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      A playful breeze twirled through a cloudless blue sky, tumbled over the immaculate green grass, and ruffled the collection of black skirts and dress slacks before drifting away to leave another crisp November afternoon in its wake. Unfortunately, it couldn’t ease the pall of grief that blanketed those gathered around the private family plot situated in the middle of the memorial gardens and surrounded by a thick hedge, a nod to the illusion of privacy. The somber priest’s attempt to provide comfort to the mourners was accompanied by sporadic soft trills and chirps from winged watchers who hid among the orange and yellow leaves that still clung to the branches of the nearby trees.

      But comfort was nowhere to be found. Not for those gathered to pay their last respects to Maximiliano Vasquez, scion of a beloved Arcane Family, and definitely not for the tall, raven-haired woman sitting painfully still. One hand was fisted in her lap. The other was held in a white-knuckled grip of a gray-haired, haggard-faced man who cradled a smaller, sobbing woman to his side. Christina Velasquez, Arcane Council member, watched from behind her oversized sunglasses as her beloved nephew’s casket was slowly lowered, her face an emotionless mask. For those who didn’t know her, the mask could easily be believed to be hiding the same grief riding Max’s parents.

      But I knew the councilwoman, and it wasn’t grief hiding under that thin façade but an ice-cold anger. Hiding behind my own dark lenses, I studied the crowd from my spot off to the side and noticed echoes of that same emotion lingering in a few other faces as well. My gaze drifted over my great-aunt Sabella’s carefully composed features and tight shoulders, only to land on the dark-haired man at her side. Sunlight glinted off another set of dark lenses, but his were unable to disguise his intimidating glower, which added an arrogant edge to his aristocratic face. Of course, Emilio Cordova had reasons for that arrogance, as did my great-aunt. Both were the heads of their respective Families and staunch supporters of Councilwoman Velasquez, personally and politically.

      As for me, I wasn’t there as one of Max’s closest and dearest or Christina’s lackey. I was there as Sabella’s driver and doing my best to remain as unobtrusive as possible. If I could have gotten away with it, I would have waited for her at the car, but she’d insisted I accompany her to the graveside. I only gave in once she promised not to make me sit next to her.

      My reticence had nothing to do with attending a funeral of someone I barely knew. Saying goodbye could take many forms, and if this was how Max’s loved ones found their peace, more power to them. My reluctance stemmed from what would be construed by the other attendees if I took a seat next to the notorious matriarch who led one of the original, inherently powerful Arcane Families. The last thing I wanted anyone thinking was that I intended to walk in Sabella’s gilded footsteps.

      Thanks, but no.

      Even if DNA was a harsh bitch to dodge, I had my own path to forge. Granted, it was still more of an unpaved access road, but given time and deep-seated stubbornness, I would make sure it was my legacy that filled me with pride. Not a birthright that was colored by fear and fawning sycophants.

      That didn’t lessen the curious glances sent my way every time I stepped out with her. Like right now. The weight of them was an itch against my skin, but thanks to recent practice, instead of scratching at the invisible judgment, I let my attention drift over the collection of Max’s friends and family then beyond the questionable privacy offered by the hedge border.

      Located in an older neighborhood of Phoenix, the memorial gardens had offered space for community members until the population outpaced the available plots. Now, the only way to claim a spot here was if your family had planned decades in advance, and Max’s family had called the valley home for a very long time. That didn’t mean the somber gardens didn’t get their fair share of visitors, but gatherings like this were a one-off.

      In fact, I clocked a couple sitting quietly on a bench near a gurgling fountain that was surrounded by an artful combination of flowers, rocks, and urn-filled niches. Beyond them, off among the rows of flat headstones, another person knelt and set aside a fresh bouquet of bright flowers before carefully removing the dried-out blooms.

      Off to the side, another semiprivate garden housed a miniature mausoleum. A shadow detached from the narrow doorway. After a heartbeat, then two, the figure resolved into a man. A shiver rippled down my spine, and I had no idea why. Nothing about him should have triggered such unease. He was too far away to make out much other than that he was of average height and build, and his hair was covered by a hat that shadowed his face.

      Our gazes seemed to connect, and my breath caught for a long indeterminable moment. Only when he turned and strolled away did I remember to exhale. I watched him walk away, his shoulders straight, his head up, and his hands in his pockets, as he disappeared behind a hedged wall.

      Chills peppered my arms. Who the hell was that?

      I nearly jumped out of my skin when fingers curled around my arm.

      “Rory, are you okay?” Sabella’s question was quiet, in keeping with our surroundings.

      I blinked and looked around to see that the mourners were slowly leaving the graveside. I managed a small smile as I covered her fingers with mine and gave them a comforting squeeze. “I’m good.”

      Sabella was no one’s fool. Her sharp hazel eyes narrowed as she turned toward where the mysterious man had disappeared and stared for a long moment before turning back to me. “Who was that?”

      My shoulders rose and fell, shrugging off my disquiet and her question. “I don’t know. Someone visiting a family member, I’m guessing.”

      A frown tugged the edges of her mouth down, but before she could ask anything more, we were interrupted.

      “Sabella, are you heading over to the Vasquezes’?” asked the dark-haired woman who was using Emilio’s arm to maintain her balance as she navigated the grass with her thin-spiked heels.

      I wasn’t sure she really needed Emilio’s help since I couldn’t remember ever seeing Maribel Ortiz wear shoes with heels shorter than three inches.

      “Yes,” Sabella answered then waited until the couple came to a stop at our side. I must have sighed, because she flicked me an amused glance and patted my arm. “Don’t worry. I won’t stay long.”

      “Stay as long as you want,” I said. “I can wait for you at the car.”

      “Actually, you can’t.” There was a gentle snap to her response, though not enough to stop me from opening my mouth to argue that as her driver, my place was behind the wheel, not mingling with people I didn’t know. Before I could start, though, she cut me off. “Your presence was specifically requested, Rory.”

      Hmm, that didn’t sound ominous at all. “By?”

      “Mateo and Olivia.”

      Ugh. More council members meant there was no polite route for refusal. I set my teeth. “Fine, I’ll go in with you.”

      Now that she had gotten her way, Sabella was all gracious smiles. “Good.” She turned back to Emilio and Mari, who were watching our exchange with ill-concealed amusement. “Will you two be there as well?”

      Emilio inclined his dark head. “Yes, but like you, we weren’t planning on staying long.”

      “I bet Locke gets to stay with the car,” I muttered under my breath, earning a poorly disguised chuckle from Locke, who stood behind Emilio, and a frown from Sabella.

      Emilio shook his head but continued as if I hadn’t commented. “Unfortunately, we have a dinner engagement we were unable to reschedule.” Whatever he saw on Sabella’s face had him quickly adding, “A business dinner, Sabella.”

      “That’s one way to phrase it,” Mari drawled. “I’d call it a bloodless come-to-Jesus conversation with over-priced chicken and asparagus.”

      I raised an eyebrow in silent query to the curvy lawyer.

      “Emilio might have to play nice, but since my only concern is the Cordova Family’s interests, I don’t have to,” she explained.

      Ahh, that explained the anticipatory glint in her dark eyes. “Who are you taking a bite out of now, Mari?”

      She shot me a grin that flashed white teeth. “Salient Tech out of California, and it’s not that big a bite, just a nip or two to remind them why they want to keep their fingers out of Emilio’s pies.”

      A nip or two would mean they would leave the table with bloodied nubs. I didn’t envy anyone who went up against Mari. She might look cute and cuddly, but she was all shark when it came to her clients. That was why she earned big bucks from Emilio and was worth every hard-earned penny I gave her.

      “I’m sure Emilio’s pies will be in good hands.” Heat hit my cheeks as I realized how that sounded. I didn’t need Locke’s amused snort to reinforce my embarrassment. I shot him a narrow-eyed look before apologizing to Emilio. “Sorry.”

      His lips quirked. “I have to agree—my pies are quite safe in Mari’s hands.”

      Gods save me from male amusement. Speaking of which… “Have you heard from Zev today?”

      Emilio’s attention sharpened. “Not today, but when we spoke yesterday, he indicated he might be out of pocket for a couple of days.”

      “So the lead panned out?”

      “He didn’t share details, but it sounded like it,” Emilio said.

      “That’s good,” I murmured. And it was.

      Zev Aslanov did double duty as Emilio’s right-hand man and my other half. Dark, dangerous, cynical, and ruthless, he made my head hurt and my heart smile, which strangely made him perfect for me. We’d been together just shy of a year, and during that time, we’d navigated mad scientists, dead bodies, jealous exes, misunderstandings, lost memories, and mercenaries intent on taking out one or both of us. Yet somehow, we were still together. I still wasn’t sure how a small fish like me who swam in the shallows of the Arcane’s elite had managed to gain and keep the attention of one of the biggest predators out there, but that was my life now. As the Cordova Family Arbiter tasked with dispensing both justice and vengeance for his Family, he was feared almost as much as he was respected. That was why he’d spent the last week or so hunting the one behind Max’s death and why Locke was shadowing Emilio.

      “It would be nice if he could bring us a name,” Sabella added, her attention focused on the dispersing mourners behind Emilio and Mari.

      “Or better yet, a body.” Emilio’s tone was dark. “And it doesn’t have to have a pulse.”

      Yep, Christina wasn’t the only one stewing about the wizard who called himself the Heretic Key. The high-level Key crawled in the depths of the dark web, offering nearly untraceable death curses for a hefty price. Numerous victims who were tied to prominent Arcane families had been lain at his feet, but the Council Hunters, including Zev, had spent years chasing shadows with no success. After the Heretic’s latest strike, Zev was more determined than ever to drag the Heretic out of the darkness and into the unforgiving light.

      Mari leaned deeper into Emilio in silent warning as a small group of mourners passed by, a couple exchanging nods of acknowledgment with Sabella and Emilio. Others were soon to follow, so our little pack also turned and began making our way to where the cars were parked. I let Emilio, Sabella, and Mari lead the way as I fell in with Locke.

      The subtle press of power from the crowd slowly swallowing us woke my own power, and it slid smoothly into place, holding back the press of magic. I didn’t bother reining in my Prism, not when the discomfort of being surrounded by various unfamiliar magic users kept the primitive part of me on edge. That feeling wasn’t helped by the unmistakable amount of sidelong glances coming my way. Besides, an innate defensive ability wasn’t worth much if it didn’t kick in at a whisper of potential threat.

      “You okay?” Locke’s question was low enough to stay between us.

      “Yeah, just hate being an object of curiosity.”

      “Cut ’em some slack, Rory,” the air mage teased. “It’s not every day they get to be up close to a unicorn.”

      I shot him a frown before letting my face smooth back out. “Unicorn?”

      “Would you rather I call you a dark horse?” He continued to poke at me. “You come out of nowhere, play a part in taking down not one but two Families, catch the eye of the one Arbiter everyone goes out of their way to avoid, and then Sabella publicly claims you as family. But the absolute topper? You come out as a Prism. Did you really think your presence wouldn’t cause a ripple?”

      “A ripple, I could deal with, but it’s been months since Sabella’s revelation.”

      Ahead of us, Mari, Emilio, and Sabella came to a stop as they spoke with a couple of people. Locke and I stopped short, giving them privacy. I angled to face Locke, putting my back to those moving through the gardens.

      Locke tucked his hands into his pockets but kept his attention on the crowd. “Maybe that ripple would have disappeared if you moved in their circles on a more regular basis.”

      “Yeah, no thank you.” I fell quiet as a group passed behind us. When they were out of earshot, I said, “Besides, you’d think they’d’ve moved on to other things by now.”

      The humor faded, leaving his voice serious. “Like Max’s death?”

      At my faux pas, heat spread under my cheeks. “That didn’t come out right.”

      A muscle jumped in Locke’s jaw as he continued to watch the mourners leave, and seeing that telling tic, it hit me.

      “You knew him.” It wasn’t a question.

      His gaze dropped to me, and even though I couldn’t see his eyes behind his sunglasses, I could feel the weight of his gaze. “Yeah, I did. Him and Devon both.”

      Yeah, I’d really put my foot in my mouth. I dared to reach out to squeeze his arm gently in a feeble attempt at comfort. “I’m sorry. Neither one deserved any of this.” Not the young, handsome, successful Max or his bubbly, brand-new fiancée who hadn’t survived the wreck that cost the couple everything. All because of a jealous, petty asshole who couldn’t find his spine if it was handed to him.

      “No, they didn’t,” he agreed in a hard voice. When our trio resumed its trek, Locke waved me forward, ending the conversation.

      We were silent until we reached the parking lot, where cars were now lined up at the entrance as they waited for the officer who was holding back traffic.

      Emilio stopped with Mari on one side and Sabella on the other as Locke and I came up. “Where are you parked?”

      I tipped my head over to the right. “Over there. You?”

      “We’re over here.” Locke waved toward the front of the lot. “Do you want us to walk you over?”

      I shook my head. “No, thanks.” I took in the faint lines of tension around Sabella’s lips and the slight slump to her shoulders. If I hadn’t known her so well, I would never have noticed the tiny tells. “Why don’t you wait here with them, and I’ll bring the car around.”

      Emilio had obviously picked up the same signs, because he was quick to jump in. “That sounds like a great idea. Come on, Sabella, you and Mari can sit at the bench over there while we wait.”

      Thankfully, my aunt didn’t fuss, so I looked to Locke, who dipped his chin in reassurance that he would keep an eye on things. Reassured she was in good hands, I strode toward where I’d left the car. I waited until there was enough distance between me and the others before I blew out a long, hard breath. Today was turning out to be harder than expected. Hopefully, Sabella meant what she’d said, and we wouldn’t be staying long.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      I followed Emilio’s Maybach through an impressive set of wrought-iron gates set in a thick wall of adobe that guarded the private domain of the Velasquez estate situated on Camelback Mountain. All of it—the house, the land, and the ride up—was impressive, but that was to be expected from this particular part of the Valley. Here, privacy was highly coveted, and those who called it home had no problems affording it. I glanced at the rearview mirror, checking on the unusually quiet Sabella in the back seat. Normally, we would pass the time chatting, but today, she was clearly preoccupied. Her head was turned toward the window, but since it had been that way for a bit and her expression remained strained, I didn’t think the passing scenery was holding her enthralled.

      To combat the resulting bout of low-level anxiety her unusual behavior triggered, I decided to disturb the silence with a casual “You never told me how your trip went.”

      Her attention shifted from the window to me as she mentally returned to the present. “It went,” she responded, her tone a little too casual.

      “And?”

      Yeah, I was pushing, but if I couldn’t take advantage of being her niece and treading where others feared, what was the point? Besides, we weren’t going anywhere. The line of cars had created a stop-and-go conga line crawl up the long, winding drive. Something had clearly happened while she was away, and whatever that was, it wasn’t good. It couldn’t have been if the visible signs of strain and thinned patience were any indications. Even her distracted state was worrisome. My great-aunt did not ruffle easily. I knew enough about her history to know that both life and her position in the top strata of Arcane society had created a ruthless woman who knew what she wanted, tolerated little, and demanded much. Hell, she’d been kidnapped, held captive under a curse, almost died, and still managed to handle the chaos with an envious aplomb.

      “And?” she repeated.

      “You rescheduled your flight home.” I dared a glance back then added, “Twice.”

      Her sigh drifted through the plush confines of the Bentley, a new acquisition after she’d decided she was done utilizing the Arcane Guild’s inventory of vehicles. As her personal driver and a Transporter who was endlessly fascinated by anything with an engine and wheels, I was slightly in lust with the sleek, sexy beast. The interior was so lush that when she shifted her weight, the leather gave a soft murmur of compliance. “It was a minor inconvenience.”

      Her brush-off wasn’t going to fly with me. “Minor wouldn’t keep you in Italy as long as it did.” There was one thing that might, though. Sabella was ruthless when it came to family, and two of her three grown children lived in Europe with their own offspring. “Is your family okay?”

      Her soft chuckle was dry. “You’re very good at hitting the bull’s-eye, dearest.”

      So definitely a family thing. That didn’t bode well, considering Sabella’s position, politically and magically, was such that only the suicidally inclined dared to cross her. The last time her family was targeted, my grandmother, Sabella’s twin sister, was killed, then my father was taken out. Eventually, my mother had been forced to take me and run when Sabella’s enemies turned their attention to us. It had taken years, but by the time Sabella finished exacting her retribution for both deaths, an entire Family line had been eradicated, my mother was dead, and I was a ward of the state.

      My grip on the leather-wrapped steering wheel tightened, and it gave a muffled creak in protest. “Who’s coming after you now?”

      She made a tsk of admonishment. “Insightful you may be, but you’re eternally pessimistic.”

      “Realistic,” I shot back. “How bad is it?”

      “It’s truly nothing,” she said, a hint of her typical arrogance reappearing. “My son had most of it in hand by the time I arrived. I simply helped him tidy up. Unfortunately, it took a little longer than expected, so my daughter decided to lend a hand. When we were done, I choose to extend my stay as I enjoy playing the doting grandmaman to my little treasures, and there was no rush for my return. That changed, of course, when the news came about Max and Devon…” True grief darkened her words.

      Her explanation rang true, but I wasn’t a Seeker, so a well-concealed lie could slide right by me, and I would never know. My great-aunt had no qualms about shading the truth if it ultimately served her needs, even with those close to her. But it didn’t address the worrisome demeanor that haunted her, and being the pessimist she’d named me earlier, my anxiety didn’t abate. I dared another mirror check as we’d stopped yet again, with the top of the drive in sight, and asked, “Are you okay?”

      She caught my gaze in the narrow mirror, and her lips curved, softening the lines. “I’m fine, Rory.” She leaned forward and gave my shoulder a gentle squeeze before settling back. “I’m just a bit worn from the funeral and flights and such.”

      Maybe she was, maybe she wasn’t, but clearly, she wasn’t ready to share. “Then we’re definitely keeping this visit short.”

      In front of us, Emilio’s car reached the top of the drive and turned off to the left, revealing a stunning entryway that rivaled a luxury hotel. I followed him into a paved section half filled with cars and pulled into a spot next to him. I shut down the Bentley and undid my belt before I twisted in my seat so I could see Sabella. “What do I need to know about Mateo and Olivia’s request?”

      Sabella was pulling out a lipstick from her clutch and touching up her lips, and somehow, she still managed to answer. “The impression I received was they simply had a job for you, one that required your particular skill set.”

      Since I was nearly impervious to most magical attacks, that wasn’t ominous. Not at all. I had a fleeting wish that Zev was home and not out on a hunt. Generally, his presence served to remind the council members to mind their manners around me. Sabella could do the same, but she was more likely to sit back and let me flounder in what she considered a learning moment. Even though she was partially right, I still considered maintaining my professionalism in the face of entitled arrogance a pain in my ass.

      She paused in the midst of putting away her lip color. “Wipe that expression off your face, Rory. What have I told you?”

      “You’ve gifted me many pearls,” I shot back. “Which nugget of wisdom are you referring to?”

      She dropped the lipstick into her clutch, snapped it shut, and caught my gaze. “Are you a threat or a tool?”

      Right now, I was feeling all sorts of sympathy for tools. “What’s with the constant tests?” I groused and shifted to get out of the car.

      Her hand moved so fast, I had no way of avoiding it. Her fingers caught my chin and held it in a gentle but implacable grip that matched the steely-eyed gaze boring into mine. “Consider it a compliment, not an insult. If they didn’t think you could handle yourself, you’d just be another lackey.” She studied me for a moment, green sparking in the hazel depths of her eyes. “Remember who you are, girl.” The press of her fingers against my jaw was inescapable. “Tool or threat?”

      “Threat,” I gritted out, because it was the truth. I was more Sabella’s niece than I was comfortable admitting, no matter how hard I tried to keep that part of me tucked out of sight.

      Her red lips curved up into a pleased smile, and she let me go. “Good.” She moved back and raised a brow. “Then let’s go offer our condolences to the family, shall we?”
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      Bodies moved through the impressive space, the murmur of voices dulled by the somber air. I stood off to the side of the large open entertaining space filled with friends and family of the Vasquezes and did my best not to fidget. With this many magic users in one confined area, it was hard to avoid the near-electric edge of arcane energy that drifted through the room. That underlying hum of power read like a low-level threat to my magic and spiked my anxiety, which meant my Prism was in full play, shielding me from unseen threats, real or perceived.

      I had lost sight of Emilio, Mari, and Locke about ten minutes after we hit the door, when someone had called Emilio’s name. Last time I saw the trio, they were headed toward the back of the house that presumably opened to the patio. Since Sabella was my responsibility, I stayed at her back and left Locke to his charges.

      Sabella stood off to my right with Olivia and Mateo, quietly conversing about shared acquaintances. I was still waiting to hear what the two council members wanted from me, and based off how many times the three were interrupted by other guests, I was betting I would be waiting a bit longer.

      Mateo and Olivia appeared to be attending as each other’s plus one, which made me wonder if Mateo’s reputation as one of the Arcane’s most notorious bachelors was more hype than reality. Younger than Olivia by a good fifteen plus years, he epitomized the whole tall, dark, and dangerous thing, which played well in the media. Unlike Zev, who carried the same edge, Mateo was colder and much more ruthless. That was probably why he had no issue holding a council seat despite being in his early thirties.

      Olivia, on the other hand, was the picture of cool elegance, from her blond hair artfully streaked with silver to the toes of her red-soled stilettos. She reminded me a lot of Sabella, not because they were close in age and mannerisms but because that demeanor hid a well-honed ruthlessness shared by everyone on the Council. When I first met her, I’d mistaken her graciousness for gentleness, but after months of interactions, I knew she could smile sweetly even as she left you bleeding at her feet.

      Right now, all three were talking in low voices to Max’s father and another older man I didn’t recognize. There were no smiles to be had among any of them, just a lot of tense shoulders, clenched jaws, and sharp head shakes.

      Keeping the group at the edge of my attention, I scanned those nearby and recognized a younger couple talking with Max’s mother. Perry Robbins and Rebecca Tsosie. Both were close friends of Max and Devon. So close that Perry was to be Max’s best man and Rebecca, Devon’s maid of honor. Perry leaned down to Max’s mother’s shorter form as he ran a hand through his hair, the dirty-blond strands mussed by previous passes. Dark-haired Rebecca, tucked at his side, reached up to smooth it back in place. Her gaze drifted over the gathering, collided with mine, and widened in recognition. Then she offered a small, sad smile in silent greeting.

      I tilted my head in return and continued to study the room. There were other faces I recognized, like Kent Summers, another close friend of Max’s, and Dr. Arturo Garcia, the Cordova Family healer. And they weren’t the only blasts from my recent past. I could’ve sworn I caught a glimpse of the Muse, Shelby Quinn, a memory mage who had helped Zev reclaim his memories from a curse, over by the photo display earlier. But other than a few silent exchanges of acknowledgment and the occasional speculative glance from the curious, I was left alone.

      Sabella broke away and began to head my way, so I met her halfway. When we got close, she said, “Come along,” then headed toward a hall on our left.

      With no other choice, I trailed along. Halfway down, she opened a door and disappeared inside. I followed her into a well-appointed home office, stopped just inside with my hand holding the door open, and checked behind us. No one followed, so I asked, “Do you want the door open or closed?”

      “Leave it open,” she said as she settled into one of two plush club chairs facing the cherrywood desk. “Olivia and Mateo should be here momentarily.”

      I moved farther into the room, and with anticipation riding my ass and keeping me on my feet, I wandered alongside the floor-to-ceiling bookcases that took up the far wall, checking out the titles and framed photos.

      After a few moments, Sabella chided, “Child, settle.”

      “Can’t,” I muttered, even as I went to the masculine desk that faced her chair and leaned my butt against the edge. I gripped the edge, my fingers tapping restlessly against the underside as she watched me with clear amusement. Reading her unasked question in her raised eyebrow, a trick I wished I could pull off, I explained, “Talking business at a memorial is just…” I shuddered in distaste.

      Sabella did that thing the older generation had down to an art—an exasperated head shake as if the youngster in front of them were just a tad bit dense. “Business is business, regardless of the event, darling.”

      “And with everyone occupied with the reason we’re gathered, they won’t note us stepping away for a moment,” a new voice said.

      I straightened abruptly, my attention on the couple joining us. I nodded to Olivia. “Councilwoman Johanson.” Then I greeted the man behind her, who closed the office door. “Councilman Medina.”

      Olivia waved away my manners. “Olivia, please, Rory.” She settled into the chair next to Sabella then shot me a look from under startling dark lashes. “You don’t mind, do you?”

      Not sure if she was asking about using my first name or requesting this discussion, I shook my head.

      “Good.” She smoothed down the heather-gray skirt as she angled her long legs and tucked one pointed toe behind her ankle. Her gaze shifted to the man who had unerringly found the crystal-cut decanter and matching glasses sitting off to the side on a marble-topped wet bar. “Mateo, would you pour me one as well?”

      “Of course.” He looked to Sabella and raised a squat glass filled with a couple of inches of warm amber liquid. “Sabella?”

      “No thank you,” she said.

      He looked to me, I shook my head, and he turned to finish pouring. He brought Olivia’s drink to her and handed it over. Then he moved around the two women and came to stand near me at the desk.

      My muscles locked in an instinctive reaction to his nearness, and I fought the urge to put more space between us.

      A cynical amusement lit his dark eyes. I didn’t care. The last time I saw him, he’d forced me to reveal that I was a Prism. Zev had called Mateo’s magical attack a test, I’d called it an assault, then we’d agreed to disagree.

      “Rory”—Mateo’s voice carried an echo of the ruthlessness that had led him to be one of the youngest sitting Council members—“how are you?”

      I swallowed back a defensive growl and managed a polite “Good, thank you.”

      His lips curved, revealing a flash of white teeth as he lifted his glass to sip his drink.

      “We won’t take up much of your time,” Olivia said. “First, thank you for accommodating us. I’m sure you’re aware that Zev has been tracking the Heretic at our request.”

      I nodded.

      “While we are confident that he’ll return with quarry in hand soon, Zev’s hunt has muddied some dark waters.” She drummed her fingers against the leather armrest, but her gaze remained on me. “Have you heard of Court Stones?”

      Sabella sucked in a quiet breath but didn’t interrupt.

      I slogged through my memory banks, hoping to dredge up an answer, but no such luck. “It doesn’t sound familiar.”

      “Unsurprising,” she said. “Most consider them nothing more than a myth, and until very recently, they would’ve been correct.”

      “Olivia, they were destroyed.” There was a wealth of warning in Sabella’s voice. “We were there.”

      “We were,” Olivia agreed. “But we missed one.”

      “How?”

      Olivia’s shoulders rose and fell in a graceful shrug. “I don’t know, Bella, but we did.”

      “If,” Mateo cut in, an acerbic edge to his voice, “we are to believe Aslanov’s source.”

      Before I could let loose my automatic defense of Zev, Olivia chided, “Zev is no one’s fool, Mateo. If he says it’s authentic, then I’m inclined to believe him.” She turned back to me and resumed her story. “Court Stones was a pretty name given to an ugly magic. Like many magical artifacts, the origin stories vary, but all agree that the stones’ creation was accidental. Their power, however, was another story.”

      Picking up on the use of the plural, I asked, “Stones? As in more than one?”

      Unperturbed by my interruption, she nodded. “Seven, to be specific. Each carried some level of influencing magic.”

      “As in, if you had one, you could make someone do what you want?”

      “No,” Mateo answered. “As in, if you were a highly skilled Charmer and controlled one of the stronger stones, you could make an unsuspecting mage of lesser power do your bidding, and they’d never remember doing so.”

      “And if you were a fire mage and claimed one,” Sabella said, picking up the explanation, “you could make someone believe they were burning to death without leaving a mark on their body.”

      Okay, the puppet thing was scary enough, but that last one? I suppressed a shiver. “So basically, the stones control other mages?”

      The three powerhouses exchanged a round of looks before Olivia said, “A little oversimplified, but accurate.”

      “And if someone managed to get their hands on all seven of them?” I pushed, even knowing the forthcoming answer wasn’t good. “What then?”

      Mateo set his now-empty glass on the desk, the crystal hitting the wood with a solid thunk, and looked at me. A darkness moved through his grim expression. “Whatever you’re imagining, double it, and you still wouldn’t come close to the nightmare that would result.”

      “Which is why the Council decided to destroy them.” Sabella’s voice was sharp enough to cut.

      “And why they were deliberately kept apart.” Olivia’s tone, in stark contrast, was gentle. “Not that it stopped mages from searching for them.”

      It didn’t take a genius to fill in the blanks. “Let me guess—those hunts left a trail of bodies.”

      “Worse,” Sabella said as Mateo muttered something I didn’t catch.

      I frowned as my gaze bounced between them. “Worse?”

      “Some victims were left breathing, but their minds and power were shattered.”

      It took a few seconds for Mateo’s statement to sink in—partially because it was bit out in a near growl and partially because the concept was so hard to grasp. The darkness from earlier had settled deep into his features, leaving a wrathful being in its wake.

      A story lived there. But I wasn’t stupid enough to ask for it.

      Olivia picked up the tale. “Years ago, the Council handpicked a unit of Scouts and Hunters to recover the stones. As each stone was brought back, it was destroyed. Once all seven had been reduced to dust, the matter was considered closed and the threat removed.”

      Read, the Council wiped out any mage that had anything to do with the stones. It seemed to be a favored reaction from the ruling Arcane body.

      Not privy to my cynical commentary, Olivia finally got to the point. “However, it seems one survived, and the Heretic is keen on acquiring it.”

      “And with Zev breathing down his neck,” Mateo said, “the cabrón can’t risk exposing himself to take possession. Which is where you come in.”

      It didn’t take a genius to put two and two together, and the answer wasn’t unexpected. I had outed myself to the Council when I stepped between Zev and a pissed-off water mage who happened to be another Arbiter. When I survived and the water mage didn’t, the Council demanded answers about my uncanny ability to remain breathing. I gave them, making the sitting power part of a select group who knew my not-so-secretive secret. “You want me to pick up this stone and play bait.”
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