untied his hands, and then we both worked on his ankles. As soon as Logan was free, he turned on Arthur, looking ready to pounce, and for the first time, I saw a hint of malice in the older man’s eyes.

      “Mr. Gillespie, I hope you enjoy your new freedom, but keep in mind that we will hold Rowan personally responsible for any trouble you make from here on out.”

      Logan stilled and wrapped an arm around me, putting more distance between me and the man I’d spent the morning with. “You mean you’ll punish Rowan if I fight back.”

      “And vice versa,” Arthur said, holding out his hands. “If Rowan gives us trouble, we’ll hold you accountable. It only seems fair.”

      Just then, Marni appeared at the door, holding a tray. Her eyes widened when she saw me with Logan, as she scanned the room for someplace to set the tray. The space was devoid of furniture but for the miserable bed.

      “Gilbert,” Arthur said, “would you please bring in a nightstand or something to set this tray on?”

      “While you have him untied? I don’t think so.”

      A smug smile lit up Arthur’s face. “I think our guest will behave now, or he’ll see Ms. Whelan instantly punished. I’m sure he’d hate to see her suffer third-degree burns.”

      Was that Arthur’s magic or Gilbert’s? Funny, I’d spent the entire morning with Arthur and never once questioned what he could do.

      Logan tried to push me behind him, as though he could save me from two mages and a witch. I rolled my eyes and stood by the bed, my heart pounding in my chest even though I tried to pretend like I was unfazed by all of this. “We get it, Arthur. He gets it. Now how about letting us eat our lunch in peace?”

      To my surprise, Arthur grinned. “Marni, set the tray on the bed. We’ll deal with possibly adding more furniture later.”

      Marni set the tray holding two sandwiches, some chips, and two bottles of water on the floor by the door and quickly walked out.

      “Hold on, Marni,” Arthur called after her. “We need to discuss your next assignment.” He walked toward the door and stopped, glancing back at me. “We’ll meet again after later today, after dinner. This is a gift of good faith, Rowan. Please don’t make me regret it.” Then he turned around and walked out, closing the door behind him.

      Logan hopped off the bed and pulled me to his chest, wrapping his arms around me and holding me close. “Jesus, Rowan. How are you here?”

      “I think I just got played.”

      He held me out a few inches, looking me over. “Did they hurt you?”

      “Strangely enough, not today.” Not yet, anyway, but the day was still young. “Donall’s gone, so I got to work with Arthur.”

      His eyes perked up. “Donall’s gone?”

      I took note of his stance—he was standing on one foot while resting his other knee on the bed. “Don’t get any bright ideas,” I said, keeping my gaze on his broken leg. “Just because Donall’s gone doesn’t mean we can make a break for it.”

      “There’s no better time to make a break for it. That guy can read minds, right?” When I reluctantly nodded, wondering how he knew that, he said, “Then we need to try to escape while he’s gone. If he’s here, he’ll know what we’re doing before we do it.”

      He was right, of course, but there was the small matter of his broken leg. “Let’s slow down for a moment. We can’t bust out of here without a plan. You must be starving. We’ll talk while we eat.”

      I pushed his chest, and he frowned as he took a seat. I picked up the tray and set it on the end of the bed, then handed him one of the paper plates. “Arthur told Marni to make two nice lunches. I’d hate to see what not-so-nice lunches look like.”

      “I’ve seen them. They’re barely edible.” Logan picked up the sandwich and took a huge bite, barely chewing and swallowing before he took another. I realized he was truly starving, which made me feel guilty for the pancakes I’d eaten hours ago.

      I cringed as I sat next to him. “I’m sorry.” I held my sandwich out to him. “Do you want mine? I’m not hungry.”

      He started to reach for it, then stopped. “You’re just trying to be nice.”

      I laughed. “You’ve seen my YouTube show. Since when am I nice when it comes to food?”

      He grinned. “You have a point.”

      “Besides, it’s turkey.” His eyes widened with concern, but I waved him off. “Just give me some of those chips and we’re good. I had pancakes for breakfast.”

      He made a face as he took my sandwich. “Got the royal treatment, huh?”

      “Yeah.” I thought I was onto their con. More brainwashing. This was a classic good cop, bad cop routine. “They’re up to something. This new guy is trying to butter me up, tell me I’m special…” I had to wonder if Donall was really gone at all.

      “You already know they think you’re special. They think you’re the only one who can read the book.”

      I took a bite of one of the chips and shook my head as I looked up at him. “How are you taking this all in stride? Do you even know what’s going on?”

      He took the last bite of his sandwich, then reached over and grabbed one of the bottles of water.

      “You’re a witch,” he said matter-of-factly as he unscrewed the cap.

      “Do you know what that means?” I asked, incredulous.

      “My aunt was a witch.”

      I stared at him in disbelief. Then I realized he’d used a past tense verb. “What happened to her?”

      “She died a few years ago.” He shot a glance toward the door. “Natural causes. She made it sound like a harmless community. I never realized it was so dangerous.”

      “It’s normally not,” I said, grabbing the other water bottle.

      “Says the witch who’s spent her life guarding a book full of evil.”

      “You figured that part out too, huh?” I asked.

      He gave me a pointed look. “I’m about to make detective. It’s my job.”

      I supposed that made things easier, but I was still struggling to process how much he knew. “You never showed any sign of having magic?”

      “She was my aunt by marriage. No magic on my side.”

      “She wasn’t supposed to tell you. We’re not allowed to tell nonmagicals.”

      He shrugged. “She told us.”

      I couldn’t get over his blasé-faire attitude, but then a new thought hit me. “When did you figure out that I was a witch?”

      “Not until we went to the cemetery on your land.” His eyes narrowed. “And you bound me with duct tape.”

      “I’m sorry.” I couldn’t bring myself to look at him. “You have no idea how sorry I am. I should have left you at the bar.”

      He cupped my cheek and turned my face to look at him. “You realize I never would have let that happen, right? I wasn’t about to let you go off alone.”

      I pushed out a sigh. “Logan.”

      “I understand why you couldn’t tell me what was really going on. I know you’re not supposed to talk about it. I’d never met another witch before, so it never occurred to me to consider it. But I really wish you hadn’t bound me.”

      “I was trying to protect you, but when Donall said he was going to kill you…”

      His gaze held mine. “I lost my shit when he hurt you. If I hadn’t been bound…” A grim look washed over his face. “I would have killed him.” His eyes hardened. “I still might.”

      Panic swamped my head. I reached over and grabbed his wrist, as if I could physically stop him from doing anything so risky. “You have to promise me you won’t do anything to him.”

      “I can’t do that, Rowan.”

      I pulled his hand down and squeezed tight. “Logan, you’ll never be able to defeat him. Promise me.”

      He started to say something, then leaned down and kissed me instead.

      The kiss caught me by surprise. I pushed against his chest, but as he started to pull away, I wrapped my hands around his head and held him in place, kissing him back.

      My permission emboldened him. He slid an arm around my back as he used his other hand to tilt my head back, allowing him to deepen the kiss.

      Somewhere in the back of my head, I knew this was a bad idea. There was the very real possibility that one or both of us wouldn’t make it out of here alive…and yet, wasn’t that all the more reason to enjoy each other while we could? Kissing Logan felt so right. So perfect. From the way he cocooned me with his arm to the way his fingers gently stroked my cheek. But it was more than that. Being near him made my senses come alive. Kissing him reached deep into my soul. I couldn’t imagine what it would be like to do more.

      He lifted his head, his eyes filled with lust and concern. “I’ll figure out a way to get us out of this.”

      That caught my attention. I pushed on his chest with one hand, providing some space between us. “Hey,” I said, not hiding my irritation. “You don’t have to save me from anything. If either of us is going to save the other, it’ll be me. With magic.”

      He studied me for a few moments, his expression inscrutable, then shook his head. “No. We’ll do it together. Partners.”

      “Partners,” I repeated, trying to think of the last time I’d partnered with someone other than my sisters. Probably my lab partner in junior year chem class in high school.

      “Now tell me what’s going on.”

      So I told him everything. I spent the next ten minutes telling him about the Book of Sindal, how Phoebe, Celeste, and I had been its guardians since we were little more than children, and how secluded our lives had been since then. At the risk of looking like a loser, I told him that Phoebe and Celeste had rarer talents than mine and that our mother had spent more time with them developing their gifts. Then I told him about the first time our paths had crossed with the Dark Set—how they’d stolen Celeste and the book and knocked Phoebe and me unconscious for an entire day. How Brandon had taken Phoebe with him to track down the spell Donall had used, leaving me alone at the farm with his men. I even told him the book could only be opened with the blood of all the Whelan sisters.

      “I don’t know what I’m going to do when they realize I can’t read the book like they think I can,” I admitted.

      “What if you can?” Logan asked quietly.

      I shrugged, staring out the window. “Don’t you think I’d know if I could?”

      “I’m not sure. You told me that your mother spent more time working with your sisters. What if she overlooked something in you?”

      I shook my head, turning to face him. “I don’t want you to think she ignored me. She did spend time with me. It’s just that my talent is a basic ability almost every witch and mage is born with. Hells, I’m sure your aunt used it at times. But Phoebe’s gift of ancestral magic takes much more practice and finesse to use, and Celeste… her expression magic was messing with her mind, even back then. As we got older, Mom spent the most time with her.”

      “But you were the oldest,” Logan said, obviously unwilling to let this go. “In theory, your mother should have started working with you first, which would have given you more one-on-one time.”

      I shook my head again. “Phoebe’s only a year younger than me. Like I said, most witches can glamour. My parents figured I was late to develop a talent, and Celeste’s abilities showed up really early, so by the time they figured out my specialty was glamouring, Mom had already started working with both of my sisters.”

      “What about your father?”

      “He worked with us a little but not much. Our mother said that Whelan women taught Whelan girls. It’s been like that for centuries.”

      He seemed to consider my words. “It just seems like they could have helped you more,” he finally said with a frown. “I hate that you think so little of yourself.”

      I tried to figure out how I’d given him the—correct—impression that I felt inferior to my sisters, but I came up short.

      He gave me a sad smile. “It was the way you spoke about them and your mother.”

      I pushed out a sigh. “My past doesn’t mean a thing right now. I’ve got to—” I twisted my mouth, “—we’ve got to figure out how to get out of here.”

      “I don’t know much about the layout of the building. What have you seen?”

      I sat back, pressing my back against the wall. “Not much. They’ve kept me on the floor above us. Other than that, I’ve spent most of my time in the basement. Trust me, we do not want to go down there.”

      He scooted back to sit next to me, grabbing my hand and lacing our fingers together.

      “I did get to go out back today.”

      “Outside?” he asked, perking up. “Why?”

      “Arthur thought I needed a little fresh air, plus I think he’s been watching a little too much reality television, because he set up a glamour design competition between Marni and me. I won, and my reward was that I got to call my sister.”

      “Which one?”

      “Phoebe. Since Brandon is her supposed boyfriend, I hoped that he might be able to help, but I’m concerned about his loyalty. Anyway, he was of little use and Phoebe was cryptic.”

      “How so?”

      I told him about her ramblings about our mother taking us stargazing when we were kids. While I still thought it was some sort of hidden message, I was no closer to cracking the code.

      “Orion and Sirius?” he asked. “Orion was a hunter, of course. Sirius was his dog.”

      “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “She said two days later your mother woke you at two a.m. to see the constellations?”

      “Yeah, but that never happened.”

      He glanced at the door, then lowered his voice to barely a whisper. “What if Brandon is coming to break you out in two days at two in the morning?”

      I narrowed my eyes. “What are you talking about?”

      “Think about it. You said Brandon’s a tracker—he hunts spells.”

      I considered it for a moment and felt my hope begin to rise. Maybe my prejudice against Brandon was blinding me to what was right before my eyes. “I think you’re right. But who is Sirius?”

      “It could be your sister, or it could be someone else he trusts. One of his agents?”

      “Judah,” I said. “He was the guard who stayed with me while Phoebe and Brandon were out looking for the book and Celeste. Brandon trusts him implicitly.”

      “She was trying to give you a message.”

      Or was she? She had to know that Donall would be able to pick any information he pleased out of my head. Except…maybe she knew Donall wouldn’t be back until after the escape attempt. Or hell, for all I knew, she’d legitimately remembered an event I’d forgotten. I pushed out a frustrated sigh.

      Logan slid his arm behind my back and snugged me to his side, placing a kiss on my forehead. “We’ll be prepared for them to show up, and if they don’t come, we’ll know we got it wrong. It’s not like there’s anything we can specifically do to get ready for an escape.”

      “No,” I said, pulling away a little. “We don’t know when Donall’s coming back, but we should get out of here before he does. We need a plan. If Brandon and Phoebe show up to help, great, but we can’t sit around waiting.”

      “Okay,” he said, “so we’ll think of a plan.”

      Both of us waited for the other to say something. We burst out laughing at the same time, and I shook my head at the impossibility of the situation.

      “We’re doomed,” I said.

      “No, we’ll figure it out, Ro,” he said, touching my hair. “But let’s take a moment. I think we both need one. What did Arthur have you do for the competition?” he asked.

      “I created a garden.”

      He leaned back and stared down at me with wide eyes. “You can do that?”

      “Yeah. He gave us an hour to complete it. Honestly, I’d never spent so much time on a glamour before. Not even for the book.”

      “I would love to have seen it,” he said in a wistful tone.

      “It’s probably still out there,” I said. “He told me to leave it, and I’m sure you can see it from the window.”

      He started scooting to the end of the bed, and I helped him get to his feet and hobble to the window, starting to worry when I realized how little weight he could put on his leg. It didn’t bode well for our escape.

      When he reached the window, his mouth dropped open. “You made that?”

      I stared down at the walled garden, shocked to see multiple people milling around inside it. “Yeah. Why are those people there?” I had the answer as soon as I said the words. “They’re spying on my magic.”

      “What?” he asked, his brow furrowed. Then realization washed over his face. “He tricked you.”

      Just as I’d suspected, only I hadn’t discerned the nature of his scheme. Until now. He’d known I’d bring my A game if he offered an enticing enough prize. Mission accomplished. Now he had specialists out there examining my magical handiwork.

      I’d show him.

      Narrowing my eyes, I focused on the garden then waved my hand in front of me to make it vanish.

      Nothing happened.

      I tried it again, with the same result, and started cursing.

      “Rowan?” Logan asked in alarm.

      I focused on the bed to make it into a coat rack and nothing happened. Choking panic rose up my throat as I turned toward the window. I concentrated on covering it with drapes, but the plain glass pane mocked me.

      “Rowan,” Logan said, grabbing my upper arm. “Why do you look so freaked out?”

      “Did they move you to a different room today?” I asked, then shook my head, trying to clear it and think straight. It looked the same inside, but they all probably did, and while it was roughly the same distance from the stairwell as it had been the night before, I hadn’t bothered to count the doors.

      “Yeah, one door down. Why?”

      I stared up at him in horror. “They know.”

      “They know what?”

      “They know I came to see you last night. That’s why they moved you. They put you in a null room,” I said in a rush. Did this mean Lisa was my enemy after all? Had she pretended to help us as part of Donall’s larger plan?

      “Take a deep breath, okay?” he said. “You’re freaking me out. What’s a null room?”

      “It’s like a jail cell,” I said. “for witches and mages. It nulls our power.”

      “How do you know?” he asked, then shook his head as he cringed. “You just tried to use your magic.”

      I nodded.

      He thought for a moment, then said, “I don’t think they know about last night, Rowan. I think they moved me because they decided it was time to put us together.”

      “Why now?” I asked.

      He gave me a sympathetic look. “I don’t know why they waited, but I think we both know what they intend to do. They want to use me to make you cooperate.” He leaned his shoulder into the wall and lifted his hand to cup my cheek. “But you can’t let it sway you.”

      I gasped. “What are you talking about?”

      “That mage is evil incarnate. You can not let him have those spells.” He held my gaze, his hand sinking into my hair. “We can’t let him have those spells.” He took a breath. “They’ll threaten me. They’ll likely hurt and torture me in front of you, but you have to stay firm, Ro. You can’t give in.”

      I shook my head, tears stinging my eyes, because no matter how much my heart rebelled against it, I knew he was right. About all of it.

      “Come here.” He wrapped his arms around me and held me close. I could feel his heart beating in his chest, reassuring me that he was here and alive. I nuzzled my face closer.

      “Don’t pretend you’re not glad I’m here,” he teased.

      I laughed. “While I’m not glad you’re in this situation, I have to admit that I’m glad you’re with me.” I nudged him with my shoulder. It was amazing how, even though everything around me was falling apart, Logan’s mere presence made me feel some measure of peace—like he was a rock in the middle of a fast-moving river, and I could latch on to him to keep still and steady if I needed to.

      I turned to look out the window, feeling physically ill at the sight of the three men poring over my garden. I’d been so stupid to fall for Arthur’s trick. He claimed to have been a friend of my father’s, and he certainly knew a lot about my family, but I was fairly sure I’d never seen him before, even if something about him felt familiar. The fact that he was with the Dark Set indicated that he was a power-hungry mage. Had my father known? The last couple of years before my parents’ deaths, they’d had multiple fights over my father’s ambition. Dad had desperately wanted to be on the Small Council and had asked Mom to intervene on his behalf. She’d flat-out refused. That had only been six years ago. Had the Dark Set already been planning their coup? Had my father known? Had my mother?

      Whose side had they been on?

      The thought reminded me of something Logan had said while we were hunting down the mage on the motorcycle.

      “You said you were one of the first responders to my mother’s accident,” I said. “That something about it was odd.”

      Logan took in a breath like he was about to respond, then closed his mouth again, as if he’d thought better of it. I could practically see the gears turning in his head. “Look. It was my first year on the job. Hell, my first month. I was greener than a spring shoot. I had more experience with police work from books and classes than from being in the field.”

      “But? I mean, that may have been true, but I’ve learned over the years that gut feelings should get far more credit than they do. If whatever you saw has been bugging you for all these years…”

      “The scene,” he said reluctantly, “it was strange. There were burn patterns on the car that weren’t consistent with the marks on the road or engine failure. There were other strange things too. The debris from the car, the way the foliage around it was messed up. I remembered thinking it didn’t look like an accident. It looked like…I don’t know. Like a giant had picked up the car from the road, set the bottom on fire, and then dropped it again.”

      My heart sped up and I fought to keep my breathing steady. I had never heard these details before. When the police had come to our house, Xenya and a couple other Small Council members had been there with us, holding our hands, drying our tears, and dealing with the authorities for us. Our relationship with the police had always been the same—interact as little as possible. Get them off your property as soon as you can.

      Those were the rules we lived by, and we’d never once questioned them.

      Logan was watching me carefully. I wished, not for the first time in my life, that I had the ability to read minds.

      “What about your parents?” I asked, eager to change the subject.

      “Both my parents are still alive, still married, and disgustingly in love.”

      “Gross,” I teased.

      He chuckled softly. “Yeah, it can be. Anyway, they put me through college and the police academy. Supported me and my brothers and sister through everything and worked their asses off to do it. They even offered to buy me a car, but I felt like they’d done enough.”

      “You made the right decision,” I said with a grin. “Your parents would probably have wanted to buy you a Camry or something. No Alfa Romeo.”

      “Right,” he replied.

      Really, by all accounts, it seemed like his parents were just normal Midwestern parents. No ancient mandates to protect apocalyptic spell books. No weird, deadly car crashes. No saddling their offspring with an old farmhouse, acres of land, and the weight of the world in the wake of their death.

      “They’re good people,” he said, “but they definitely don’t understand cars.”

      “Kinda rare to find someone in this area who does,” I said.

      “I’d say ‘rare’ doesn’t even begin to describe you,” Logan said, looking at me like I was something singularly wonderful. This was how Phoebe and Brandon looked at each other. A wave of heat washed through me, and I found myself wondering what life with Logan Gillespie would be like.

      Maybe, just maybe, if we got out of this mess, I could find out.
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      “You’re beautiful,” he said, lifting his hand to my face, his husky voice sending a thrill down my spine.

      Men had told me I was beautiful before—usually when they were trying to get me out of my clothes—but the way Logan said it made me feel like he truly meant it. Then before I realized what was happening, he leaned over and kissed me.

      Part of me knew this wasn’t the time or place for a seduction, but as his lips lightly caressed mine, I forgot where we were and why. There was only me and Logan and the electricity between us.

      I placed my hand on his chest to steady myself and to make sure he was real, because there was no way this beautiful man was here in in this hell on earth with me. But he was, in the flesh, and what wonderful flesh indeed. The hard muscles under his shirt begged my fingers to explore. My hands obeyed, skimming and caressing a path across his chest and down his abdomen. I unbuttoned his jeans, a thrill rushing through me as his tongue slipped between my parted lips.

      A growl of frustration rose in his throat and his kiss deepened. His hand landed on my waist, his fingertips slipping under the edge my shirt and lightly caressing my skin.

      A shiver ran down my back, and I kissed him in return with a hunger of my own. Gods help me, I wanted this man. Blindly reaching for the hem of his shirt, I tugged up with all the finesse of a drunkard. Logan grunted as our mouths broke contact, but he pulled the shirt the rest of the way over his head and tossed it to the floor as he pushed me backward onto the bed, my head landing near the metal headrail. Then his mouth was on mine, hot, demanding, probing, as his hand slipped under my shirt again, sliding up to cup my breast.

      I gasped into his mouth as his fingers kneaded and squeezed my breasts over my bra, then pushed my bra cup down to expose my breast under my shirt. Growling, he lifted my shirt up to my neck, and his mouth found my nipple, biting lightly. I arched off the bed as white-hot heat shot straight to my core. Reflexively, I reached for the bulge in his jeans and began to stroke.

      “God, Rowan. I’ve never wanted a woman this much in my entire life.”

      Ditto, but I wasn’t about to tell him so. Actions speak louder than words, so I grabbed the waistband of my pants and started to tug them over my hips.

      “Rowan,” he said in breathless pants, lifting off me and balancing his massive frame on one forearm. “Wait.”

      I froze and stared up at him, taking in the wild and hungry look in his eyes and feeling his hard erection in my hand. A womanly pride filled me, realizing that I’d driven him to this state.

      “We don’t have to do this,” he said once he was sure he had my full attention. “We shouldn’t do this.”

      “Haven’t you figured out I’m not much into following the rules?” My voice lowered. “Will you arrest me for breaking the rules, Officer Gillespie? Handcuff me to the bed?”

      He twitched in my hand, and his entire body tensed. “Someone could walk in.”

      I slowly shook my head, giving him another long stroke. “No one’s coming in. And no one will see us.”

      “How can you be sure?” he asked.

      I gave him a seductive smile. “Arthur won’t be back until after dinner.”

      He searched my face, and I was certain he was about to ask me what I’d meant, but instead a war waged in his eyes. “I don’t want to take advantage of you, Rowan.”

      I laughed. “You’re so cute. I’m an active participant, and it means I’m doing this wrong if you’re questioning that.” I tugged down his zipper before sliding my hand inside his underwear and taking him in a firm grasp. “Those jeans have to go so I have full access.”

      He closed his eyes as his body tensed with frustration. “Rowan.”

      “One thing you should know about me,” I murmured in a sexy tone as I used my free hand to start tugging his jeans off. “Once I make up my mind that I want something, it’s as good as done.” His eyes opened slightly, taking me in. “And I want you, Logan Gillespie. In the very biblical sense. Now.”

      My words unleashed him, and he had his jeans and underwear off in seconds. Then my own pants followed suit. His mouth found mine again as he slipped his hand between my folds and began to stroke.

      I gasped into his mouth and his tongue took advantage of my parted lips. His lips, tongue, and teeth nipped, sucked, and kissed a path from my mouth to my neck while his hand stroked and circled between my legs.

      My body was on fire with a need I’d never known before, a deep, all-consuming hunger. I was far from virginal—I’d wanted men before—but this was something else entirely. It was a need, not only in my core, but deep in my soul. But I didn’t have time to stop and consider what it meant, because Logan was filling me with his fingers, taking my desire to a whole new level.

      “Birth control?” he asked, but it was more like a breathless grunt into my ear.

      My reasoning skills were lacking at the moment, but I found a way to say, “Yeah. Got it covered.”

      “Last chance to tell me no, Rowan,” he said in a tight voice as he withdrew his touch.

      His sudden withdrawal left me empty and hollow, something that had never happened with another man before, and I was too dazed to reason it through. All I knew was that I needed him, whatever he had to give me. I wanted this and so much more.

      “Yes,” I said, hooking a leg around the small of his back. “Yes. Yes. Yes.”

      His face lifted and his gaze found mine, and then he slowly prodded my entrance before sliding inside, filling and stretching me with delicious fullness that stole my breath. His gaze held mine—even though I briefly broke contact as my eyes rolled back in ecstasy—and I realized this was the most intimate thing I’d ever done with anyone. Ever. The eyes are the windows to our souls, and Logan was searching the depth of mine while offering his on a silver platter.

      It was the hottest thing I’d ever experienced in my life.

      I needed to taste him, to touch him, to be as close as possible, so I roamed his chest with one hand and used the other to pull his mouth to mine as we started to climb. But I needed more. So much more.

      Lifting my butt off the bed, I shifted and took him deeper. He groaned in pleasure, closing his eyes as his pace quickened. “Jesus, Rowan. You. Are. Perfect,” he grunted, fierce determination on his face.

      I wanted to respond in kind—I intended to—but my body had other ideas as my desire rose, higher and higher, making me breathless, and then he switched positions slightly, hitting me just right, and I imploded. Stars danced before my eyes and wave after wave of pleasure rushed through me like a tsunami. When I finally recovered enough to open my eyes, Logan was lying next to me, his abdomen and chest pressed to my side, his arm wrapped protectively around me.

      I stared up at him. “Where the hell have you been all my life?”

      He grinned. “I could say the same to you.”

      “At the risk of sounding like one of my sister Phoebe’s movies, that was damn near perfect.”

      Something shifted in his eyes, and normally I would have thought I’d just scared him off—then again, normally I wouldn’t have told him that. Turned out captivity did weird things to me. But the look in his eyes quickly flickered from surprise to satisfaction then to peace—as though what I said was confirmation of something he’d been looking for.

      “You realize that you’ve just thrown down the gauntlet,” he said with a grin. “Next time we aim for complete perfection.”

      Next time.

      I tried not to dwell too much on next time. I didn’t do the serial dating thing, and Logan was a human at that. There really shouldn’t be a next time, but I’d enjoyed this, and if I got a next time, I’d thank the gods, because Logan Gillespie was damn near perfect himself.

      He helped me get my pants back on, dressed himself, then lay down on the narrow bed, gathering me into his arms. I fell asleep feeling safer than I’d felt in a long time, even if I knew it wasn’t true.

      After what we’d just done, our lives were in more danger than before.
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      I woke up first as the sunlight was disappearing, and couldn’t resist running my fingertip along the hard line of his jaw down to his chin. My gaze lifted to his lips, and I ran the pad of my finger along his full bottom lip.

      Part of me ached to kiss him, to claim him like he’d claimed me earlier. I’d never been kissed like that before, and had certainly never experienced this kind of hunger after sleeping with a man. His lips were achingly close, tempting me, yet something held me back.

      I was no blushing virgin. I’d had my share of men, all meaningless, empty… I struggled to define my entanglements. They hadn’t been one-night stands, but they hadn’t been relationships either. Logan felt different. He felt like he could be the one. Which was an utterly ridiculous thought. For one thing, he wasn’t a mage, and for another, I wasn’t the kind of woman who fell for a guy after only knowing him for a few days.

      One of his eyes cracked open and he said, “How long have you been fondling my face and staring at me like I’m a veggie burger?”

      I chuckled, starting to pull my finger away from his lips. “Veggie burger?”

      He grabbed my wrist and turned my hand so he could place a soft kiss on my knuckles. “Well, I doubt you’d be craving a steak so…”

      I laughed. “How about I’m staring at you like you’re a veggie pizza from Dirko’s?”

      “Veggie pizza from Dirko’s?” He sounded incredulous, which was a sharp contrast to the gentle kisses he was placing on each knuckle on the back of my hand. “What a sad waste. More like a Kitchen Sink pizza.”

      “That’s my sisters’ favorite.”

      “They obviously have great taste. Can’t wait to meet them.” I sucked in a breath of surprise, and he grinned. “I hope this isn’t just a jail cell one-night stand for you. I plan to continue this after we leave this godforsaken place.”

      That sobered me. “What if we don’t get out?”

      He lifted his hand to my forehead and smoothed the wrinkles from my frown. “We’re getting out of this, Rowan Whelan. I didn’t just find the woman of my dreams to lose her to some psycho.”

      To my surprise, I felt blood rush to my face.

      His grin spread. “You don’t seem like the blushing type, but this isn’t the first time I’ve seen you blush.”

      “Don’t get used to it.”

      He winked. “Maybe I’m the man of your dreams too.”

      He was, but I wasn’t about to admit it. Blushing was enough vulnerability for the moment.

      “You were right earlier about needing a plan,” he said, “and I came up with one, because we really do need to get the hell out of here before Donall comes back.”

      “Go on,” I prodded.

      “The nurse always checks on me before lights out. When she comes in tonight, we’ll subdue her. You’ll glamour yourself to look like her and make me invisible, then we’ll sneak out of the building. If she has her keys on her, we’ll take her car. If not, we’ll hide in the woods and make our way to the main road.”

      I pursed my lips as I considered it. “It’s a great plan except for two parts. Lisa always came in to check on you because you’d been uncooperative and had the shit beaten out of you. You seem pretty healthy now.” I waggled my eyebrows. “You have plenty of stamina.” I said waggling my eyebrows. “Second—”

      I cut off when I noticed his eyes darkening with lust. Then his mouth covered mine, just as demanding as before. I knew what could follow that kiss, and oh gods, I wanted more. If we hadn’t been in a life-and-death situation, I would have taken it.

      “Maybe when they bring our dinner,” he said as he pulled back, his face inches from mine as I tried to remember what I’d been arguing.

      He quirked up a devilish grin that snapped me out of my lusty daze.

      “That’s presuming they bring us dinner. And what about your leg?” I said. “There are numerous complications, and that’s but one of them—”

      “If Lisa shows up, we’ll make her heal me,” he cut in.

      I shook my head. “Even if we could count on her to come and to be willing to heal you despite you being so much healthier now, we still have our one very major problem. Lisa can’t heal you in here, just as I can’t use my glamour in here. Our magic won’t work in this room.”

      He was silent for a moment, then said. “So it’s a fluid plan. We’ll have to ad-lib and be ready for anything.” He grinned. “You are such a planner.”

      “And how would you know?” I asked, taken by surprise.

      “I’ve seen your YouTube show, Ro,” he said as though that explained everything.

      “You mean heard,” I teased.

      His grin spread. “What a fool I was not to watch, but even just listening I know that you always have everything prepped and ready. You never leave anything to chance. I bet you’re a list maker too.”

      He had me pegged. “More people should try making lists. I sure wish my sisters would.”

      He kissed me again, this time slow and lazy, and all I wanted to do was curl up with him and forget the world beyond our door, but our moment outside of time had ended. Voices were approaching our door. I quickly sat up, smoothing my clothes. I didn’t want to give them anything more to use against me. Logan sat up too, his body tense.

      “Be ready, Rowan,” he said in a low voice.

      I turned to him in surprise. Did he intend for us to make our escape now?

      Two guards walked into the room, and for the first time, they were carrying guns, which were drawn and pointed toward Logan. I should have realized they’d do something like this, because they couldn’t use magic in here either. Arthur followed them into the room and stood between them, his hands folded neatly in front of his waist.

      “Rowan, I hope you’ve had a few hours to relax and refresh,” he said, acting as though he hadn’t had me locked into a room all afternoon and evening. “It’s time to resume our lessons.”

      Logan put a hand on my knee, keeping me in place. “I’ll be going with her.”

      Arthur looked amused. “I’m afraid that’s not possible, but if all goes well, she’ll return to you within a few hours.”

      “See,” Logan said, drawing out the word, “the phrase if all goes well isn’t gonna work for me.”

      Arthur beamed, clearly enjoying Logan’s display of protectiveness. “Mr. Gillespie, I’m afraid you have no choice in the matter.”

      Logan started to rise, but the guards extended their guns, ready to shoot.

      I turned and put my hands on Logan’s chest, pushing him back down. Pressing my forehead to his, I whispered, “Don’t do this, Logan. I’ll be okay.”

      Worry filled his eyes. “You don’t know that, Ro.”

      I leaned into his ear and whispered, “If you keep this up, they will shoot you, and I can’t lose you. Please. I’ll be back soon.” I pulled back to look into his eyes, and after a long moment, he bobbed his head with a slight nod. He didn’t like it, but he trusted me.

      Giving him a tight smile, I turned to slip on my shoes then got to my feet before he could have second thoughts. “Let the lessons begin.”

      It came out a little more sarcastic than I’d intended, but Arthur didn’t seem to notice. He radiated with happiness. “I love this eager attitude. Follow me.”

      He turned and walked out of the room, leaving me no choice but to follow, the guards close on my heels. Two more guards were standing on either side of the door, both holding guns and looking ready to spring into action.

      So they’d beefed up security. While that was probably a good idea on their part, it was bound to make things more difficult for our loosely planned escape. Hopefully, I’d come back with useable information about the building’s security and layout—information that could help us come up with a better escape plan. But first I had to get through Arthur’s lesson.

      Arthur’s lesson. The seed of excitement germinating in my gut filled me with guilt. There was no denying that part of me hoped there was more to my magical abilities. Was it shallow of me to want to be more than what I was? To be as special as my sisters? Maybe. Maybe not. I knew this was no altruistic project for Donall or Arthur.

      If I discovered anything new in my abilities, I had to keep it from them.

      We walked down the hall toward the staircase, but instead of going down the stairs, Arthur headed up. The guards at the door to Logan’s room stayed put, and the other two followed us. When we reached the fourth floor, Arthur opened the stairwell door and motioned for me to walk through. “After you.”

      “More new scenery?” I asked, realizing how stupid it sounded, but my nerves were starting to get the best of me. Logan’s life was on the line.

      “There’s no need to be nervous, Rowan,” Arthur said, placing a gentle touch to the small of my back, steering me across the hall toward a closed room. “Everything I do is to help you.”

      A shiver ran down my spine. “My father used to say the same thing.”

      He stopped at the door, his hand on the knob as he looked into my eyes. “Did you trust your father, Rowan?”

      I bristled at the question. “That’s none of your business.”

      “On the contrary. We were friends. I feel it’s my duty to look out for you.”

      I shot a glance to the guards who stood about six feet back, then shot arrows of hate at Arthur. “If you were looking out for me, you’d be helping me escape,” I whisper-hissed. “Not helping that lunatic take over the world.”

      Sympathy filled his eyes. “Oh, Rowan. You were always so cynical of everything. It’s blinded you to what’s right in front of you.”

      I sucked in a breath as my heart skipped a beat. “How would you know? You don’t even know me.”

      “Your father told me more about you than you realize. He was quite proud of you.”

      “Proud of me?” I asked in disgust. “Why would he be proud of me?”

      “Pure ability isn’t the only thing of importance, my child,” he said as he pushed open the door. “Sometimes a person’s cunning can make up for what they lack in magic skill.”

      The room was brightly lit with a conference table in the middle and chairs pushed around it. The table was covered with an assortment of objects. A stapler. A doll. A plastic food storage bowl. A single high-heeled shoe. A spiral notebook. A candle. A set of keys. They were completely mundane objects, yet they made no sense when lumped together. My anxiety ratcheted up several levels, but I followed him in, pretending to be unaffected.

      “I suppose you’re wondering what this is about,” he said in a serious tone.

      I was so nervous, I couldn’t bring myself to come up with a smart-ass comment, so I said nothing.

      “I’m sure you saw us investigating your garden,” he said as he walked to the other side of the table. When I didn’t answer, his gaze rose to mine.

      I lifted an eyebrow and gave him a haughty look. “I’m not sure what that has to do with the book.”

      A tiny grin tipped up his lips. “You’re about to find out.” He lifted his hand in a gesture of invitation. “Come, Rowan. Join me.”

      “I’m good over here,” I said from the other side of the table.

      His eyes darkened, and I realized I’d pressed my luck with Arthur. I couldn’t afford to piss him off. If Logan and I were going to escape, we had to leave before Donall came back. That wouldn’t happen if I was locked in a closet.

      Lowering my face to appear meek—and to hide my furious gaze—I walked around the table and joined him.

      He turned his attention to the still-open door, then addressed the two guards. “You may wait in the hall.”

      One of the guards began to protest, “But—”

      Arthur shot him a dark glare. “Leave.”

      I stiffened at his threatening tone and steeled my backbone. Just one more reminder that Arthur was capable of rage.

      “Examine the objects, Rowan,” Arthur said in a soft tone, his anger fading. “Tell me what’s special about them.”

      “Is this like that game where you pick which object doesn’t belong?” I asked in a sarcastic tone.

      “And if that is the game, why do you assume only one doesn’t belong?” he asked, the lilt of his voice sounding ominous despite his good-natured tone.

      Touché.

      “Walk around the table and study them,” he said, taking a step back.

      I remained in place for the moment, taking in everything. I couldn’t help feeling like this was a trick, yet I had no choice but to play.

      The items were all spaced equally apart. The stapler and notebook were office supplies, but I wasn’t sure how the doll, bowl, shoe, candle, and keys fit together. Resisting the urge to sigh, I started to walk around the table.

      “Can I pick them up?” I asked as I stopped next to the keys.

      “No,” he said, sounding amused. “You may only visually examine them for now.”

      Which likely meant one or more of them were glamoured.

      Valerians used glamouring mostly to keep our world hidden from humans, but it worked on witches and mages too. The devil was in the details, so I only had to examine them carefully to find details that were off.

      For the next fifteen minutes, I slowly made my way around the table, studying the items until I felt semiconfident I knew what Arthur was looking for.

      I stopped and met his gaze. He’d been watching me carefully the whole time, his eyes digging into the back of my neck. “The shoe, the bowl, and the notebook are glamoured.”

      His eyebrows shot up. “And what makes you sure of that?”

      “The bottom of the heel doesn’t have a sole on it. The bowl doesn’t have any of the symbols you’d see embedded into the bottom of a storage bowl. And the notebook doesn’t have a back cover.”

      His brows lowered and his mouth pressed into a thin line. “You’re correct. They’ve been glamoured. But the other items have been glamoured too. While the imperfections are good clues most people would overlook, sometimes a talented mage or witch will get the details right. Just like your garden. You’re more talented than you realize, Rowan. Have you shown that level of detail to anyone on the Small Council?”

      “Why would I?” I asked, trying to ignore a twinge of satisfaction.

      “When was the last time you were evaluated?”

      “When I was a teen. By my mother a few months before she died.”

      “And were you as good then as you are now?”

      I stopped to consider it. “No. I don’t think I really grew into it until a year or two after her death.”

      “What’s the most elaborate thing you’ve created through glamour?”

      That answer required little thought. “The garden outside.”

      “And the next most elaborate?”

      “A butterfly,” I said, feeling sad. “It was very detailed and flew around the house. Celeste kept it in her room for weeks until the magic faded.” I smiled. “I’d studied a photo and spent a lot of time on it.”

      “Rowan, you’re incredibly special,” he said.

      He certainly knew what I wanted to hear.

      I shook my head. “My magic only had one purpose: to help hide and protect the book. There’s nothing to hide now, so my magic is pointless.”

      He tilted his head slightly. “A new age of magic is on the horizon, Rowan. Magic will no longer be hidden, and there will definitely be a purpose for your skill and expertise. If I’m right about your particular magic, you’ll be in great demand.” He took a step closer. “You will have a position of great power and authority in Donall’s court. He will find you indispensable.”

      “He wants me to keep any sort of resistance movement in check? You know the magical community won’t just fall into line.”

      “You mean witches?” he asked with a grin.

      “Among others.”

      Lifting his shoulders into a half shrug, he said, “Perhaps. Your glamouring skills are quite adept—but that’s not the skill I was referring to. I’m sure your true gift is more nuanced, and your ability to glamour details only reinforces my belief.” He pointed to the candle. “Pick it up.”

      I told myself he was full of shit, because glamour was glamour. There were no subspecialties, only varying amounts of skill. Every Valerian knew that.

      I believed it, truly, and yet I was curious nonetheless.

      I picked up the candle, which felt waxy but lighter than what I would expect of a candle of its size and shape—an obvious clue that something was off. I reported my thoughts, and he smiled and nodded, encouraging me to examine the other objects in the same way. I found something off with each of them. The metal of the keys didn’t feel cold. The stapler was too light, just like the candle.

      I set the last object down and shook my head, annoyed by Arthur’s latest bout of praise for figuring out which objects were imposters. “My magic has nothing to do with it. Anyone with any observation skills could figure this out.”

      “Rowan, how many glamoured objects do you know of that can be picked up and examined?”

      I paused, realizing he was right. Glamours were usually like costumes, slapped over whatever the witch or mage was trying to camouflage. While I was capable of making four-dimensional glamours, most witches weren’t. I’d spent a lot of time on taking my magic to the next level, something my mother had insisted was possible.

      “These objects were glamoured by some of the best glamouring mages and witches,” he continued.

      “You mean the best at your disposal,” I said with a smirk. “Which means they can’t be that great if they’re looking to overthrow the Valerian council to seek more power.”

      It was his turn to look smug. “We have Peter Savage, who has one of the greatest glamouring talents of anyone alive, mage or witch.”

      My mouth parted, made mute by my shock. Peter Savage was on the Small Council and was indeed known as one of the best. My father had asked my mother to let me study with him for a month over the summer between my junior and senior year, but she’d refused, saying she could teach me everything I needed to know. But I quickly pulled myself together and said in a smart-ass tone, “Then maybe you should get him to glamour some objects to test me.”

      Arthur laughed. “We did.” He bobbed his head toward the stapler in my hands. “He made all of these.”

      I set the stapler on the table.

      “Back when the Samsites and the Brexors existed, there were witches and mages capable of a great magic that not only allowed them to create highly detailed glamours, but to detect them as well. And not just because of the missed details,” he added when I started to protest. “They could literally see the layers of glamour transposed over what was hidden.”

      “I’ve never heard of that,” I said with a sharp shake of my head. “My mother would have told me if she’d known of such a thing. And my father definitely would have.”

      “Your father didn’t know,” he said kindly. “But he always thought there was more to you than met the eye. He believed in you, Rowan, and if he’d known about this type of magic back then, he would have helped you come into your full potential much earlier.”

      While Arthur was undoubtedly manipulating me, I knew he was right. If my father had suspected I possessed such a rare talent, he would have pushed me hard to develop it. Then again, I wasn’t so sure why Arthur was so sure I was special. Yeah, I could glamour the shit out of things, but that didn’t mean I could see through magic. No one could do that.

      “I think I’ve given you a lot to consider,” Arthur said. “Perhaps you need a good night’s sleep and some time to reflect before we start again.”

      I nodded, feeling like I was standing on shaky ground.

      “Why don’t you take a couple objects with you to study,” he said. “Perhaps you’ll feel less pressure when you’re on your own.” He waved his hand toward the table. “Choose.”

      “Won’t the glamour dissolve in Logan’s room?” I asked.

      “Yes, but you won’t be going back there,” he said. “Not tonight.” He sounded a bit too satisfied to suit me.

      I could argue and protest, but it wouldn’t do any good. I’d only be playing into their hands, providing further evidence that they possessed the perfect motivational tool to get me to comply. Swallowing my disappointment, I grabbed the high heel and the keys. Maybe I could use them for my own purposes.

      He laughed. “I’m not sure why you chose the shoe, but I can guess why you wanted the keys. I can assure you that they are spelled not to fit in any lock.”

      Of course they were. But I gave him a haughty grin. “I actually chose them because it’s the most complex glamour. So many parts that have to work together.”

      I jingled the key chain, feeling a small satisfaction that my answer sounded believable.

      The twinkle in his eyes suggested he didn’t completely believe me, but he didn’t call me out on it either. “The guards will take you to your room, and we’ll start again tomorrow. Be prepared to work, because I’ll be pushing you harder than I have to this point.”

      “And will Donall be joining us?” I asked, hoping he’d let some information spill.

      “Donall is still gone and not expected to return for at least another day.”

      I didn’t hide my relief and he gave me a sympathetic smile. “I know he’s intimidating, so let’s make as much progress as possible tomorrow.”

      Arthur was much more confident in my talents than I was, but either way I was screwed. Whether I could read the spell or not, there was no way in hell I’d share it with Donall.
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      The next morning, I woke with a start when the door opened and a guard appeared carrying a bundle of clothes. “You have fifteen minutes to shower and dress to meet Mr. Potter.”

      So that was supposedly Arthur’s last name. Arthur Potter. Was that their idea of a joke?

      “Fifteen minutes,” I said, feeling cranky after only a few hours of sleep. “That’s barely enough time to apply my makeup.”

      He stared at me in disbelief for a moment, then scowled when he realized I was just being a smart-ass. I was lucky to have a toothbrush and toothpaste. I sure didn’t have makeup. He tossed the clothes on the bed and left, slamming the door shut behind him and leaving me to my worries.

      I’d spent a good portion of the night trying to see the magic. I’d closed my eyes and examined the heel and the keys with my fingers, trying to feel the objects beneath them, but once seen, the glamours couldn’t be unseen. I’d tried to trick my mind, squinting and looking at the objects sideways out of the corner of my eyes, but I never saw anything but a heel and a set of keys. I’d even tried glamouring my own shoe, making it semitransparent like Arthur had asked me to do the previous morning. I’d studied the mirage of the glamour and tried to see the magic fueling it, but nothing worked.

      Arthur was wrong. There was nothing special about me.

      As I took a quick shower and washed and conditioned my hair with the little hotel-sized bottles Lisa had given me the day before, I finally let myself think about Logan. Was he worried something had happened to me? Had he gotten upset and done something stupid to get himself hurt?

      I had to figure out a way to pacify Arthur so he’d bring me back to Logan’s room tonight. Although I was no closer to having a plan today, we needed to get out of here before Donall got back. Maybe Brandon really was planning to rescue us, but I couldn’t rely on it.

      Brandon Cassidy hadn’t earned my trust.

      I’d barely finished dressing when the guard returned, followed by two more. The high heel and the keys still lay on the bed. I considered taking them with me, but decided I might want to study them later if they brought me back here.

      The guards took me back to the fourth-floor room. Arthur was sitting at the table with a plate of food in front of him and a coffee cup in his hand. He set the cup down and waved the guards away. “You may leave us for now.”

      The guards walked out and shut the door behind them, leaving me standing next to the table, staring at Arthur.

      “How did you do with your homework assignment?” he asked.

      I tried not to look around to see if there was food for me, instead forcing myself to maintain eye contact. “If you’re asking if I can suddenly see through glamours, you’re going to be disappointed.”

      “But you practiced?”

      “For longer than you might expect,” I said, trying to hide my disappointment over my lack of results and opting for belligerence instead. “I’m telling you, I don’t have this super magical power you think I have.”

      He frowned as he picked up his fork. “Let’s hope you’re wrong, Rowan.”

      He took a leisurely bite of scrambled eggs, then continued to eat the rest of his breakfast while I watched, my stomach rumbling in protest. The hunger was bad, but the caffeine withdrawal was even worse, and I was dying to snatch the coffee out of his hand.

      The longer Arthur let me stand there and watch him leisurely enjoy his breakfast, the more it became apparent he was playing some new game. Finally, he took his last bite, then stood and moved toward the door and knocked. “I have a new exercise for you today.”

      A guard opened the door, and Arthur said, “Send in Marni with the tray.”

      So I was getting to eat. Thank the gods. But guilt quickly followed the thought. Had Logan been given breakfast? Had he even had dinner?

      The door opened about a minute later and Marni entered, carrying a tray with two bagels and a bottle of water.

      Arthur backed out of the way. “You can set the tray on the table.”

      Marni obeyed, shooting me a dark glare before she started to leave.

      “Marni,” Arthur said, “I’m not finished with you yet.”

      Her glare turned ugly, but she kept silent as she waited.

      Arthur turned to me. “I’m sure you’re hungry, Rowan. I hope you like bagels.”

      I tried to look nonchalant as I lifted my shoulder in a half shrug. “They’re okay.”

      “You may choose one to eat.”

      “What’s the catch?” I asked, but the answer came to me as I asked the question. “One of them is glamoured.”

      “Correct, which means you have a fifty-fifty chance of choosing correctly, although my hope is that you don’t need to play the odds.”

      I pushed out a frustrated sigh. “If I couldn’t do it last night, I doubt I’ll be able to do it now.”

      He waved a hand toward the tray. “Then take a chance, but you only get one shot. As soon as you choose, the tray will be removed.”

      I moved closer, pissed that my growling stomach’s needs were at odds with my pride. I’d love nothing more than to walk away.

      I didn’t see any point in studying the bagels. The glamour wouldn’t be flawed—he’d made it clear he expected me to distinguish between them without looking for inconsistencies or weaknesses. So I just reached out and grabbed one and took a bite, wondering what a glamoured bagel would taste like. I didn’t get a chance to find out since the one I’d chosen was real.

      Arthur gave me an odd look, then gestured to Marni. She waved her hand and the bagel on the tray disappeared.

      They watched me eat the bagel, which was all kinds of awkward, but I refused to let them think they intimidated me. Even if they did.

      When I was halfway done, Arthur moved toward the door and said, “Let’s get to work, shall we? Marni, you can accompany us.”

      While his phrasing made it sound like she had a choice, we all knew better. She and I followed him out the door, walking side by side toward the staircase. The guards followed closely behind.

      As we went down, passing floor after floor, I wondered if he was taking us outside again, but he continued on past the first floor landing. We were going back down to the basement. I nearly stumbled on the steps, and Marni gave me a tiny shove since I was in front of her now.

      “Keep going,” one of the guards barked, causing Arthur to turn around and glance back at me.

      For a moment, he looked like he was about to say something, but he turned around and continued down the stairs. At the bottom, he led us through the door to the basement hallway.

      The smell of death hit me before I’d even walked through the door, and I wondered why I hadn’t smelled it before. They must have found some magical way to slow the mage’s decomposition.

      “I’m sure as hell not going anywhere near that dead mage,” Marni spat with plenty of venom. Obviously, she didn’t fear Arthur like most people feared his boss.

      Arthur ignored her and kept walking until he reached a door I remembered all too well. He pulled out a key and unlocked it.

      The smell was ten times worse when he opened the door.

      “No!” Marni shouted, taking a step back. “I refuse to go in there.”

      One of the guards grabbed her arm, holding her in place, and gave Arthur a questioning glance.

      Arthur’s gaze landed on me, and I stared back, refusing to shrink with fear or disgust, both of which were very much simmering below the surface. A small grin tipped up the corners of his lips before he gave a sharp nod toward the guard.

      The man holding Marni pushed open the door and dragged her in. I was no fan of hers, but I understood her horror and revulsion. She screamed and fought, finally kicking the guard’s leg. Her shouts stopped when he fisted his hand and punched her hard in the side of her head. Her body collapsed, held up only by his grip on her bicep.

      I sucked in a deep breath of horror, instantly regretting it when I drew in a lungful of the putrid stench and started to cough. The room was unnaturally warm. Lester’s body lay decomposing on the table, covered in a stained sheet that looked even gunkier than the last time I’d seen it.

      Eww.

      “Really, girls,” Arthur said, his voice heavy with disappointment. “Surely the two of you can mask the smell.”

      He was right. I instantly worked on covering the smell. The stench faded significantly but traces of it lingered, and I realized I’d need to cast more than a camouflage to get rid of it all. The scent had already permeated our hair and clothing.

      “Why are we here?” I asked, not bothering to hide my irritation. “Surely you didn’t need one of us to cover up the scent.”

      “And yet it needed to be done.”

      “Only because someone released the spell that was keeping him from decomposing. Are you trying to free the orb by letting his flesh rot off him, leaving the orb behind?”

      He beamed. “So smart, Rowan. And so right.”

      I cast a worried glance to Marni, concerned that she still seemed out of it, dangling from the guard’s grip.

      “Shouldn’t we have Lisa come look at Marni?” Only after making the suggestion did I realize it might be a good way for me to get an update on Logan.

      “I’m sure she’ll come around. Especially since the smell is all but gone.” He moved closer to the body and pulled down the sheet, and I reflexively reinforced the glamour I’d created to cover the stench.

      Arthur obviously wanted me to look at the body. I had no desire for one of the guards to force me, so I kept my gaze on the wall, slightly over the mage’s chest. A quick glance down proved the orb was still inside him, still glowing. The body was in bad shape, and I nearly wretched when I saw how bloated he was. Brown liquid seeped from his chest and nose. But it was the maggots crawling over his naked chest and abdomen that nearly did me in.

      “We need the orb removed, Rowan. I’m certain you’re the one who can do it.”

      “Even if you’re right about my skill set, why would I be able to free some magic-stealing orb? This isn’t a glamour thing. It’s not even glamour-adjacent.” When I could see him starting to get mad, I added, “It stole my sister’s power. Don’t you think I’d want to retrieve it for her?”

      “Would you?” he asked, sounding surprised. “Would you be so willing to restore your sister’s dominance over you?” He paused. “Wouldn’t you be tempted to keep some of the power for yourself?”

      My eyebrows nearly shot to the roof. “Why would I need to? According to you, I’m powerful enough in my own right.”

      He smiled at that and covered the body with the nasty sheet. “When you find the spell in the book and help Donall free the orb, you’ll prove yourself one of the most powerful Valerians in the world.”

      “And why would I share it with Donall?” I asked in a haughty tone. “Why not just keep it for myself?”

      His face fell and he walked toward me, stopping only a couple of feet away. “I know that’s not your plan. For one, it would be extremely stupid to share it with me and the guards, and you are far from stupid, Rowan.”

      “And what’s the other reason?” I asked, realizing it would have been a great plan had I not blurted it out.

      “I still hope you’ll choose to join us. That you’ll see the rightness of our movement.” He leaned closer, his mouth next to my ear. “That you’ll see the influence you could have on Donall when you govern with him. As his partner.”

      I leaned back, my eyes widening in shock.

      “He wants a Whelan for his wife, Rowan. Please him and he’ll pick you.”
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      I didn’t even try to hide my horror at the thought of marrying Donall the Douche.

      “Don’t be so quick to dismiss it, Ro,” Arthur said, giving me a pointed look. “You could save your lover.” Then he walked past me toward the door. “We have a lot to do and little time to do it.”

      Little time, indeed. Donall would return soon, and I was more certain than ever that Logan and I needed to be gone before that happened.

      Arthur led the way to a huge first-floor room that looked like it had been a cafeteria, although most of the tables and chairs were missing. Marni was still out of it and collapsed to the floor when the guard dropped his hold, so Arthur finally took my advice and had one of the guards fetch Lisa.

      She frowned when she saw the knot on Marni’s cheek and checked her pupils.

      “What exactly do you want her to do after I heal her?” she asked in a worried tone.

      “I need her at the top of her game to perform magic,” Arthur said.

      Lisa glanced up at him, irritation in her eyes. “Then perhaps you shouldn’t have beaten her so hard. She has a concussion.”

      Arthur shot a look of displeasure at the guard who’d hit her. “Sometimes the guards are a little overzealous.”

      “Seems to me the Dark Set is full of impulse-control-deficient imbeciles,” I said in a dry tone. “I can see why you think I’d want to sign up. I love the idea of being a punching bag for misogynists.”

      One of the guards started to stomp toward me, his face red with anger, but Arthur lifted his hand and barked, “Enough!”

      The guard froze in his tracks, and I realized he hadn’t stopped of his own volition. Arthur had stopped him with magic. It occurred to me that this was the first time Arthur had ever used his magic in front of me before. Something about it felt strangely familiar.

      But I didn’t have time to dwell on it, because Arthur had grabbed the guard by the front of his shirt and hurtled him across the room, farther than should have been possible. Which meant he’d used magic again, but what talent did he possess? Kinetic power was the obvious answer, yet somehow that didn’t feel right.

      The guard hit the concrete wall, then slumped to the floor, his eyes wide with fright.

      “I told you not to touch her,” Arthur snarled as he charged across the room toward him. He grabbed the guard’s shirt, then tossed him against the wall again. His head hit with a sick thud, the impact harder than it should have been.

      Arthur started to toss him again, but I called out, “Stop. You’ll kill him!”

      “If he hasn’t already,” Lisa said to herself, staring at them in horror as she squatted next to Marni on the floor.

      Arthur turned to me with a murderous look in his eyes. “He was warned that you are not to be hurt, and I have no doubt that he would have killed you.”

      I suspected he was right.

      He left the guard’s body on the floor as he turned his attention to Lisa. “Is she healed enough to work?”

      Lisa hesitated, clearly not wanting to give Arthur an answer he didn’t want to hear. “Some injuries need time as much as healing magic.”

      Arthur’s eyes narrowed. “I’ll take that as a no.”

      I quickly moved in front of her to shield her from his fury. “She’s doing the best she can, Arthur.”

      “And how would you know?” he asked in a dry tone. “Did you two chat about it when she snuck you into your lover’s room two nights ago?”

      My blood turned to ice. I considered trying to deny it, but it was pointless.

      “Arthur,” Lisa said breathlessly from behind me. “I can explain.”

      “You won’t explain a thing,” I said, my anger building in my gut. “You shouldn’t have kept me from Logan in the first place. Lisa knew how helpless I felt after being locked in that closet, and she knew I needed something to give me hope. You should be thanking her.”

      “Whether it helped you or not, she was still disobedient,” Arthur said, seething. “She still broke the rules.”

      “Disobedient,” I repeated with disgust. “That’s a word you use for a child, Arthur. Why would I want to help a group that treats their adult members as children?”

      “People often need guidance. We provide it.” His anger seemed to be fading. “No one likes to give up their independence, but relinquishing it for the greater good will bring you unimaginable rewards. You have so much promise, Rowan. So much potential. What has the Valerian Small Council done for you other than ridicule you and treat you like you were worthless?”

      Tears stung my eyes. His words were arrows that had all found their target. The Small Council did view me with contempt, never more so than now. Which pointed to a massive hole in his attempt at rationalization. “The new acting president insulted me at every turn, much worse than the Small Council ever did before. The Dark Set broke my coven bond with my sisters. The Dark Set took the book I’ve spent my life guarding. They took my purpose.”

      “Your purpose isn’t to lock the book from the world. Your purpose is to give it to the world as a gift.”

      “That book is full of evil, Arthur.”

      “Don’t be so naïve, Rowan. Nothing is entirely evil, just as nothing is entirely good.”

      Maybe so, but I suspected the Book of Sindal was the exception to the rule. “It’s all a moot point. I can’t even read it.”

      “Yet,” he said, sounding so confident I partially believed him. “You can’t read it yet.” His gaze drifted to Lisa, and the edges of his eyes hardened. “Lisa must still be dealt with.”

      “You didn’t just find out that she helped me,” I said. “You’ve likely known since it happened.” Then a new thought hit me. “That’s why you felt safe taking me outside yesterday. You knew I wouldn’t run off and leave Logan.”

      Arthur frowned, and I knew I was right.

      “You want to address it now because it’s convenient for you,” I said. “Because I’m trying to protect her, and you need to one-up me.” I shook my head in disgust. “If this is the way you operate, I will never join your group and I will never read that book for you.”

      His reddened face was my first clue that I’d gotten to him. He took a deep breath and pushed it out through gritted teeth. “We shall see about that, Rowan.” Then he turned to the remaining guard, who’d watched the exchange with a wariness that had replaced his arrogance. “Take his body out of the room.”

      The guard’s gaze shifted uneasily from Marni to Lisa to me.

      “I can manage three women,” Arthur said as though he’d been insulted. “Do as you’ve been told.”

      The guard grabbed his buddy’s arms and dragged him from the room, leaving behind a long smear of blood.

      Arthur gave Marni an unsympathetic smile. “It’s time to get to work, Marni.”

      Her pallor suggested she was in no shape to do anything other than go to bed.

      “If you want her to glamour something, I can do it,” I said. “We don’t need her. You’ve already said I’m better.”

      Arthur’s nostrils flared. “Leave your training to me, Rowan. You didn’t get very far on your own.” He slipped his hand into his pocket and held out a coin to Marni. “I need you to glamour this quarter.”

      Fear filled her eyes. “Glamour it into what?”

      “Whatever you like,” he said, failing in his attempt to look friendly.

      Lisa helped Marni get to her feet, and it suddenly occurred to me that it was three of us against one. We could overtake him…or could we? I’d seen him freeze that two-hundred-pound guard in his tracks then throw his body around like he weighed no more than a rag doll. Lisa could mostly heal broken bodies, and Marni and I could hide things or make them look like something else. How could we hope to fight him?

      I found myself wondering about Arthur’s power again. It felt strange. Off. Phoebe had said that Donall seemed to possess more than one form of magic. Had they used the power sphere for their own gain before Lester stole it?

      It didn’t take much thought to realize we could never fight Arthur and win. Even if we did somehow best him, I couldn’t possibly leave Logan, and besides, Lisa had said she was here for reasons of her own. The more I got to know her, the more certain I was they were threatening her to keep her here. I had to figure out what—or likely who—they were using as leverage.

      Burying my disappointment and my fury, I walked over to Marni and stood in front of her, whispering, “I’ll find a way to get us out of this.”

      Marni’s eyes darkened with anger. “I don’t need you to do a damn thing for me.”

      She shoved Lisa’s arm away and stomped over to Arthur. She stared at his hand, unsteady on her feet and wobbly, as they had a quiet conversation about how large she should make the object.

      “You can’t trust her,” Lisa said so quietly I almost didn’t hear her. “Her brother is one of the guards, and she practically worships him.”

      I tried to hide my shock, worried I’d attract Arthur’s attention to our conversation. “But that other guard hit her. Won’t her brother be pissed?”

      “Not if he thinks she deserved it.”

      I couldn’t imagine ever thinking my sisters deserved physical pain as a punishment. One more sign of the evilness of the Dark Set.

      Keeping my gaze on Marni, I decided to take a chance on the woman next to me. “Have you seen Logan since yesterday morning?”

      She was silent for a long moment, and I was starting to think she wouldn’t answer when she said, “He didn’t respond well to you not returning to his room.”

      My heart sunk. “They beat him.”

      “He’s not a cooperative prisoner.” I heard a hint of a smile in her voice. “But he wasn’t badly hurt. They’ve done worse.”

      Arthur looked up from the flower that had replaced the coin in his hand. “Rowan, come examine Marni’s handiwork.”

      My stomach knotted as I closed the distance between us. Arthur was almost as much of a loose cannon as Donall, and the last thing I wanted to do was spend all morning with him. Besides, anything I did for the Dark Set, even unwillingly, would just support the horrors I’d been subjected to and had witnessed in the week I’d been here.

      “Marni’s not as adept at leaving her glamours translucent, but we’ll give this one a try. Examine the dandelion and look for the layers of magic.”

      If this was Marni’s best attempt at achieving translucence, then it was a fail. I reminded myself that she had a head wound. It struck me that while Lisa had worked wonders for me, Marni still looked beyond rough. Had Lisa held back because she was Dark Set?

      “What do you see?” Arthur asked.

      “A weed,” I said in a sarcastic tone.

      “Rowan.” His voice was full of disappointment. “Try.”

      Pushing out a sigh, I focused on the flower for over a minute until it began to swim before my eyes. I blinked to refocus.

      “What’s the problem?” Arthur asked.

      “I’m trying,” I said with a hint of pleading in my voice. “I’ve never looked for layers of magic before.”

      “And that’s why we’re doing this exercise,” he said, sounding impatient.

      I snuck a glance at Marni, who looked like she was about to fall over.

      “I think I’d be able to concentrate better if I could sit down,” I said. “Can we sit at that table over there?” Hopefully, it would keep Marni from falling over.

      I gestured to a table close to Lisa, and Arthur seemed to remember that she was still there. “Lisa, you may go check on our prisoner.”

      She gave him a slow nod. “Yes, Mr. Potter.”

      She left the room quickly, before I could ask if she’d look over Marni one more time. The woman still wasn’t right, and I wasn’t buying Lisa’s excuse for not entirely healing her.

      But I needed to focus on seeing magic or Lisa would be healing me too.
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      A few hours later, I thought I saw the hint of a layer of a glamoured umbrella. But then it went away, and I wondered if my mind was playing tricks on me. I’d been staring at objects for so long, I was beginning to see double. Either way, it didn’t matter. I planned to keep my progress, real or imagined, to myself.

      Arthur must have seen that I was exhausted, because he summoned the guards and told them to take me to the second floor to “his” room. I tried not to get my hopes up—for all I knew, Donall had returned early and I was in for a nasty surprise—but it seemed more likely I was about to see Logan. It was time to remind me of what was at stake if I didn’t follow through.

      Relief washed through me when the guards stopped outside the door to the last room where I’d seen Logan. The guards on duty didn’t look thrilled to see me, and I tried not to jump out of my skin from nerves. What shape would I find him in?

      They pushed the door open, then practically shoved me inside and shut the door behind me.

      Logan was sitting upright on the bed, his hands behind his back.

      “Rowan.” His eyes widened when he saw me, and he jumped to his feet, only to fall backward as his left leg rolled inward.

      Rushing to his side, I grabbed his arm and kept him from falling into the wall.

      “Are you okay?” he asked, sounding frantic as his gaze swept over me, presumably looking for injuries. I didn’t need to look for his injuries—several new bruises marred his face.

      “I’m fine. Really.”

      “I was scared they’d locked you up again when you didn’t come back, but they didn’t make me listen to your cries, so I hoped…”

      I hated that he’d heard me at my worst. I hated that he’d been forced to feel so helpless. Cringing, I looked behind him to see that he was handcuffed, which only added to my guilt.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, my voice breaking. “You’re here because of me and they just keep hurting you.”

      “Rowan. Stop. While I don’t want either of us to be here, I’d be going crazy if I didn’t know where they were keeping you.”

      “But you’re here because of me, and I suspect they brought me here now as a reminder to be cooperative…or else.”

      His eyes turned serious. “I take it that you still haven’t given Donall what he wants.”

      “He’s still gone, thank the gods, but Arthur’s getting frustrated with me even though I think he realizes I’m actually trying.”

      His jaw hardened as his eyes flashed. “You’re trying?”

      I tried to put up a wall to shield our voices, but the room still nulled my power. Worried that Arthur was listening, I held Logan’s gaze, hoping my eyes conveyed my true meaning as I said, “Of course I’m trying.”

      He must have understood because his body relaxed slightly.

      Still holding his gaze, I lifted my hand to his cheek, my fingertips rubbing over his scruff. This man had snuck his way into my heart so quickly, but what I felt for him seemed so real. So organic. So deep.

      I kissed him, softly at first, needing to feel his lips against mine.

      He answered with a hunger that caught me by surprise, but he soon released a groan.

      “I can’t touch you.” He strained against the cuffs.

      I leaned back and grinned as I slid my hand down his neck and over his firm pec. “I guess that makes me in charge.”

      He grinned back as my hand continued its downward trek, then drew in a sharp breath when I pressed against the bulge in his pants. “Not complaining.”

      Taking that as an invitation, I lifted his shirt up and over his head, leaving it hanging on his arms behind his back. I straddled his lap and let my hands explore the contours of his chest, upper arms, and six-pack abs.

      “I want to touch you too,” he said as he scooted back until his upper back was pressed against the wall.

      “Next time,” I said, kissing him again.

      He kissed me back as he wiggled beneath me, pressing his firmness between my legs.

      Releasing a groan into his mouth, I pressed back, but I couldn’t get close enough. I wanted more.

      Logan must have been thinking the same thing. “Let me see you,” he murmured against my lips.

      I leaned back and pulled my shirt over my head.

      He dipped his head forward and pressed a kiss to the rise of my breasts. I pulled my bra cup down, then rested my hands on his shoulders. His mouth found my nipple and he drew it in, making me gasp as a jolt of need shot to my core.

      “We shouldn’t do this,” he said against my breast. “Someone could walk in at any time.”

      “They could have yesterday,” I said, freeing my other breast. “It didn’t stop us then.”

      “You make me crazy, Rowan,” he said before finding my other nipple. When he had me squirming, he said, “That’s my only excuse… a piss-poor one at that.”

      “It’s the best excuse I’ve ever heard.” I rose up on my knees and pulled my pants over my hips.

      “Rowan,” he said with growing urgency. “Someone could walk in.”

      Grabbing his face with both of my hands, I stared into his eyes. “I don’t care.”

      He squinted his eyes shut. “Rowan.”

      I squeezed his cheeks until he opened his eyes and gave me his full attention. “Logan, there’s every chance they’re going to kill us.”

      Anger flashed in his eyes. “No! I won’t let that happen.”

      I gave him a soft smile. “I know you’ll do everything in your power to protect me, but the fact is we’re facing some powerful mages. We may not be able to get out of this.”

      “You have to have a positive attitude, Rowan.”

      “Believe it or not, I do, but I’m also a realist. We might not get out of this, and selfishly, I want what I can get from you for what time we have left.”

      “Promise me you won’t give up,” he pleaded.

      I shook my head and released a short laugh. “I can’t give up. Don’t you see? You’ve given me something to fight for.”

      He kissed me hard as I fumbled with his pants. After a bit of maneuvering, I got his pants and underwear off, then finished removing my own. We were completely naked except for my bra with the pushed-down cups. I reached back to unhook it, but he shook his head. “Leave it. You’re sexy as hell like that.”

      He didn’t fool me. “And I can quickly cover my breasts if someone walks in.”

      “There’s that too.”

      I straddled his legs again, suddenly self-conscious. We’d been so overcome with lust the day before that he hadn’t had a lot of time to look at me. He was taking in every inch of me now, and while it was stupid considering the situation we were in, I suddenly worried he’d find me lacking.

      “Rowan,” he said in a husky voice. “Look at me.”

      I lifted my gaze to his.

      “You are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. I’m not sure what’s going on in your head right now, but I can see that you’re suddenly unsure.” Then, sounding adamant, he added, “If you’ve changed your mind, we can stop. At any point.”

      I shook my head. “No. I don’t want to stop.” I was frustrated with myself for feeling like this. I usually exuded self-confidence, but Logan made me lower all my guards.

      “Rowan,” he said insistently. “You’re gorgeous. You’re sexy. I want you more than I have a right to, but I can wait.”

      “Why do you have to be so perfect?” I whispered before I kissed him.

      He kissed me back, slow and gentle, then grinned at me.

      “I’ve had plenty of practice,” he joked.

      I slid my hands down his chest and abs, then took him in my hand in one long stroke.

      He nearly jumped off the bed and groaned, pressing himself into my hand.

      “Touch yourself,” he whispered in a husky voice. “I want you wet when I fuck you.”

      A wave of passion washed through me as I did just that, rubbing myself as I stroked him.

      “Jesus Christ, Rowan,” he said through gritted teeth. I felt him throb in my hand. “You are the sexiest goddamned sight I’ve ever seen, and I’m about to come in your hand.”

      “We can’t have that,” I said, rising up on my knees and inching closer to him. Guiding him to my entrance, I slowly took in the full length of him.

      “How can you feel so fucking good?” he asked, leaning the back of his head against the wall.

      “Funny,” I said, “I was thinking the same thing about you.” Then I began to move, starting slow and steady and changing the angle and speed as I discovered what he liked. Being in control, driving him crazy with want, made me feel powerful in a way I’d never experienced before.

      My passion climbed and I dug my fingers into his arms as I picked up the pace, needing him deeper.

      I could feel pressure building and I tried to hold back, to wait for him, but a wave of passion washed over me, stealing all my senses for several seconds. When I became aware again, Logan was thrusting hard into me as he groaned his own release.

      Leaning my forehead into his neck, I said, “Sorry I forgot about you for a moment there.”

      “Are you kidding me?” he asked in disbelief. “You have no idea how sexy you were losing control like that. I couldn’t hold back after watching you.”

      I sat up and gave him a smile, surprised I didn’t feel self-conscious again, but seeing myself through Logan’s eyes filled me with self-confidence. He made me believe I could not only read the Book of Sindal, but also get us out of this mess alive.

      Logan turned serious. “As much as I love looking at you, I want you to get dressed. I don’t like to share, and I definitely don’t want those assholes looking at you.”

      I kissed him, letting my fingers trail across his chest. I wasn’t sure I could ever get my fill of him. “Okay, but I need to get you dressed too. If Marni gets a look at you, she’ll have one more reason to hate me.”

      “Have they hurt you, Ro?”

      “No,” I said, climbing off him and grabbing some toilet paper from the small roll on the floor to clean myself up. “They didn’t touch me.”

      “But something happened,” he said, watching me carefully. “I can hear it in your voice.”

      I stared at him in amazement. My sisters never would have noticed. I stepped into my panties and pulled them over my hips. “Mind games.”

      “I think there’s more to it than that,” he said softly.

      Pulling up my pants, I lifted my shoulder into a nonchalant shrug.

      “Rowan.”

      Surprised at his insistence, I jerked my gaze up to his.

      “Don’t hide what happened. Not from me.”

      I scooped my shirt up off the floor and pulled it over my head, then grabbed more toilet paper to clean him up. “Arthur killed a guard this morning.”

      “In front of you?” he asked in disbelief.

      I nodded, keeping my gaze down.

      “Why did he kill the guard?”

      I nearly blew it off, but he and I were in this together. He deserved the truth. “To protect me. The guard was pissed because I’d smart-mouthed him, and he started to lunge for me. Arthur froze him in his tracks, then threw him across the room and into a wall. He did it again and crushed his skull.”

      “Jesus, Rowan. I’m sorry.”

      To my irritation and frustration, tears filled my eyes. “It’s not your fault. There’s no reason for you to say you’re sorry.”

      “Maybe not, but I’m still sorry you had to see that.”

      “I don’t know what kind of magic Arthur has,” I said, relieved to share my concerns, “but something about it feels familiar.”

      When I didn’t elaborate, he gently prodded, “What does that mean?”

      “I feel like I’ve met him before.”

      “Have you?”

      “That’s the weird thing. He said he was good friends with my dad. I don’t remember him…yet he knows a lot about my dad and even some stuff about me when I was a kid. Maybe I did meet him and just forgot.” I glanced down at him and realized he was still naked. “Let’s get you dressed.”

      I finished cleaning him up, then slid on his underwear and pants over his feet. He lifted his butt off the bed as I tugged them up over his hips. After I pulled his shirt back over his head, I snuggled into his side.

      “I wish I could hold you, Rowan,” he said, his words heavy with disappointment. “I want to reassure you.”

      “Just being with you is enough,” I said, glancing up at him. “You have no idea how much it means to me that you’re here, although I feel guilty for being so thankful for it.”

      He adamantly shook his head. “No. We’re past that. You have no idea how relieved I am to know you want me with you.”

      I shot him a grin. “As though you couldn’t tell from the way I jumped you.”

      He grinned back. “For all I knew, I was your boy toy. Good to know I’m more than that.” His smile fell. “I know I told you this yesterday afternoon, but I’m not just in this for sex. I want to be with you, Rowan.”

      “Me too,” I said, scared to say much more. I had never let myself be this vulnerable before, not even with my sisters, but Logan made it feel natural.

      He turned to look into my face. “I’ve been totally infatuated with you since I saw you on the side of the road that day. I’ve never felt like that with a woman before.” He pressed a kiss to my forehead. “This is real, Rowan, and I intend to spend the rest of my life with you.”

      Shock zipped up my spine. The look in his eyes said he meant it. “You can’t say things like that, Logan. It’s too soon.”

      “Maybe so,” he said calmly. “But it’s true.”

      “It’s not possible to know something like that.”

      “What if it were?” His lips curled into a smile as he said it.

      “What do you mean?” I scoffed. “We don’t live in some sappy movie, Logan. The only way you can tell for sure is time. And that’s one thing we don’t have, in case you hadn’t realized.”

      He just sat there, hands bound behind his back, and stared at me with eyes full of emotion. “There’s something I haven’t told you,” he said. “My aunt, the witch, she set up my parents and half a dozen other couples. We called her our good luck charm, but we didn’t realize what she could do. She told us the truth when she was dying. All those couples she’d set up? She knew they belonged together because of her witch talent.”

      Matching. A love magic. It was considered one of the weaker specialties, like glamour.

      “Before she died, she gathered my sisters and brothers around her bed and told us to link hands. This pink light flowed out of her and into us. I’d never seen anything like it. She said she wouldn’t be around to help us like she’d helped our parents, but we’d know when we met our match because we’d see that same pink light inside them.”

      His gaze still held mine, unwavering.

      “We didn’t believe at first. Then Billy met his wife, and it happened to him. The same thing happened to Dan, but I still didn’t buy it. I figured they were imagining it because of what Aunt Lina told us. And then…”

      My heart fluttered in my chest. Fluttered like I was a teenage girl with damn butterflies. I knew what he was going to say next, and I didn’t know if I wanted him to or not. Once he said it, there’d be no unsaying it.

      Because even if he doubted his aunt’s power, I believed in it.

      “I saw that light in you Rowan, that night we met. When I first touched you, pink light poured out of you—your fingers, your hair, your feet. It faded, but I knew what it meant. I knew because of the pull I already felt toward you.” He fidgeted a little, uncomfortable, then said, “I could have called you to warn you about that guy asking around town about you, but I was dying to see you again, so I used it as an excuse to drop by.”

      “You only wanted me because of the light?” I asked, sounding tougher than I felt.

      “No,” he said adamantly, leaning toward me. “I want you because Aunt Lina was right, Ro. Your voice soothed me before I met you. I’ve never been interested in cooking, but I couldn’t stop listening to your show. And talking to you that night, walking beside you—everything about you made me want more. I’ve never felt so drawn to a woman, and it’s stronger every minute, even in this room where there is no magic. That’s how I know.”

      He held my gaze, and I couldn’t look away. Every word he’d said felt true.

      “I’m not telling you that I love you, Rowan.” He grinned. “Not yet. But I know it’s in our future. We’re meant to be.”

      No smart-ass comments rose to my lips, nothing to deflect the fact that he’d poured out his heart to me. Maybe, for once, I didn’t have to say anything. I kissed him, losing myself in the rightness of it.

      And then I made myself pull away.

      “I’m not sure I’ll ever have a normal life after this, Logan. If we escape, I’ll be on the run from the Dark Set. Donall thinks I can read the book, and he’s not going to just let me go. Even if he finds someone else, he seems the vindictive type. He’s not going to forgive and forget. He’s going to track me down and make me pay. Even if you’re right—even if your aunt was right—you should stay away from me.”

      “I’ve had normal,” he said. “It’s incredibly overrated. I’m looking for a sexy witch to liven up my life and heat up my bed.”

      I tilted my head to the side. “I’m not usually this exciting. I work from home. I wear sweatpants to the grocery store.”

      “And I bet you look sexy as hell in them,” he said. Then his face turned serious again. “Both of our lives have been turned upside down, Ro, but we’ll figure it out together.”

      I wanted to tell him no, that I could do this on my own. That I’d lived twenty-seven years without a man and I sure didn’t need to be tied down by one now, but I couldn’t make myself do it.

      I didn’t want to lie to him.
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      The door suddenly opened and two guards walked in, their hands on the grips of the guns holstered to their sides. “Rowan, time to go.”

      My first thought was to panic. We hadn’t even made a plan. We hadn’t even talked about making a plan. We’d been too busy thinking about a future we probably wouldn’t have. Now our only hope was for Brandon Cassidy to come through for us.

      Shit.

      Logan got to his feet, nearly falling over when he put weight on his bad leg. “She’s not going anywhere.”

      I hopped up next to him and grabbed his arm, trying to pull him back down. “Logan. You can’t stop them.”

      “The fuck I can’t,” he snarled, his focus on the bigger man. He was an inch or two smaller than Logan, but he looked like he could put up a fight, especially since Logan’s hands were still cuffed behind his back.

      The larger guard leered at him. “Come and get me, big boy.”

      To my shock and horror, Logan lunged for the guard, his shoulder catching the man in the upper chest. Logan’s momentum sent the guard flying into the wall hard, and both of them went sprawling onto the floor.

      The second guard seemed to come to his senses and whipped out his gun, striking Logan in the head with the butt of his weapon.

      I screamed, grabbing at his arm as he pulled back to hit Logan again. He elbowed me hard in the stomach.

      I couldn’t breathe. I started to crumple, but before I hit the floor, two more guards rushed into the room and grabbed my arms, dragging me from the room. I tried desperately to draw in a breath, but they were holding me at an angle that made it difficult. My head turned fuzzy, and I realized I was about to pass out.

      Don’t you wuss out, Rowan Whelan! I shouted to myself, then drew in a gasping breath.

      The guards didn’t seem to notice, intent on dragging me to the staircase. I regained my footing on the first step down, not that they seemed to care, and continued down the stairs until we reached the first floor.

      They headed straight toward the cafeteria, and I wondered what new tricks Arthur had in store for me this evening. I hadn’t had anything to eat since the bagel at breakfast, and I suspected my dinner was dependent on my cooperation, or more likely my progress.

      One of the guards shoved me into the room, and my worst nightmare stood before me.

      Donall stood by the window, looking out into the darkness, but he turned dramatically to face me. “Rowan. I’m eager to see what progress you’ve made.”

      Arthur sat at a table, trying not to look worried and failing miserably.

      We both knew Donall wouldn’t be happy with what I could—or more accurately couldn’t—do.

      Donall gave me a tight smile, the picture of forced patience. “Why don’t you give me a demonstration?”

      I hated that he knew everything in my head. “Can’t wait.” Then I purposely thought, I hope he’s not too mad.

      He watched me with what looked like a leer. “I hear you didn’t get very far working with one of our kitchen staff. You need to practice with someone with more skill.”

      “But Marni loved working with me,” I said with my best smart-ass attitude. “Who’s going to break the news that she’s been replaced?”

      Donall’s jaw twitched and it looked like it was taking everything within him to keep from striking me.

      I lifted my eyebrows in expectation. “Don’t keep me in suspense. Who do I get to work with next?”

      But I suspected I already knew.

      “Don’t test my patience, Rowan,” Donall said, then called out, “Send them in.”

      The door opened seconds later, and a middle-aged man I’d known since I was eight years old entered the room along with a guard carrying a box containing the Book of Sindal.

      Sweat broke out at the nape of my neck. Donall had apparently lost patience with Arthur’s methods and was ready to try a new tactic.

      “You’re correct,” Donall said. “I need that power sphere, and I’m tired of waiting. You either find out how to free the thing I want, or I’ll start taking the things you want.”

      My head grew fuzzy and I pressed my shaking hands to my sides. “I’ve been trying, Donall. I swear.”

      “Then let’s hope stronger motivation makes you try harder.”

      Sweat broke out on the back of my neck.

      “You can set that on the table beside Arthur,” Donall said to the guard then gave the older man a grim smile. “Peter, thank you for joining us this evening. I’m sure you remember Rowan.”

      Peter Savage’s eyes landed on me. “Of course. I had no idea you were so talented. I was astounded when I studied your handiwork.”

      Fear raced through my blood, but I wasn’t about to cower before any of them. “And I was equally astounded when I studied yours,” I said in a smug tone. “I expected someone of your supposed caliber to pay more attention to detail.”

      His face turned red and he looked like he wanted to strangle me with his bare hands, but Donall said, “Enough bickering. Peter, you said you studied her magic. What did you find?”

      “Complex glamours that very few mages or witches can achieve,” Peter said, making it clear he didn’t like admitting it. “She’s obviously been hiding her talent.”

      “Her mother hid her talent,” Arthur interjected as he got to his feet and rounded the table.

      “That’s no excuse for her hiding it from the Small Council,” Peter countered, shooting me a dark look.

      “Linnet hid it from Rowan,” Arthur insisted. “Then she kept the girls sequestered to the farm so that no one would know.” He held out his hand toward me. “She made Rowan believe she was weak.”

      “She’s far from weak,” Peter said. “Her talent is extraordinary. How could she not realize that?”

      “Again, that was Linnet’s doing. She didn’t want anyone to know. She was fully aware of the Whelan family history. Whelan women with glamour in the past have exhibited the ability to see through glamour as well, a fact Rowan was unaware of. She knew that Rowan could likely read the book. Not only did she not want the Small Council to know, she kept it from Rowan herself and convinced the girls they needed to stick close to the land and stay away from other witches and mages. Linnet fooled us all.”

      I stared at him in shock, shaking my head. He was talking nonsense. “She would never do that. She would never hide my magic from me.”

      Arthur’s mouth turned down as sympathy filled his eyes. “I’m so sorry, but it’s true, Rowan. I was shocked myself when I discovered the truth.”

      I took a step backward. “How the fuck would you know? You claim to be a close friend of my dad’s, but I never once met you.”

      Donall started to laugh. “For fuck’s sake, you still haven’t told her?”

      I jerked my gaze to Donall. “Told me what?”

      “That Arthur is—”

      “I’ll tell her,” Arthur said in a rush, lifting up his hands in surrender. “Just not yet. She has to read the book first. She must fulfill her destiny.”

      What in seven hells was he talking about? “I’m never going to be able to read that book, so just tell me now.”

      Donall sighed. “Arthur. Just tell her already.”

      “No,” Arthur said with an authoritative tone that caught me off guard. Did he have a death wish?

      Donall turned to him. “I’ll concede to your wishes for a little while longer, but you know we need results by the end of the night.”

      Arthur nodded, keeping his gaze down. “Peter, I’ve considered what you said earlier about needing an extreme emotion to unlock her hidden magic. I’m ready to try it, but remember the rules.”

      Fear burrowed in my gut, and I took a shaky breath. What extreme emotion were they going for?

      “What rules?” I asked.

      Peter turned to me with a sadistic smile. “Rowan, have a seat.”

      I shook my head and took a step backward. “I’d rather stand.”

      His grin spread. “I insist.”

      Donall grabbed my arm and held me still as Arthur carried a chair over and placed it behind me.

      “Sit,” Donall said, then jerked my arm to pull me down onto the seat.

      I tried to resist, but thick green vines shot out of the floor, wrapping around my legs and binding them to the chair. Donall and Arthur held my arms to the metal chair frame as the vines twined up my arms, holding me firmly in the chair.

      Panic swamped my head, but I fought for control. I couldn’t afford to lose it.

      Peter moved closer. “What are your worst fears, Rowan?”

      “Missing the semiannual shoe sale at Macy’s,” I said, sounding more confident than I felt. “Who wouldn’t recoil in horror after missing out on a pair of Kenneth Cole boots at twenty-five percent off?”

      Peter held out his hand and a tarantula crawled out of his long shirtsleeve, scrambling onto his palm.

      Terror stole my breath. How had he known that spiders were my greatest fear? Either it was a lucky guess or Donall had found it during his romp in my head.

      This isn’t real, I told myself. It’s an illusion. A glamour. It can’t hurt me.

      Donall chuckled. “Are you sure it’s not real? I can feel your terror, Rowan. That’s real.”

      “Does it not frighten you?” Peter asked as he held his hand in front of my face. The spider’s legs balanced on his fingers. The minute hairs on them twitched, the illusion perfect.

      “It’s a glamour,” I said, trying to convince myself just as much as I was trying to convince them. “It can’t hurt me.”

      “You’ve perfected three-dimensional glamours,” Peter said, tilting his arm to one side and letting the spider crawl onto the back of his hand. “I’m pretty good at them as well. Would you like to test it out?”

      “No… I’m good.” I gave a slight jerk of my arm. “Looking at it is enough.”

      “See, I don’t think it is.” Peter sounded rational, but the gleam in his eyes looked sadistic. “You need abject terror to push you out of your comfort zone.” He held his hand a few inches from my face, letting those all-too-real hairs on the spider’s leg bristle against my face.

      It’s not real. It’s not real. I chanted the words inside my head, but I couldn’t control the panic building in my chest and my breath hitched.

      Donall squatted next to me, brushing my cheek with the back of his hand. “It’s very real,” he said in a deceptively soothing tone. “Give in to your fear.”

      The last thing I wanted to do was freak out, but I was dangerously close to breaking down. What else had Donall seen in my mind?

      “That’s not how I know,” Donall whispered in my ear as he reached his open palm out to Peter. “Someone else told me. Someone close to you.”

      I didn’t have time to focus on the implications of that. The spider was crawling onto Donall’s hand now, and my panic was building.

      I squeezed my eyes shut. If I didn’t see the illusion, then it wouldn’t be there. But I felt the hair on the spider’s legs brush my cheek again. Trailing down to my chin.

      No. No. No.

      I needed to focus on something else. Anything other than the illusion on his hand. Celeste. Phoebe. My sisters needed me to be strong. They needed me to hold out. To protect the world from Donall’s madness.

      “Look at me, Rowan,” Donall said softly. “Look into my eyes and tell me whether I’m crazy.”

      I squeezed my eyes tighter. Make it all go away.

      “You’re the one who can make it go away,” Donall whispered into my ear. “You have the power, but first you have to look.”

      He was right, at least about that last part. I was hiding behind my eyelids like a baby, not acting like the strong woman I prided myself on being. But when I opened my eyes, Donall’s hand hovered inches from my face, the spider on top of it. It reached two legs out toward me, and I instinctively jerked against the vines holding me in place. My fight-or-flight response had kicked in, yet I could do neither, and my panic escalated.

      “You can make this spider go away, Rowan,” Donall said in a calm tone. “Just see through the magic and make it go away.”

      “I can’t!” I said, starting to cry.

      “Yes, you can,” Arthur said. “Look.”

      I studied the spider and saw nothing but those long hairy legs reaching out for me and a pair of fangs inches from my face.

      “Focus,” Arthur encouraged, leaning closer. “See the magic. Make it go away.”

      I tried out of self-preservation, pure and simple, but I still saw that damn spider.

      “Step two,” Donall said with a sigh as he flipped his hand over and dumped the spider onto my lap.

      I screamed, which I hated—I didn’t want them to win, even in something so small—but I was powerless to stop myself. I jerked and bucked, trying to loosen the vines, as a sob erupted from my throat, but the vines still held me firmly in place.

      “Your mother was so wrong about glamour being a worthless gift,” Donall said as he stood upright and watched. “Glamour is an amazingly powerful gift if used effectively.”

      I looked up at Arthur. He had some weird connection to me because of my father. Could I get him to help me? He’d seemed reluctant to stoop to this. “Arthur. Please! Let me see the book again! I’ll tell you what it says. I swear!”

      His jaw tightened, and he turned slightly as though unable to watch.

      The spider had righted itself and became agitated by my screaming and thrashing. It scurried across my lap and up my chest toward my face.

      I froze in terror.

      Peter must have become impatient because he extended his hands and two more tarantulas crawled out of his sleeves. He and Donall didn’t make a show out of it this time—he just dumped them both on my lap.

      I screamed again, my peripheral vision fading as panic overwhelmed me.

      They aren’t real! I screamed at myself.

      “That’s right,” Donall said. “They aren’t real. Make them go away.”

      I poured every ounce of concentration into seeing through the glamour, but my mind kept snagging on the individual hairs covering the legs. It was time to give myself a pep talk. Focus, Rowan. Don’t let them get the best you.

      I went with the weapon that had always served me best—my sharp tongue.

      “Is this the best you’ve got, Peter Savage?” I forced out. “The things you made for my first tests were sloppy and amateurish. These are slightly improved, but I’m surprised you can’t do better.”

      Peter’s eyes narrowed. “Most people don’t look that closely, and the spiders seem to be effective enough, even with my supposedly sloppy work.”

      A spider was now crawling up my head, its legs skittering across my cheek, and I had to bite my lip to keep from screaming. Focus on Peter. “Then you must make glamours for idiots because a three-year-old could have seen through most of those.”

      Donall released a loud groan of frustration. “Why isn’t she seeing through the glamour?”

      “I don’t know,” Arthur said, sounding worried.

      If Arthur was worried, then I had good reason to be afraid. I was proving myself useless. I had a pretty good idea of what happened to useless people around here.

      “Yes,” Donall snarled like a feral animal. “You are.”

      He struck out, and although his hand never touched me, my chair went sliding backward several feet. The vines twisted tighter, squeezing my chest and making it difficult to breathe.

      “Donall!” Arthur shouted.

      “You told me I had control for the evening,” Donall shouted back. “You know we need results tonight!” Then he turned toward the doors to the hall. “Bring in the cop.”

      No!

      Donall just grinned at me, a sick look as they brought Logan in—much too quickly for him to have been in his room. They’d clearly prepared for this contingency. Four guards surrounded him, but he was walking of his own accord, likely because he knew he was coming to see me. My sweet fool. They’d only brought him in here to torture him to get to me.

      “Rowan!” he called out when he saw me tied to the chair.

      “Bring him over to the pole and bind him,” Donall said, walking over to a support pole in the middle of the room.

      I had to figure out a way to keep Donall from hurting him. The spiders had terrified me—this would break me.

      “You know how to keep me from hurting him, Rowan,” Donall called out. “All you have to do is see through the glamour.” Then he turned his attention to Logan, who’d finally come to his senses and was trying to resist the guards dragging him toward the pole.

      I had to stop this. “Let me see the book!” I called out. “Let me look again!”

      Donall spun around and stared at me like I was an imbecile. “If you can’t see through the glamour of the vines and the spiders, how the hell do you expect to read the damn book?”

      “Let me try!” I pleaded, hating myself for begging, but I’d do anything to protect Logan.

      Donall was counting on that.

      “Don’t do it,” Logan shouted, trying to pull free from the guards. “Don’t you dare read it for him!”

      Donall grinned and flicked his hand toward Peter. “Let her go.”

      The vines disappeared into thin air, and as I watched them fade, I caught the glimmer of something.

      Magic?

      I shot a glance to Donall, scared he’d picked up on my thoughts, but he was too busy making sure the guards got Logan tied up good and tight to pay me any attention. I briefly thought about glamouring myself invisible, but I’d never be able to truly hide from Donall. He’d find me by reading my thoughts.

      Unless he couldn’t read my mind.

      I shoved that thought deep down, bringing thoughts of my sisters to the forefront. Would I ever see them again? Would they know what had happened to me? Would they be okay?

      “You’ll definitely see your sisters again, Rowan,” Donall said as he turned toward the box holding the book. “Either as a reward for your service to the Dark Set or as an example of what happens to those who stand in our way.”

      “I knew I’d be punished for not reading the book,” I said, “but I figured I’d read it and you’d be done with me.” I drew my fingers across my throat. Donall would know what I was thinking, but it felt less like he was eavesdropping if I communicated it directly.

      Donall lifted the lid off the box and picked up the tome, setting it on the table. The blood on the pages made me think of my sisters, and long to reach for them through the bond that no longer existed. “We have no plans to kill you, Rowan,” he said. “Especially if you read the book. The Dark Set rewards those who help us in our fight for freedom.” He turned his head to look at me. “I was sure Arthur would have told you that.”

      “He alluded to it, but I have a hard time trusting anything any of you say.”

      Donall shook his head. “You can be certain of one thing, Rowan—we mean what we say.”

      My gaze drifted to Logan.

      Donall’s eyes glittered with curiosity. “Why do you want a nonmagical man? Why would you lower yourself and dilute the Whelan bloodline?”

      “I’m not a broodmare, Donall,” I spat back. “And who says I want him?”

      He laughed. “Do not take me for a fool. I know you want him—your thoughts tell me everything—and I could lie and tell you that you can have him, but you deserve the truth. Once the Dark Set takes over, there will be no more mixing of magical blood with that of nonmagicals. They have diluted and polluted our magic enough. We must spend the next generations building it up.”

      “By marrying pure bloods to one another?” I asked in disbelief. “Let me guess. You’ll force arranged marriages between the best bloodlines.” Then I remembered what Arthur had said about Donall wanting to marry a Whelan. “And you want a baby with Whelan blood.”

      “Not only that, Rowan,” he said with a grin, picking up on the thought behind my words. “Arthur was right. I plan to take a Whelan wife.”

      “I’m not sure if you missed sex ed, but there’s no need for marriage to have babies.”

      “True enough, but I want a Whelan for more than just children. I need a strong magical helpmate.”

      “And you want me?” I released a bitter laugh. “Do you really think that’s a good idea?”

      “I’ve promised Phoebe to Brandon in lieu of his cooperation, and while Celeste is powerful, she seems…”

      “Troubled,” I finished.

      “Yes.”

      “You and I would never work,” I said, trying to sound nonchalant. “I’m too opinionated for a self-serving asshole like you.”

      To my surprise, Donall laughed. “That’s what I’ve come to appreciate about you, Rowan. Your directness. But I also appreciate that stubborn streak. It will serve you well as we take control of Valeria and the world.”

      “That’s presuming I read the book and become cooperative.”

      Donall smiled again, but this time it looked sinister. “I have ways to coerce you.”

      And we all knew what those were.

      “Don’t you fucking do it for me, Rowan Whelan!” Logan shouted, as if he were the mind reader. “I don’t want to be alive if that asshole is in charge of the world.”

      “That can be arranged, Officer Gillespie,” Donall said good-naturedly. Then he turned serious as he glanced down at the bloodstained book. “Arthur believes you are capable of this, but I’ve begun to have serious doubts. If you could read it, surely you would have discovered your power by now.”

      “It’s buried deep,” Arthur said. “Linnet made sure of it. We just need more time.”

      “We don’t have more time!” Donall said in frustration. “You know the Large Council is having an emergency meeting in two days to discuss Lucia’s disappearance. This is our chance to take over. But we need the power of the orb and whatever else we can find in the book. Which means we need Rowan to read it now.”

      “Then use the cop,” Arthur said. “Perhaps her need to protect him will ignite her ability.”

      “No,” I pleaded. “Just let me try again.”

      Arthur gave me a stern look. “Then open it.”

      I walked closer to the book, surprised when I felt its power call out to me. Phoebe and Celeste had claimed they’d felt the same thing after their blood had soaked its pages. Had I given it enough blood for it to claim me as its own?

      Would that make a difference in what I saw?

      “Do not underestimate the power you could have, Rowan,” Donall said, almost breathless, obviously excited by my thoughts. “If you read this book the way it was originally written, the entire world will know you. They’ll revere you.”

      “Don’t you mean they’ll revere you?” I asked as I stopped in front of the book, my fingers itching to touch it.

      “That’s a given.” He bobbed his head toward me. “But some of their admiration will be reserved for you.”

      I gave him a snotty glare. “I’ve spent a good portion of my life being hidden on a farm. Maybe anonymity is more my thing.”

      My bad attitude didn’t deter his new enthusiasm. “I know you feel you should be adversarial, but don’t forget that I can read your thoughts. You’re intrigued by your new connection to the book. You want to open it. You want to see if you can read it now.”

      There was no denying that part of me did. I wanted to see if I was as special as my sisters, but I didn’t want it badly enough to doom the world. I wasn’t that big of a narcissist.

      He held out his hand. “Come, Rowan Whelan. Read the book for me and I’ll give you a life you could only have dreamed of. Read the book and I’ll make you the most powerful woman in the world.”

      “Below all the men, of course,” I said in a dry tone.

      He smirked.

      “You really don’t know how to negotiate, Donall.” As soon as I made the statement, I regretted it. He had been negotiating, and now he was about to raise the stakes.

      He tilted his head. “Arthur has sung your praises to me for years. Have you considered doing this for his sake?”

      “Why the hell would I care about Arthur’s feelings?”

      “Donall…” Arthur warned.

      Donall ignored him, staring at me in amazement. “Have you really not figured it out?”

      “Figured out what?”

      “Donall!” Arthur shouted.

      Then it hit me.

      Suddenly I knew why his magic had felt familiar. How he knew so much about me. How he knew so much about my mother.

      Why he wanted me to succeed at this so badly.

      He didn’t look the same, but I knew in my gut that Arthur was my father.
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      “No,” I whispered in horror. “You can’t… you don’t look anything like him.”

      “Glamour,” Arthur said in defeat.

      “But you’re dead,” I said in protest, even though the evidence said otherwise.

      He didn’t respond.

      Glamour…

      I turned to Peter. “You’re in on this. You glamoured him.”

      His eyebrows rose playfully. “Who else do you know who is capable of such amazing illusions?”

      Arthur still didn’t respond, looking distraught.

      But I didn’t care if he was unhappy. “At least treat me with enough respect to let me speak to my actual father and not this persona you’ve concocted.”

      After two long seconds, my father nodded his head, and turned to Peter.

      The glamour faded, leaving a sparkling residue of magic the likes of which I’d never seen before. I was too upset to dwell on it, because standing in front of me was the man I’d loved more than anyone in the world. My only ally in a house full of women who were stronger than me. The only person who’d ever cared how I handled being the weakest of my sisters. His death had devastated me, and now he stood before me alive and well and a member of a group that was out to destroy witchkind, his daughters included.

      “Rowan,” he said, his voice breaking. “You weren’t supposed to find out like this.”

      That was like throwing a lit match into a container of gasoline. “Find out like this? Are you fucking kidding me?”

      “Rowan,” he pleaded.

      “Where the fuck have you been the last six years?” Part of me wanted to cry, but the rest of me was too angry.

      “Whatever you think, it’s important that you know I didn’t want to leave you girls. That I didn’t want to leave you, Rowan.”

      “Yet you left us anyway.” I pressed the heel of my hand to my forehead. “How did you pull this off? I saw your body.” My hand dropped to my side. “You were dead.”

      “Obviously I wasn’t dead, but Xenya sure wanted me that way,” he said bitterly.

      “Xenya? The woman who was our rock after Mom’s death and your desertion just days later? I don’t even know what we would have done without her those first few months.”

      “Xenya’s not as sweet as you think,” Donall said. “She was there to comfort you because it benefitted her. She poisoned your father. If not for the quick intercession of the Dark Set, he would be dead.”

      My mouth dropped open. “Xenya poisoned you. Why?” Then a new truth hit me. “Oh my gods. You killed Mom.”

      His face went ashen. “No. I swear to you, Rowan. Not me, yet Xenya blamed me anyway.”

      “Because you know who did.”

      Donall groaned. “You can have your family squabble later. Time is running out, Arthur.”

      “You can cut the charade,” I ground out. “I know he’s my father. Call him Xavier.”

      “Xavier Whelan was reborn into Arthur Potter. Peter gave him a new face. I gave him a new name, and we’ve kept him safe from the witches’ circle ever since.”

      “You mean from the Small Council?” I asked.

      “No,” my father said. “The witches’ circle is a secret group of witches intent on keeping magic from mages. Your mother was a member, and she wanted Celeste to be a member too. They were the ones who encouraged your mother to hide your true gift from you.”

      He’d dropped so much information, I wasn’t sure where to start. So I addressed the suggestion that hurt me the most. “She wouldn’t do that to me.”

      My father stepped closer. Part of me wanted to beat the shit out of him for all the pain he’d caused me—more pain than a father should force his daughter to endure—but part of me also ached for him to wrap his arms around me and tell me everything would be all right, just like he used to do when I was a little girl.

      If only I could believe that. If only I could believe in him.

      Instead, I took a step backward and snarled, “Don’t you come near me.”

      Pain filled my father’s eyes. “Rowan. You have no idea how much it hurt me to leave you behind.”

      “But you did it anyway,” I said, tears streaming down my face. “I was so scared. I wasn’t even twenty-one, and suddenly I was in charge of my two younger sisters and a book of deadly spells. And both of those sisters were more powerful than me.”

      “You were never weak,” he insisted, his eyes wide. “Your mother wanted you to think you were and convinced me that you were too. She fooled us both.”

      “You were the only person who truly understood me. And you left me alone.” I hated that I sounded pathetic and weak. I hated that he’d reduced me to this.

      “You’re not alone now,” Logan said in a calm, firm voice. “You have me.”

      I turned to him in shock, realizing he’d been watching our entire exchange in silence.

      Logan leaned forward, his arms tied behind his back. “He’s trying to convince you to give him another chance. He’ll promise never to leave you again, but he clearly chose ambition over his daughters. Over you. He never once found a way to let you know he was alive.”

      My father turned to him with hate-filled eyes. “This doesn’t concern you.”

      “Bullshit,” Logan said. “If it concerns Rowan, it concerns me. Unlike you, I’m thinking about her well-being, not what she has to offer me.”

      “You have no idea what you’re talking about!” my father shouted.

      “Don’t I?” Logan asked in a calm voice. “You’ve had six years to reach out to her, yet the only reason you did so now is because you need her to read that book of nasty spells. Otherwise, you wouldn’t be wasting your time.”

      I gasped and stared at my father. “He’s right.”

      For the first time, my father looked pissed at me. “He’s a human, Rowan. He’s beneath you. He’s nothing.”

      “And yet he’s right,” I said.

      “What’s more,” Logan continued, a sharp edge to his voice. “If I’m understanding all of this correctly, you let that madman Donall have free rein with the daughter you claim to love. You let him ravage her mind and put her in a coma for two days. You let him beat her and lock her in a closet.” He took a breath, getting himself worked up. “You knowingly let that man hurt her, all for the sake of getting her to read that goddamned book. And not only that, but you want that abuser to marry her?” He shook his head in disgust. “Sounds like I have a good grasp on what’s going on here, and I want Rowan to have no part of it.”

      “This is none of your concern!” my father shouted, his face turning red. “You’re a human. A nonmagical. Rowan is nothing to you!”

      “I don’t care if Rowan is a witch or a troll or a talking donkey. I care about her, and I can guaran-fucking-tee you that I know more about her than you do. She likes to be in control because she feels like she’s had so little of it in her life. She has a cooking show on YouTube because you taught her to cook and it was a way for her to feel close to you.”

      My mouth dropped open. While I’d told him I loved cooking because my father had taught me, I hadn’t told him the rest.

      Logan gave me a wry smile. “I told you I’m observant. I know you better than you think, Rowan.” He turned back to my father, his eyes narrowing again. “I’ve had to learn to read between the lines with her, because she’s built a giant fucking wall around her heart to keep people out. Because her family is full of utter assholes who hurt her.”

      “You know nothing about our family,” my father said.

      “I’ve deduced enough to know that everyone has had an agenda for her—her mother, the witches, Donall, you. As far as I can tell, I’m the only one who wants her for her, not what her magic can offer me.” His upper lip curled. “Can you say the same?”

      I stared at him in shock. He was right. How had I never realized that before?

      “Enough!” Donall shouted. “We don’t have time for this drama!”

      My father turned his rage on Donall. “And we wouldn’t have this drama if you hadn’t told Rowan who I was!”

      He flicked his hand and Donall went flying backward across the room until he hit the wall and slid to the floor—pretty much the same thing he’d done to the guard earlier.

      I sucked in a breath of surprise. “That wasn’t your talent. Your gift is persuasion.”

      Hells, he’d been using it on me this whole time.

      “No,” he said, his voice dull. “This is a gift from a druid who aligned himself with the Dark Set.” He took a step toward me, a new urgency in his eyes. “The Dark Set can give you so much, Rowan. Join us and you’ll never want again.”

      “But I’ll be your slave. Donall’s wife,” I spat out.

      “No, not a slave.”

      “I’ll be stuck in a misogynistic horror show, where men make the rules and tell me how to live. Where I’m married to a sadistic jerk.”

      “That’s not how it will be for you, Rowan. You’ll be allowed special privileges. Perks.”

      “Oh,” I said bitterly. “So I’ll kick back and enjoy my perks while everyone else suffers.” I shook my head. “How could I refuse that offer? Sounds like every girl’s dream.”

      “I understand that you’re frightened to hand over control”—his eyes darted to Logan as he said so—“which is why I’ll make sure you have more power than most men.”

      “Of course, you’ll give me less than Donall.”

      “This is how it was meant to be,” my father said. “The mage leading the witch.”

      I shot darts of hate toward him. “No wonder Mom hated you at the end. She knew what a monster you really were.”

      He slapped me across the face and I nearly fell to my knees from the force.

      “Witches must learn their place, Rowan. I wish I could have taught you that lesson long ago so it would be less painful now, but it’s not any less true. You’re bright. You’ll find your rightful place in this new world.”

      “As long as I’m a good little girl,” I said, my words full of malice. “Well, sorry to disappoint you, but not only am I not good, I’m no longer a little girl.”

      That ticked him off. He grabbed my arm and dragged me to the book. “Open it before I tell the guards to hurt your lover.”

      “Don’t do it, Rowan,” Logan said. “You know they’re going to kill me anyway.”

      Not if I could help it. I held out my left palm and glamoured a dagger out of thin air. I’d never done that before, but, to my shock, it looked perfect. The metal and jewels were cold and hard to the touch, the blade razor sharp. My father gasped when he saw the jewel-encrusted hilt.

      “When did you see the Dagger of Hillcrest?” he asked in dazed wonder. “How did you know it was the dagger to seal our fate?”

      I had no idea what he was talking about. I’d only needed a sharp object to cut my hand. The dagger had simply appeared.

      But now that I had a weapon to make a wound to feed the book, I was scared I was making a mistake. My gaze jerked to Logan, seeking reassurance even though I knew I wouldn’t find it there. He had no idea what I was doing. Shoot, neither did I, for that matter.

      “You’re opening the Book of Sindal,” Donall said. He’d gotten to his feet and was staggering across the room with a mask of pure rage.

      I’d had enough of him. Without even thinking about it, I did something I’d never attempted before: I glamoured my thoughts. Donall would only hear what I wanted him to hear.

      I glared up at my father. “If I do this, then you have to swear to me that Logan won’t be killed.”

      “Rowan!” Logan shouted. “No!”

      My father gave me a sad look. “You know I can’t do that. He knows too much.”

      “Then wipe his mind. Erase me from his head. Just don’t kill him.”

      Logan jerked on his restraints. “Rowan, no!”

      My father studied me. “I will spare him if you read the book. If you don’t, we’ll kill him.”

      My blood turned to ice. Logan’s death was unacceptable to me under any circumstances, and in all likelihood I wouldn’t be able to read the book. But I shoved all that below my barrier and forced a confidence I didn’t feel.

      I’m sure I can read it, I projected. The book is calling out to me like it did to my sisters. It’s ready to reveal its secrets to me.

      “Donall?” my father asked. “What is she thinking?”

      “She’s certain it will be different this time,” he said, his eyes sparkling with excitement and malice. “She says the book is calling out to her.”

      I anchored my blooming excitement below the barrier in my mind. It had worked! If I could hide most of my thoughts from him, then I could surely hide the rest. Which meant Logan and I had an actual shot at escaping.

      Before I could stop myself, I turned to face him. The concern in his eyes stole my breath. I knew in my heart I could love him. I just needed to get us both out of this alive.

      Taking a deep breath, I picked up the dagger and sliced a one-inch gash into my left palm. At first I didn’t feel the cut, but then the wound began to throb as blood began to pool in my palm.

      “Rowan!” Logan called out. “What are you doing?”

      I set the dagger on the table, then grabbed the book with my good hand, turning it so the spine touched the table and the edges of the pages faced upward. The first drop of blood struck the paper, and an electric shock shot through my body, unleashing something. The pages fluttered, and a fine mist wafted up from them.

      Everything suddenly became clear to me.

      “Your mistake was feeding it so little of my blood,” I said as I cupped my hand, letting more blood collect. The pain in my palm was becoming more intense. “Then again, maybe it wasn’t a mistake. You kept giving it my blood, letting it build up in the pages and the binding so that it was finally reaching the level of sacrifice my sisters had given.” I looked up at my father. “The one who gives the most wins.”

      My father stared at me as though I was speaking in tongues. In a way, I supposed I was.

      “You were right about needing a Whelan,” I continued. “The book belongs to the Whelans. It always has and always will. The Small Council was stupid to take it from us.” I shot a dark look to Donall. “But then that was your decision too, which makes you just as stupid.”

      “Women are to treat men with respect!” Donall shouted.

      The blood was filling my hand now, becoming difficult to contain. “I might be able to treat you with respect if you actually deserved it.”

      “Why was it stupid to take the book from you, Rowan?” my father asked, genuinely curious.

      “Because the book will never reveal its secrets to anyone but a Whelan.” I lowered my hand and let the blood spill along the edges. The paper immediately soaked it in. It felt greedy for more, so I kept my hand tipped over it, letting the blood drip, feeding it.

      “Surely the book will open now,” my father said, not sounding as confident as his statement. “You’ve opened it with far less blood.”

      “Not yet. I haven’t given it enough.”

      “To open it?” Logan asked.

      My gaze lifted to his. “To possess it.”
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      Alarm filled his eyes, but I looked away as a feeling of rightness washed through me. Celeste had been mistaken. The book was mine, or it would be as soon as I fed it enough blood.

      Donall sidled up to me, but I gave him a feral look. “Back up.”

      “Do as she says,” my father ordered, his gaze on the book. “Let her work.”

      The blood flow from my palm had begun to slow down. I considered adding another gash to speed up the process, but the energy of the book began to shift. It was telling me it was ready.

      I set the book flat on the table and opened the front cover, feeling a bite of anger when I saw my father’s note. I now knew the truth of how Donall had gotten the orb from the book. He hadn’t needed me to read the spell. Celeste had fed the book her blood, and it had shared its secrets with her because it found her worthy.

      And my little sister hadn’t told any of us.

      So why had Phoebe found her bound to a pentacle, bleeding out, when she’d obviously already fed the book her blood? If she had cooperated, why had they hurt her anyway?

      My answers would have to come later, because the book was eager to get to work. The pages began to turn on their own, the flutter of the paper clearly audible in the deathly quiet room. Mist puffed from the pages. Magic. Power.

      “Did you tell the book what page to turn to?” my father asked.

      “No,” I said, equally awed and baffled.

      “It’s sentient,” my father said, looking over at Donall. “Did it behave like this with you and Celeste?”

      “No,” he said, sounding hoarse. “She only knew what to do because it spoke to her. The pages didn’t move like that.”

      “She shouldn’t have been able to open the book at all,” I said, watching the still-fluttering pages.

      “Like I told you before, she’d given it your and your sister’s blood before. She said the book has a memory.”

      Was it like a bank? You paid it enough blood and it gave you a line of credit?

      I turned to look at him, the power from the tome filling me with a confidence I’d never felt around him. The book assured me he was nothing we couldn’t handle together. “So why did you try to kill my sisters?”

      Donall seemed surprised by the change in my demeanor. “Celeste refused to do anything else for me. I didn’t plan to kill them, but the book demanded a blood sacrifice,” Donall said, “and when Phoebe showed up…”

      More mist poured from the book. It sent a surge of power through me with the whisper of a word. Lies.

      The pages had continued to flip forward, but they slowed, then lay still. I leaned over and watched in amazement as the letters began to rearrange across the page. When they stopped, the title “Controlling a Witch or Mage” appeared above what looked like a spell. Mist tickled my fingers, my face.

      Spells were a foreign concept to me. My mother had taught us that magic lived within us and that the magic created from potions or spells was abhorrent. Dangerous. Unpredictable. But there was no denying that Donall and the Dark Set were parasites who needed to be stopped.

      The Book of Sindal could help me do that.

      “You see something,” my father said, his voice tight with eagerness.

      I didn’t respond, instead attempting to turn the page to see the other spells. The book refused me.

      “Don’t do it, Rowan,” Logan called out, drawing me out of my thrall. I’d forgotten he was here.

      I jerked my gaze up to him.

      His eyes held mine. “If you read that book, they win, Ro.”

      I shook my head. “They’re already winning, Logan.”

      “There’s another way,” he pleaded. “There has to be, because you haven’t even used one of those spells and you already seem different.”

      I did feel different, but this was good different, not bad different. I felt as confident as I always acted—no, more—and I wasn’t going to let Donall get away with his shit. The book would help me. That was good.

      “Rowan,” Logan said with more force when it was obvious he hadn’t swayed me. “You told me that book was evil incarnate. You can’t use it.”

      “But I can—”

      “No. There’s another way.”

      “Silence him,” my father said with a wave of his hand.

      Donall made a move toward Logan, and I shot him a deadly glare.

      “If you do anything to him, I will never tell you what’s in this book.” I turned to my father. “That includes you too.”

      Donall’s eyes bulged and his face reddened. “Where the hell do you get off telling me what to do?”

      I released a humorless laugh. “I’m the keeper of the Book of Sindal. It belongs to me.”

      I knew deep in my soul it was true. The book wanted me.

      “Arthur!” Donall shouted. “You said your relationship with her would make her malleable.”

      My father shot him an angry glare, then turned to me. “Rowan. Don’t listen to him. I love you. My plan was for us to rule together.”

      “No, your plan was to marry me off to him so you could both benefit from my power over the book.”

      “That’s not true,” he insisted emphatically. “I was trying to find a place for you in our new world. I’m trying to protect you.”

      “And what about my sisters—your other daughters? What happens to them?”

      “Phoebe will be safe with Brandon. Donall now has him under control, and his position as the captain of the Protective Force will serve us well.”

      “And Celeste?”

      He hesitated. “I’m not certain.”

      “What do you mean you’re not certain? She’s your daughter, for gods’ sake!” I shook my head in disgust. “Why would I expect any more from you? You disappeared from our lives for six years. Why would you suddenly care now?”

      “I care, Rowan. I’ve cared the entire time. I let you girls think I was dead to protect you.” He pushed out a breath in frustration. “What would you have done if I’d told you that Xenya tried to kill me?”

      “I would have brought her before the Small Council.”

      “Lucia was in charge of the Small Council. Do you think she would have taken the charge seriously? She likely ordered it.”

      “That is not the Valerian way!” I protested.

      My father released a bitter laugh. “Oh, Rowan. It’s all about power—who has it and who doesn’t. Those who have it want to keep it, and those who don’t, take it.” He paused. “The bottom line is that letting you girls know I was poisoned would have put you in mortal danger. It was better to let things unfold organically.”

      “You mean until you stole the book and kidnapped Celeste, leaving Phoebe and me unconscious for twenty-four hours.”

      My father cringed. “I planned to come to you and tell you the truth, but Donall grew impatient.”

      “Donall was grooming Celeste for months. Telling her he could help her with her magic. Was that part of your big plan to tell us the truth? Deceive us first?”

      “There was no deception,” Donall said. “I truly intended to help her.”

      I turned to face him, my fury growing. “You planned to help her so she could help you, you fucking asshole. Don’t you dare try to act like you did it out of altruism.”

      “No one does anything out of the kindness of their heart,” my father said. “You know that from personal experience. Don’t play stupid.”

      “You’re not supposed to expect favors and sacrifices from your own children. It’s called unconditional love, something you obviously don’t comprehend. Parenthood is not a quid pro quo arrangement, you shitbag.”

      Mist curled around my fingers. The book was growing impatient, calling out to me to teach these mages a lesson they would never forget. To show them who was in control.

      I liked the sound of that.

      “Rowan,” Logan said in a calm tone. “Look at me.”

      How had I forgotten again that he was here again?

      “The book’s calling you again, isn’t it?” He must have seen the answer on my face because he said, “Something in your face changes when it does. You have to ignore it, Ro. Don’t give in to the evil.”

      “It’s not evil, Logan. It wants to help me defeat them,” I said, though I couldn’t help wondering if the book was purposely trying to make me forget him. He was the only one trying to convince me to turn my back on it.

      “Arthur,” Donall snarled. “She’s going to use it against us. Do something.”

      “Rowan,” my father snapped in a harsh tone I still wasn’t used to hearing from him. “Enough nonsense. Find the spell for controlling the power orb, and I’ll let you decide what happens to your sisters. I’ll give you more power than Donall, if you like.”

      “Arthur!” Donall shouted.

      The book was outraged. “Give me more power than Donall? With the book, I have more power than the two of you together. Do you think I’m going to just hand it over to you?”

      They plot against you, the book whispered in my head, a soft female voice that caught me by surprise.

      “What happened to Rowan’s mother?” Logan called out. “Her accident wasn’t natural. Who caused it?”

      My father looked annoyed.

      “He’s right,” I said. “You know. I’m certain of it.”

      My father remained silent, but then shot a quick glance to Peter.

      It was all the confirmation I needed.

      “Why?” I demanded, giving Peter a hard stare.

      “She found out the Dark Set was back,” my father said.

      “Because you were their leader!” I countered. How had I never known? The signs had all been there—his thirst for power, his attempts to get a position on the Small Council, the fights I’d overheard between my parents.

      “We needed more time,” my father said. “She needed to be stopped before she could get to Lucia.”

      “Which means you told him Mom knew about them,” I said. “You knew he would kill her.”

      He didn’t respond.

      I gasped as the truth hit me. “Oh my gods. You may not have been the one to kill her, but you were on board. You knew it would devastate all of us, especially Celeste. Mom was the only one keeping her magic in check.” I was faced with another hard truth. “You wanted to take over her training. You wanted to prepare Celeste to use her expression magic for the Dark Set.” I felt sick to my stomach. How had I been so blind? “Months ago, you told Donall to contact Celeste. You’d been keeping tabs on us, and you knew her control was getting worse. Donall told her he could help her, and she grabbed on to that like a life preserver.”

      “What were you doing to help her?” Donall asked. “She was desperate for help, and neither one of her sisters understood what she was going through. You outright ridiculed her, Rowan. You claim your father deserted you, but at least he had an excuse for not being there. What was yours?”

      Shame washed through me. He was right.

      “Celeste was eager for help. At first she was reluctant to use the book, but once I convinced her it held the secrets she wanted, she began to sneak it open. She’d put a sleeping herb in your bedtime tea so she could collect your blood in the middle of the night. It communicated with her, but she couldn’t read it. Neither of us understood why, but Arthur suggested it needed to be removed from Whelan land. She wasn’t happy about that, so we forced it.” Donall’s eyes hardened. “But you can be sure she tried again once the book was in our hands. She was overjoyed when it gave her the spell for the power orb.”

      “Why would she want the power orb?” I knew the answer before I finished the question. “You told her it would take away some of her power. Even her out.”

      Donall smiled, but his eyes were cold and calculating. “She tried to send it back, but the book wouldn’t let her. She refused to help anymore. We sent men to take you, hoping you could feed it your own blood and read from it, but the Protective Force stopped them. They only got a sample, so we tried to use Phoebe instead.”

      “That makes no sense,” I said. “Phoebe said you tried to kill them both.”

      Donall’s eyes hazed over. “Mistakes were made.”

      My father released a low growl. “He thought if he killed the book’s guardians and fed it their blood, it would reveal its secrets to him.”

      Would that work?

      No, the book whispered, her voice a caress. I belong to you and you alone.

      But was that true? It had revealed itself to Celeste, and Celeste had sworn she was its owner.

      Celeste.

      If my father really believed I was the only one capable of reading the book, like he’d said in that inscription, why had he chosen to take Celeste first and not me?

      The pain of the truth stabbed me in the gut, nearly making me fall over. “You lied about the inscription. You never thought I was special.” I swallowed. “There were no Whelans who could see through glamour.”

      “That’s not true!” my father shouted. “There was one two hundred years ago.”

      “But you didn’t really believe I could do it,” I said, trying to contain my grief and disappointment. “You never thought I was special.”

      You are special, the book said as a fine mist started to rise up from the pages. Together we will rule the world.

      “Of course you’re special,” my father said in a rush. “I’ve always thought so.”

      Lies. He was full of lies. He’d written that inscription in the hopes I’d prove myself, but he’d done it after collecting the book from the Small Council. “You only think I’m special now because this gods-damned book is talking to me.”

      “I’ve always known you were special, Ro,” Logan said in a calm, clear voice. “I don’t need some possessed book to tell me so.”

      “Everyone wants something from me,” I said, my voice breaking. “The Small Council. Donall. My father. Even this gods-forsaken book.”

      “I can give you great power.” The voice, soft and feminine, echoed in the room as mist poured over the edges of the pages and onto the floor around the book.  The book had spoken to us, actually spoken. “I can give you great wealth, Rowan Whelan. I can give you love and family.”

      “You don’t need the book for that,” Logan called out. “You don’t need it for any of that. The only thing I want from you is the gift of you.” I shook my head, but he continued. “I can give you love, Ro. And if you want a family, we can have that too. I’d love to see a smart-ass little Rowan running around.” His smile fell, replaced by worry. “You don’t need the book. Leave it and let’s get out of here.”

      “I can’t,” I said. “I’m weak without it.”

      His jaw clenched. “The fuck you are. You’re the strongest person I know. Neither one of these assholes gives a damn about you. Now use your magic and let’s go.”

      Donall laughed. “I love how you think she can just zap you out of here.”

      The pages of the book began to flip until it showed me a page labeled “Teleportation.”

      My eyes grew huge as I lifted my gaze to Logan.

      “What does it say?” Donall asked.

      I slowly turned to look at him, giving him a coy smile. “Read it yourself.”

      He rushed over and pushed me to the side, then released a groan. “It’s still gibberish.”

      My grin spread. The book deemed me worthy, not Donall—so much for their vision of mage supremacy. Hells, the book was feminine, proving we were stronger, but they’d probably turn it around claiming the book was designed to serve them.

      “You can actually read it,” Donall said in awe.

      “Can you read it, Rowan?” my father asked.

      “Wouldn’t you be disappointed if I said I couldn’t?” I said in a snotty tone. “All that scheming for naught.”

      “Rowan,” Logan said. “Let’s go home.”

      A lump formed in my throat. “I don’t have a home anymore. The Dark Set stole my sisters. They were my home.”

      His eyes pleaded with me. “I want to be your home. Let’s just go.”

      Could it really be that simple? Would it even be possible to leave without the book? I could glamour myself and the book, but how would I get Logan free? And how would we get away? He was still limping. On top of that, Donall would still be able to find us through our thoughts. I could probably hide mine, but could I hide Logan’s?

      I realized the mind reading barrier I’d set up had broken. I was no longer hiding my thoughts from Donall, but he didn’t seem to notice I was plotting an escape.

      The mist became denser, and I realized the book was masking my thoughts for me.

      Donall and the Dark Set were evil. Surely it would be okay to use the book to save us just this once.

      The edge of the teleportation page fluttered slightly, as if to say yes, I’m here for you. I glanced at Logan again, and even though he shook his head, I felt my will solidify. I had to save Logan, no matter what it took. No matter what it cost my soul.

      But something held me back from using the spell to flee the compound. The orb. While the last thing I wanted to do was free the orb for my father and Donnell, it held Phoebe’s power. If I left it here, she’d always feel incomplete.

      I couldn’t let that happen.

      My impromptu plan involved teleporting me, Logan, and the book to the basement. I’d have a very short window to release the orb and get us out of here.

      Easy peasy.

      “Logan,” I said. “Do you trust me?”

      His eyes widened slightly, then he said, “As long as you and I leave here together, I trust you, Rowan.”

      I glanced down at the book and started to recite the spell. It had revealed itself in Latin, a language our mother had taught us even though we’d never used spells growing up. I was rusty, but my pronunciation must have been good enough because the book felt pleased.

      “What are you doing, Rowan?” Donall asked.

      I ignored him, grabbing the edge of the book and concentrating on Logan as I said the words to transport us downstairs. Would it work if I wasn’t touching him?

      I heard shouting outside the room, and Donall’s head jerked up. “Smith,” he barked at one of the guards. “Go check that out.”

      The guard ran out of the room, leaving three men standing next to Logan.

      Donall was getting more worked up and tried to push me away from the book, but the mist coalesced into a translucent hand and shoved him away, sending him sprawling backward.

      “Rowan,” my father said as I continued reading the spell. “Have you found the spell to control the power orb?” The hope in his tone was almost pitiable. Almost.

      I picked up the book and made my way to Logan, worried he would be left behind if I wasn’t careful.

      “I can’t let you take the book, Rowan,” my father said. “Put it down and let’s discuss this.”

      The book felt pleased that I was holding it, and the words I recited thrummed with power. I took a step toward Logan, avoiding his eyes. I knew he’d be disappointed in me. I didn’t think I could deal with that now.

      The shouting outside the room increased, spiking my pulse, and breathing hard, I read faster and more urgently, growing louder, and louder, getting lost in the frenzy of the spell.

      “Rowan,” my father warned. “Stop this now.”

      I ignored him, getting closer to the end of the spell, but I was still ten feet from Logan and the guards were moving in front of him to block my path.

      I continued walking to him anyway, trusting the book to protect me.

      The guards advanced toward me, but the book repelled them just like it had Donall—the mist coiling into attacking limbs that sent them flying backward.

      I placed my hand on Logan’s arm as I said the last words of the spell, envisioning the room where the Dark Set had kept the body, down to the stench.

      A swishing sound filled my ears, and then everything went black. Milliseconds later, I was staring at the mage’s rotting corpse.
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      “Wow,” Logan said, looking startled. “Shit. That’s a dead body.” He took a step back as though to escape.

      “The mage they dug up in my family cemetery,” I said, looking around the room.

      “I have so many questions,” Logan said in a surprisingly calm voice given that I’d just magically transported him to a room with a dead body.

      “And I’ll give you every single answer I can, but first I need to figure out how to get the orb out of this body before my father shows up.”

      “The power orb?” Logan asked.

      “Yep.” I set the book on a counter, then took a step back, waiting for it to do its cool page-turning trick, but nothing happened. “Come on,” I coaxed it. “Show me how to control the power orb.”

      “Why do you need the orb?” Logan asked, sounding alarmed. “Isn’t that what they want you to do?”

      “I have to get my sister’s power back.”

      “What will you do with the orb then?”

      I jerked my gaze up to his. “Get it as far away from the Dark Set as possible.”

      He watched me for a second, then said, “Tell me how I can help.”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “Before, it helped me—it turned to the page I needed. Now it’s doing nothing.”

      “Maybe it doesn’t want you to get the orb.”

      He could be right, but something felt off. Like the book had turned off. “Maybe it needs more blood.”

      “What?” he exclaimed. “No!”

      “I need that orb, Logan!”

      His brow furrowed as he looked at me, almost like he didn’t recognize me. “Are you hearing yourself, Rowan? You sound like Donall.”

      “No, I don’t.”

      His brow shot up. “Don’t you? We could be escaping with the book, the only way Donall can figure out how to free the orb, but you’re wasting time trying to get the orb for yourself.”

      “That’s not fair,” I said, starting to open cabinet doors to look for something sharp. “I’m doing this to help my sister get her power back.”

      “Would she want you to risk your life for it?”

      I opened another cabinet, finding nothing. “The book will protect me. It protected me upstairs.”

      “No,” he said, sounding calm and rational. “It’s not helping you now. You just said it needed more blood, and that’s the last thing you should be giving it. Look what it’s already done to you, Ro. You’re pale, shaking. You need medical attention.”

      The shouting upstairs rose in volume. It was clear that people were fighting.

      “Do you have any idea what’s going on up there?” Logan asked, hobbling closer to the door to the hall. “Do you think your sister and her boyfriend showed up to help us?”

      “Maybe, but we can’t count on that. They could be fighting amongst themselves. Arthur—I mean my father pissed off the guards earlier.”

      He grimaced. “About that…”

      I gave a firm shake of my head. “No. I’m not discussing my father right now.”

      “Fair enough, but can we please leave?” he pleaded. “We can figure out how to restore Phoebe’s power later. Donall can’t get the orb without the book, right?

      “But…”

      “We’ll get the orb later. Come on, Ro, I have a bad feeling about this.”

      I had a bad feeling too, but it didn’t seem right to give up when we were this close.

      Still, I hated putting Logan in more danger.

      I opened another cabinet, then slammed the door shut when I found it empty. “I need something sharp!”

      The room shimmered a little, as if full of a fine rain.

      “Rowan, please,” he begged. “Let’s go. I might not know much about magic, but I know any magic that requires blood is bad. Really bad. You’re selling your soul to that book every time you use it. Let’s just take it with us, and we’ll find another way.”

      I was about to agree with him when I remembered how I’d cut myself the first time.

      “How could I be so stupid?” I held out my hand and glamoured the dagger I’d used upstairs.

      Logan limped over to me and grabbed my wrist. “Ro. It’s not worth it.”

      My chest tightened as I warred with myself. “I’ve spent my life being jealous of my sisters’ power. If there’s any hope of helping Phoebe, I have to try. Otherwise, it looks like I left her power behind on purpose.”

      “We both know you didn’t,” he insisted. “I’ll be your character witness.”

      But we were already here, and the dagger was in my hand. Getting the orb would only take an extra couple of minutes. Tops.

      And there was no denying something deep in my soul wanted to use the book again…

      Before he could stop me, I slashed my other palm and held my hand sideways over the open book. I could feel the Book of Sindal’s hunger the moment the first drop of blood hit the page and soaked in without leaving a stain.

      The door burst open, and I lifted the dagger as I pushed Logan behind me. I was prepared to glamour us, but then I saw who was standing in the opening and my mouth dropped open.

      “Celeste.”

      Her eyes had a slightly wild look as they landed on the book. They lingered there for a moment, her eyes lighting up before lifting to my face.

      “Rowan.” Her gaze landed on my hand dripping with blood. “I see you’ve learned the secret to getting answers.”

      The slight accusation in her voice filled me with shame until I remembered she’d done the same thing for far more selfish motives.

      “I have to get Phoebe’s power back.”

      She didn’t respond, instead walking straight toward me.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked as I felt the book’s power surge. The edges of the page started to flutter, mist wafting up around them.

      “I’m here to save you, of course.” Her gaze lifted to Logan. “Who’s this?”

      “Her boyfriend,” he said. “Logan Gillespie, and also an officer with the Mount Vernon police department.”

      Her lips twitched. “You’ve been busy over the past week, Ro.”

      “Yeah.” I could offer her an explanation later. I was so flabbergasted at her unexpected appearance that I was having trouble figuring out what to say period. Had Xenya brought her?

      “How many times have you used it?”

      I hesitated, ashamed to admit it, but it was obvious enough. “Once, and now I’m trying to figure out how to remove that power orb from Lester over there.” I gestured toward the body on the table. “I have to get Phoebe’s power back, but the book needed more blood.”

      Celeste moved toward me, and the room filled with static electricity. This was all my sister needed to fuel her power—pure energy. Her talent had never failed to awe me. I knew what it cost her, knew she would have gladly given some of it to me, but even though we loved each other, the perception that she had too much power and I too little had always stood between us.

      “Rowan,” Logan warned in a low tone.

      “Yeah, I know,” I muttered. Celeste was my sister. She would never hurt me, but I couldn’t ignore the anxiety brewing in my gut. We’d been adversarial for too long for me to totally trust her.

      “It’s not your mess to clean up,” Celeste said. “I’m sure you’ve figured out by now that this mess is my own doing. It’s mine to deal with.”

      I took a long look at my baby sister. Although she was only four years younger, the age gap felt so much wider. Celeste had learned to control and hide her emotions—a necessity when every outburst manifested as pure, raw energy—but they boiled under the surface, dipping up now and again with alarming results.

      Her magic had emotionally stunted her. So had our mother’s death. My heart squeezed when I realized I needed to tell her about our parents. “Dad’s still alive.”

      “I know,” she said in a calm voice as she reached for the book. She placed a hand on it and closed her eyes with a look of ecstasy. Mist poured over her hands, seeming to sink into her.

      I wasn’t sure which shocked me most, her reaction to the book or the fact that she knew about our father.

      “Did Donall tell you?”

      “I’ve always known.” Her eyes were still closed, and I felt the book reach out to her while still soaking in my blood.

      I started to ask her how she’d known, but she opened her eyes, so impossibly green, and focused on my face. “I’m capable of more than you and Phoebe have ever realized.”

      So it seemed.

      Our coven bond had been severed, but the book bound us together in a different way, one that felt more substantial at the moment. It recognized us both as worthy.

      “We don’t have much time,” she said, then lifted her hand and held it out to me. “Let us join our blood and magic to free the orb.”

      I held her gaze. “To give Phoebe back her power?”

      Her mouth quirked to one side. “Of course.”

      My hand tightened on the hilt of the dagger, but I made no move to bring the tip to Celeste’s open, waiting palm. “Did you take my and Phoebe’s blood while we slept so you could open the book?”

      I expected her to make some kind of excuse, but she just tilted her head slightly and said, “Yes.”

      “Why didn’t you ask?”

      “Would you have said yes?”

      She had a point. “Why didn’t you tell us you needed help? Why did you turn to Donall?”

      “You both already thought I was broken. Donall—who was Donnie online—never saw me that way.”

      “He wasn’t real, Celeste. Donall is a monster. He tortured me, Phoebe, and Logan too.”

      Bitterness filled her eyes. “I’m fully aware that Donnie wasn’t the answer I thought he would be.”

      I regretted my harsh tone. “I’m sorry, CeCe. It’s just that…”

      “You don’t know who to trust,” she finished in a soft tone.

      “Yeah,” I said, filled with guilt. “We’re sisters. We should trust each other.”

      “Maybe the problem has always been respect,” she said. “We never respected one another.”

      “Just like Mom and Dad,” I said.

      Her smile was sad. Tired. “Children learn by example.”

      The racket grew louder, closer, and Logan, who had moved over to the door, said, “Maybe you can have the reconciliation chat later. Do what you need to do, and let’s get out of here.”

      He was right, so I pressed the tip of the blade into Celeste’s hand, pricking the skin lightly. She’d never liked taking a back seat, and it didn’t surprise me when she reached up and dragged the dagger across her skin.

      I expected her to react to the pain, but a look of tranquility washed over her face, as though the pain brought relief to the chaos in her head.

      A new wave of guilt and grief washed through me. Celeste had suffered so much more than I’d realized. After our parents were gone, I should have been the person she’d turned to—I should have ensured it—but we’d avoided each other instead. I vowed to change that. If we got a chance.

      I pulled the blade away and set it on the table as Celeste grabbed my bleeding palm and pressed our hands together, letting our comingled blood drop onto the page.

      The book greedily soaked it up, and its power grew. A heavier swirling mist spilled from it, curling up and around her.

      “Book of Sindal,” Celeste said in a reverent tone. “Show us the spell for controlling the orb of power.”

      She shot me an almost accusatory look. “You have to read it. It only speaks to me.”

      The pages began to flutter again. We held our hands over the book, blood dripping down, and after several more drops soaked in, the pages began to turn. They stopped on a page with jumbled-up words and the illustration of a sphere of fire.

      The mist darkened, thickened, and Celeste closed her eyes, a look of ecstasy overcoming her. “It says it demands another sacrifice.”

      Although the book had spoken to me before, I hadn’t heard anything this time. Why had it switched its allegiance if I was the only one who could fully read it? Was it manipulating us, just like Logan thought?

      Logan’s head jerked back to face us. “What sacrifice?”

      Her eyes opened. “Rowan must make a sacrifice.”

      My heart stuttered. I knew what it wanted. Or more like who.
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      “Who says she has to make a sacrifice?” Logan said, moving closer.

      Celeste stared at him as though he were a simpleton. “The book.”

      “Rowan?” Logan asked in an anxious tone.

      I shook my head. “I didn’t hear a thing.”

      She gave me a patient look. “That’s because the book needs a sacrifice to give up its secret.”

      “I’ve already given it blood,” I said. “Lots of it.”

      “And it thanks you for your gift, but it’s been dormant for hundreds of years and it’s ready to fully awaken.” She said it so matter-of-factly, as though we were discussing our grocery list.

      “Rowan,” Logan said.

      “Yeah, I know.” I took a breath. Part of me was ready to walk away, but I didn’t want to let Phoebe down. I had to be sure. If there was any chance I was wrong… “What does it want?”

      Her gaze lifted to Logan.

      “No,” I said emphatically. “No fucking way. Tell it to ask for something else.”

      “You must choose, Rowan,” Celeste said, the madness gone from her eyes, clarity replacing it. “You must choose your sister or him.”

      I tried to jerk my hand from hers, if for no other reason than to stop the book from getting another drop of blood from me, but Celeste tightened her grip with surprising strength. “No fucking way. How do I know you’re not just saying that to get even with me for all the hell you’ve been through?”

      Curiosity crinkled her eyes. “You think you’re to blame for my struggles with magic?”

      “I sure as hell haven’t helped.”

      “This isn’t my request, Ro. It’s from the book.”

      “Forgive me for wanting the book to explain itself to me,” I said with more sarcasm than necessary.

      “This is crazy, Rowan,” Logan said. “Let’s go.”

      I wanted to, and there was no way in hell I was going to sacrifice him, either literally or figuratively, but I still wasn’t ready to walk away with nothing… even if I could have freed myself from Celeste’s grip.

      “Why?” I asked her, trying to understand. “Why must I sacrifice him?”

      My question pleased her. “Great knowledge comes at a great price. I made my own sacrifice. Now you must make yours.”

      I swallowed hard. “What did you sacrifice, CeCe?”

      “It told me that if I gave it everything, it would reveal more of itself to me. It demanded a sacrifice.”

      My mouth dropped open as I finally understood. “So you let Donall tie you to that pentacle and bleed you?”

      “I didn’t understand while it was happening. I didn’t understand why it would let me die after promising to reveal more of itself to me. Then we came home and the Small Council took the book from us. That was bad, but then they threatened to split the book apart and broke our coven bond, and that was worse. I was sitting alone at Xenya’s, missing you and Phoebe and the farm, and I realized that I’d finally sacrificed everything. I only needed to wait for the book to call me. And it did.”

      I shook my head, trying to understand what she’d just said. “What do you mean wait for it to call you? How’d you get here, CeCe? Where’s Xenya?”

      “She’s not here. The book only told me how to find it…and you.”

      I felt a surge of power flow from the book into my veins as its mist curled around me and soaked into my pores. It felt as if it were changing me and making me stronger. You are far from weak, Rowan Whelan. Let me show you how powerful you really are.

      I turned to Celeste in a panic as fear skated along my skin.

      “It speaks the truth,” she said with an authority I wasn’t used to hearing from her. “You aren’t weak. There’s more to your power than you know.”

      Mist surrounded her in a halo.

      “Celeste, the mist…why is it all around us?”

      “Don’t you see?” she asked. “You’re seeing the book’s magic, Rowan. But it won’t reveal all its secrets to you unless you pay the price. This isn’t just about getting Phoebe’s power back. If we harness the book’s power, we can stop the Dark Set forever.”

      “You have the ability to save the world, Rowan Whelan,” the book whispered aloud in another cloud of mist and fog. “You and your sisters will usher in a new era of peace. But you must sacrifice to prove your worth.”

      “Don’t believe it, Rowan,” Logan growled. “It’s a book full of death and lies.”

      He reached out to me. Part of me was desperate to step into his arms and forget this whole thing, but another part felt the pull of the book—its power and its promise.

      “How would you know?” Celeste shouted, her face contorted in rage. “You’re not even a mage. This is no business of yours.”

      I stared at her in shock. “Celeste. He may not be a mage, but the power of this book affects him too. It affects all of Valeria and humankind.”

      “He stands between you and great power,” she whispered. “Those who called you weak will regret it.”

      A new wave of power swept through me, making me feel invincible. The book showed me all that I could accomplish if only I gave it the sacrifice it requested. I would vanquish the Dark Set and bring peace to humanity through magic, no one would ever be hungry or thirsty again. I’d felt so small and useless for so long, but with this book, I could, quite literally, save the world.

      One life for many, Rowan, the book said softly, its mist curling in around me. Such a small price to pay.

      I could see the reasoning so clearly. Logan should be happy to make such a sacrifice. He should be thankful to martyr himself to save the world.

      I need his blood, the book said. His life and his blood.

      Celeste released my hand, and I took a step toward him, finally realizing how right this was.

      “Rowan,” Logan said calmly, “what did the book tell you?”

      I took another step, my hand tightening around the hilt of the dagger.

      “I know it spoke to you,” he said, standing still several feet away. His gaze dropped to the blade then back up to my face. “You have the same look you had upstairs. What did it say?”

      “I can destroy the Dark Set. I can end human war and bring an end to famine. One life for many.”

      “You can do all of that without the sacrifice, Ro,” he said with a sad smile. “But what are you going to do when the book deserts you and you realize what you’ve done? How will you live with yourself?”

      Never, the book whispered. I belong to the Whelan sisters. I belong to you. Together, we will reign.

      “It won’t desert me,” I said, taking another step. “It wants me. It belongs to me.”

      “And it told Celeste it belonged to her, and yet here it is, telling you the same thing. It lies, Rowan, and it will turn on you in a heartbeat. Mine.”

      I stopped in front of him, the blade at my side.

      “You don’t need that book to make you any more perfect than you already are, Rowan,” he said. “I’ll be here by your side until this mess is cleaned up, and I won’t ask a single thing from you except to hopefully love me.”

      Tears filled my eyes, and as my emotions swelled, the book’s hold on me began to dampen. “I don’t want to lose you, Logan.”

      “Then don’t. Drop the dagger and let’s go.”

      “We’re not finished!” Celeste shouted. “We need the orb!” Her eyes and voice were wild.

      Logan held out his hand. “Give me the knife, Rowan. Let’s go home.”

      I wanted to release it, but the book’s power was too strong. My hand lifted and I pointed the blade toward him.

      “You won’t hurt me, Rowan,” Logan said softly, love filling his eyes. “We both want the same thing. We want the promise of what we can be together. Give me the blade.” When I didn’t budge, he leaned over and kissed me.

      A surge of rage rushed through me—a rage not my own. But then my soul filled with a warmth I’d never known, burning the book’s hold on me to ash.

      I leaned back in shame, but I knew what I needed to do. I didn’t understand why, but the dagger I’d conjured was no usual dagger. Which meant it might be just what I needed now. Donall hadn’t managed to dig out the orb, but that didn’t mean I wouldn’t.

      Turning toward the mage’s body, I dug the blade into the slash in the mage’s skin.

      “It’s not yours!” Celeste shouted. “You turned your back on the book, and it withdraws its offer. The orb is mine.”

      “The orb doesn’t belong to either of us!” I said as I dug the blade deeper, trying not to gag. “The orb is evil, Celeste. I’ll get it to retrieve Phoebe’s power, and then we’ll destroy it. Together.”

      “No!” She shrieked, darting for me, but Logan intercepted her, wrapping an arm around her waist and restraining her.

      “Rowan, hurry!” he called out as Celeste clawed at his hands.

      It struck me that she wasn’t using her magic against us. She could have destroyed us in a heartbeat, and yet she hadn’t. There was still hope.

      Swallowing my nausea and ignoring the maggots crawling out of the wound in the mage’s chest, I tilted the blade and sawed back and forth, the body oozing a brownish liquid that made me gag, the stench bringing tears to my eyes. I aimed all my focus on the blue glow, and with one last slash it was free. It rose into the air and hovered a few feet above the body.

      Celeste stopped fighting and stared at the orb in awe.

      I dropped the blood and ooze-coated dagger to the floor and turned to my sister, grabbing her cheeks in both my hands. “Celeste. The book is using us. It wanted me to kill Logan for it.”

      “One life for many,” she said with tears in her eyes.

      “It sounds so logical, doesn’t it?” I asked. “Yet it goes against every moral we were ever taught. Killing Logan would be a blood sacrifice, CeCe, and that’s an abomination. The book is evil to ask for such a thing. Nothing good could come from an evil act.”

      Mist began to pour from the book again, spilling over the edges and settling on the floor, reaching for Celeste. “You are mine, Celeste,” the book coaxed. “You are my queen and together we will begin our reign.”

      “No, Celeste,” I pleaded. “It lies. Its mist is surrounding you and brainwashing you.”

      She squirmed, trying to break free from Logan’s vice-like grip.

      The pages began to flip again, and when they stopped, I couldn’t resist the urge to read the title.

      “Crown of Blood.”

      I had a pretty good idea of what that meant, and it wasn’t anything good for me or Celeste.

      I slammed the book shut. “No!”

      The mist was sucked back into it, and a surge of power throbbed through the room. It had been neutralized…for now.

      The door flew open and our father appeared, looking breathless and frantic. “Girls. We have to go.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” I said in disbelief. “We’re not going anywhere with you, you asshole!” I shouted. “I’m going to take you to the Small Council to stand trial for your crimes against Valeria.”

      “Donall has betrayed me and will kill us all. We have to go.”

      I didn’t trust him, but I believed him this time, if for no other reason than the frantic look in his eyes.

      “The power orb,” I said. We couldn’t leave it for Donall to use, but I had no idea how to take it with us.

      “Celeste,” our father said. “You have to absorb it. You’re the only one who can handle the power.”

      “Are you insane?” I demanded. “She can barely handle her own. It’s sure to fry her mind. There has to be another way.” I took a breath, then said, “I’ll do it.”

      “No,” Logan said in a sharp tone. “The hell you will.”

      “It’s not the book talking,” I said, staring up into his worried face. “It’s me. We can’t leave it for Donall. He’ll do gods-knew-what with it.”

      “I don’t like it, Rowan.” He looked scared.

      “I don’t like it either, but—”

      “No,” Celeste said. Then a bright flash filled the room, and I fell to the ground unable to move. She’d paralyzed me.

      I realized my father and Logan were on the floor as well, and Celeste was reaching for the orb.

      No! I tried to shout, but my body wouldn’t work. I watched helplessly as the orb landed on her hand. There was another flash of light, and when I opened my eyes, the orb had disappeared.

      I heard Donall’s shouts in the distance, getting louder as he and his men grew closer, but I still couldn’t move. I quickly cast an invisibility glamour over Logan and me, masking our thoughts too. Next I glamoured the book. My father and Celeste knew where it was, but hopefully I’d be able to move it before they went to look for it. Last, I tried to hide Celeste, but my magic bounced off her as though she’d put up some kind of anti-magic shield.

      “Rowan!” Donall shouted as he walked into the room, coming to a full stop before he nearly stepped on my father.

      “Celeste?” He seemed taken aback. “Where’s Rowan?”

      “She took off with that man she was with. They have the book.”

      “Why are you here?” he asked.

      “I came to free the orb.” She held up her right hand and a blue light shone from her.

      “You took it?” he roared, getting pissed.

      “I freed it.”

      He shot her a dark glare. “I’m going to need that back.”

      “That’s impossible,” she said. “If you kill me, you’ll never get it back. I’m the only one who can free it.”

      She’d lied. To protect me.

      I had no idea what she was doing, but she was in serious trouble, and I had to help her. Only I couldn’t move. I was still paralyzed by her magic.

      “We have to get that book back,” Donall said in frustration, then turned his attention to our father. “Did you kill him?”

      “No,” Celeste said. “But he’ll likely be incapacitated for several minutes.”

      Donall gave her a long, appraising look. “Why did you come back?”

      She hesitated, then finally said, “The book called out to me. Rowan stole it, but at least I have the orb.”

      “Why didn’t you run with your sister?”

      Her expression morphed into surprise. “Why would I? Our coven bond is broken, thanks to you, and she and I were never close. Why would I go with her when my destiny lies elsewhere?”

      It was his turn to look taken aback. “And where would that be?”

      “You once offered me the hope of controlling my magic. Is the offer still good?”

      If I hadn’t been paralyzed, I would have tackled her. Maybe she was playing him, but her power had already strained her mind, emotions, and body before all of this went down. What would it do now that she had that orb?

      Strangely, I found myself thinking of Lisa. Lisa, who’d healed me but not Marni. Lisa, whose power might actually help Celeste.

      “You want to join forces with the Dark Set?” Donall asked in surprise.

      “For now. But if I come willingly, I want to have the freedom to leave when the time comes.”

      “And go back to your sisters?” he said in a dull tone.

      “No,” she said, with no hint of remorse. “I’ve outgrown them. Do I have your word?”

      He paused as though considering it. “Yes. Now we have to get out of here before my fool brother and his men find me.”

      Brandon and the Protective Force was here? They must have been the cause of the commotion. I’d never been happier to be wrong about someone, but I still intended to kick his ass for making me worry.

      Donall shouted into the hallway for assistance, and two men rushed in. The guards carried my father away, but Donall allowed Celeste to follow them on her own free will. She stopped at the door, placing her hand on the doorjamb.

      “I know you don’t understand,” she said in a low voice. “But I hope it all becomes clear someday—and that you know how much I love you and Phoebe, which is why it has to be me.”

      Then she walked out the door.
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        * * *

      

      It took another five minutes before I could move. Once I knew I could defend myself and Logan, I removed our glamour and crawled over to him.

      “Logan,” I cried out, grabbing his arm. “Are you okay?”

      He released a low groan. “No offense, Ro, but your sister’s a bitch.”

      I could see why he thought so, but I knew differently. “We need to get out of here. Can you move yet?”

      He pushed himself into a sitting position. “I’ve been telling you that all night. Let’s get the hell out of here.”

      I grabbed the book, but left it glamoured, then grabbed Logan’s hand and laced our fingers together, feeling the need to touch him.

      He leaned over and kissed me. “This night sucks.”

      I grinned. “This whole week has sucked.”

      A wicked gleam filled his eyes. “Not all of it. But you can make up for the rest when this is all resolved.”

      I frowned. “I’m not sure when this will be resolved. We may have the book, but they have Celeste. And the orb.”

      He shrugged. “Then I’ll wait. I’ve told you, Ro, I’m not going anywhere.”

      For the first time in my life, I let myself believe someone really did want to be there for me. Phoebe and I needed to defeat the Dark Set and Donall. We needed to find Celeste and bring her home. Most importantly, we had to control the book and keep it from being used.

      Through it all, Logan intended to stick to my side.

      Selfishly, I liked the sound of that.

      Just as I was about to glamour us to make our escape, I heard a familiar voice.

      “Where is she?” Phoebe demanded, which sounded off for her normally sweet voice.

      I rushed out into the hall to greet her, pulling her into a tight hug.

      “Celeste is missing, Ro,” Phoebe said. “We have to find her.”

      “I know who she’s with,” I said. “I have a lot to tell you. We’ve got our work cut out for us.”

      Logan wrapped his arm around my shoulders and challenged Phoebe with a fixed stare. “I’m Logan, and I’m Rowan’s boyfriend. I’m not a mage, but you need to know I’m not going anywhere.”

      She glanced up at him, then grinned. “I like him.”

      I did too. And right or wrong, I wasn’t letting him go.
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        * * *
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