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      CRUNCH.

      The guy’s back slammed into the wall with a thud, sending tremors through the concrete.

      “I don’t know anything, I swear!” he yelled, spittle hanging from his jaw like a hungry … well, wolf.

      He might have looked like an average college kid when we’d found him in a local bar and dragged him into the alley behind a restaurant. Come the full moon, it would be a very different situation.

      “Funny, why is it I don’t believe you?” Joel grabbed the werewolf by his shirt and hoisted him up. “Maybe it is because the guy we spoke to told us you were at the Nova Club, telling anyone who would listen that you’d done a job for the Circle of Statera. Now, we aren’t leaving until you talk. So, how about you tell us what you know? Then, I won’t have to find new and interesting ways to get it out of you.”

      I glanced at Lucas, who was perched on the wall next to me, wearing a bored expression. At this point, we were merely spectators. Considering the guy had enhanced werewolf strength, even in human form, it was kind of embarrassing how easily Joel was pushing his buttons.

      The guy made one last burst at freedom and lunged at Joel. He moved fast, but Joel ducked and slammed his shoulder into the werewolf’s stomach. He folded on impact, and Joel pinned him against the wall by his neck.

      “Tee, come over here,” he called over his shoulder.

      I jumped down from the wall and crossed the alley to where he had the guy pinned.

      As I got closer, the pup sniffed the air, and a low growl came from the back of his throat. I cautiously inched forward. It wasn’t a full moon, but the beast lurked underneath the surface.

      “Stop that,” Joel warned, giving the guy a shove as I reached his side.

      The wolf gave in, and his shoulders sagged.

      “She’s training,” Joel told the pup in a friendly manner, like the boy was a willing volunteer in our impromptu hunter-training session. He held the guy’s face in one hand and squeezed his jaw until he opened his mouth. “It’s almost the full moon, so if you look here …”

      With his other hand, he shone the flashlight on his cell phone into the pup’s eyes, and I watched, openmouthed, as his incisors grew. The pup pulled out of Joel’s grip and shoved him away, sneering.

      “Just hit him already,” Lucas called from his spot on the wall.

      Joel turned to the pup, flashing him an apologetic smile. “You’ll have to excuse my brother; he’s not normally this rude. Something went down recently, which has left him with little patience and an increased thirst for violence.” He raised his voice, directing the last part at Lucas, who rolled his eyes. Joel leaned his head closer to the pup and whispered conspiratorially, “You’re gonna have to give me something. Otherwise, I’ll have to let someone else try. Actually, that’s not a bad idea.” He lifted his gaze to me. “Let’s at least get something useful out of this.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “You want me to beat information out of him?”

      One side of Joel’s mouth tipped up. “You said you wanted to take more on.”

      “I was talking about spells, more of the magical element.”

      Joel shrugged. “Okay, fine. I just thought it would be a good chance …”

      He lifted his arm, and the pup lurched forward, sprinting toward the entrance of the alleyway. His eyes sparked, and a growl left his throat as he stared down the only thing standing in the way of his freedom.

      Me.

      “It’s a good chance to get some practice in,” Joel called from behind me.

      Bastard.

      As much as I wanted to strangle Joel right then, I knew he was right. I couldn’t wait until I felt in the mood for combat training. These situations were unpredictable, and practicing could be the difference between life and death.

      With a sigh, I rolled my shoulders and faced the pup. Surely, it can’t be that hard. He’s not in wolf form, and Joel was throwing him around like a rag doll. Besides, I’ve been working on my strength training lately and⁠—

      Oomph.

      I let out a yelp as the wolf barged into me, and the air left my lungs as I hit the ground with a thump. After allowing myself a split second to shoot a glare at Joel—who stood against the wall, his arms folded across his chest as he watched intently—I lifted myself to my elbows and swept my leg at the wolf, who was scrambling away.

      Deep down, I knew Joel and Lucas wouldn’t let anything happen to me. Still, they were both serious about teaching me how to handle myself, and while the bruises sucked, I got how important it was.

      The pup leaped at me and took a swing at my face. Pain ricocheted down my arm as it collided with his fist while I blocked the brunt of the force. The pup was more energetic than he looked. But so was I. Inhaling deeply, I used my pain-fueled anger to take a shot at him with my other arm and clocked him on the jaw. Not giving him time to recover, I followed up with a swift roundhouse kick to the chest.

      I grasped his jacket. The pup twisted sharply. As I was still holding his jacket, the sudden movement knocked me off-balance, and I stumbled. He pounced, shoving me backward with his shoulder. We scuffled for a moment as I desperately tried to regain momentum. I felt the snap of his jaw near my stomach. A wave of fear rolled through me. I wasn’t sure if a werewolf bite counted outside the full moon or not, but I wasn’t taking any chances.

      “Oh no, you don’t.” I brought up my knee between his legs as hard as I could.

      The pup doubled over with a howl, and I heard Joel and Lucas give sympathy groans behind him.

      I took a step back and tried to catch my breath.

      “All right.” Joel gripped the wolf by his collar and pushed him back up against the wall. “As much as watching my girl kick your ass turns me on, I’m gonna stop you right there. Round one goes to Tia. Normally, I’d say going for the crown jewels is playing dirty⁠—”

      “He started it. He tried to bite me!” I protested, hands on my hips.

      “Hey, in a fight to the death, it all counts.” He turned his attention to the wolf. “You done yet? Circle of Statera—start talking.”

      When the wolf snarled, Joel pressed his arm down harder. “Fine. Looks like we’re gonna have to do this the hard way.”

      He pulled a silver letter opener out of his pocket, and the guy’s green eyes went wide.

      “Okay, okay,” the wolf choked out. “What do you wanna know?”

      Joel eased the pressure on his neck. “Everything.”

      “I … I don’t know much. The Circle focuses on the natural order and the balance between⁠—”

      “The balance between good and evil. Yeah, yeah, we got that part. What else?” Lucas interrupted.

      Joel scowled at Lucas but didn’t say anything.

      Ever since we’d learned Jade had betrayed him—and us—Lucas had been struggling. I knew it drove Joel crazy, not being able to stop his little brother from hurting, but what could he do? There was nothing any of us could do but try to help him through it.

      “Who are they?” Joel pressed.

      “I don’t know. I-I don’t,” the pup stuttered when Joel made a move for his pocket. “All I know is there are five of them. One for each point of the pentagram. They have heads from each entity.” He counted them off on his fingers. “A demon, a witch, a werewolf, a vampire⁠—”

      “And Walt. A human,” I finished.

      “With that dick, our representation is seriously lacking,” Joel muttered. “What did they want from you?”

      “It was a scouting mission, I think. At Alcatraz.”

      Lucas’s brow furrowed. “Alcatraz?”

      The wolf nodded. “For a project they have. I don’t know what it is though.”

      “Alcatraz has been closed for a while now. Wasn’t it bought by some private company?” I said, trying to remember where I had heard that. Perhaps a local newspaper when we had been in California.

      “What information?”

      “Nothing big. I just had to watch the place. Report back what I saw.”

      “And what did you see?”

      “Nothing.”

      I rolled my eyes. This guy was giving me a serious headache.

      “Back to these head entities. We want names,” Joel continued.

      “I don’t know … I’m telling the truth.”

      Joel frowned. “As opposed to earlier, when you said you didn’t know anything about the Circle.”

      “Man, come on. If my pack finds out I talked, they’ll kill me, and that’s nothing compared to if Conrad finds out.” His eyes widened as he realized his mistake.

      Joel tilted his head to one side. “Conrad, huh? Now, we’re getting somewhere.”

      “Please, that’s all I know. The head werewolf’s name is Conrad. I’ve never met him, just heard my pack talk about him. I swear.”

      “You swore you didn’t know any more, and now, you’ve told us his name.”

      “This time, it’s true. Honestly, you have to believe me,” the wolf pleaded. “All I know is his name, which is enough to get me killed if he finds out I told you.”

      Joel regarded him for a moment and then released the pup. “Then, I guess you’d better start running.”

      He took a step backward, and the wolf hesitated, his features clouded with uncertainty. Then, a snarl escaped his lips, and he bolted. His footsteps faded as he disappeared down the alley and out onto the street.

      I frowned. “What’s up with Alcatraz?”

      “Maybe that’s where they took Kayla?” Lucas said.

      My heart clenched at the spark of hope in his eyes, the first positive emotion we’d seen from him since Jade’s revelation at Devils Tower.

      “We don’t want to jump in too quickly. It could be anything,” Joel told him.

      Lucas’s eyes darkened, and he whirled on his brother. “What? Suddenly, you’re the calm voice of reason? Not so long ago, you were about to run into hell without any planning or research whatsoever.”

      “Yeah, because I wasn’t thinking clearly,” Joel said evenly. “Luckily, I had my brother there, looking out for me to make sure I didn’t do anything stupid.”

      Lucas’s lip curled, but I could tell by his face the words had sunk in. He might not like it, but he got it. “Fine, so what’s your bright idea?”

      “We find out as much as we can about this company and what they’re doing. In the meantime, we just struck gold with a much more valuable nugget of information.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked him.

      “The wolf just told us, aside from Walt, we are looking for a vamp, a wolf, a witch, and a demon. We might not know who they are yet, but it’s definitely something we can work with.”

      Lucas jumped down from the wall and walked past us toward the street.

      “Hey, where are you going?” Joel asked.

      “I have a few leads I wanna check out, and then I’m gonna get some food. I’ll call you later,” Lucas shouted over his shoulder.

      We watched as he disappeared into the darkness. Joel’s fists curled by his sides, and I ran my hand down his back.

      “He’s still upset over Jade.”

      “I know. And I get it, but I hate him pulling away like this.”

      “He’s not only hurt; he’s also embarrassed.”

      His jaw tightened. “Well, he shouldn’t be. She had us all fooled.”

      “I know.”

      The memory of finding out what Jade had done made my blood boil. Joel was right; although she’d hurt Lucas the worst, we had all trusted her. We had believed she was one of us, but she had been playing us all along.

      “Just give him some time to work through his emotions. You can’t fix this for him, but he knows you’re there for him.”

      “I hope you’re right. Us Jacksons don’t deal with heartbreak well.”

      “Of course I’m right.” I gave him a sassy smile.

      His eyes flared with heat, and he pulled me back into the shadows and covered my mouth with his. I wrapped my arms around his neck and let myself enjoy the moment. Everything had been so tense lately.

      Joel lifted his head, and I stared into his eyes, which shimmered like a lake at midnight.

      “I have a present for you.”

      I arched a brow. “Is that what you’re calling it these days?”

      He laughed, and I grinned. Making Joel laugh was one of my favorite things to do.

      “The gift that keeps on giving, but no, I’m talking about this.” He took a small pink leather pouch out of his pocket and handed it to me.

      “What is this?”

      “What does it look like?”

      I opened the pouch. Inside was a set of small silver tools. “A lock-pick kit.” I lifted my gaze to his, and he nodded. “And it’s pink. Joel, this is so cute. You are so cute.”

      I kissed him, and he chuckled against my lips.

      “Not so loud. The demons will hear you.”

      “We don’t want that,” I said with a laugh. I picked up my purse from the floor where I’d dropped it. I slipped the strap over my head and tucked the pink pouch inside.

      “Lucas will be okay, right?” Joel asked, staring down the alley in the direction Lucas had gone.

      “Of course. It’s natural that he wants to do his own thing for a bit. Didn’t you blow off steam when we were apart?”

      “Lucas isn’t like me; he doesn’t blow off steam like that.”

      I jerked my head back. “Why? What kind of steam did you blow off?” I frowned. This conversation barely made sense anymore.

      He pulled me closer to him. “That’s a humiliating story that you will have to get me very drunk to hear about.”

      “Now, I’m intrigued.”

      He hooked his thumb under my chin; he tilted my head up and dropped his mouth to mine in a tantalizing kiss.

      “Watching you fight is incredibly hot,” he murmured against my lips.

      “I know the feeling. Although you think everything is hot.”

      “I think you’re hot.”

      “Hmm.” I brushed my lips against his in a light kiss. “Likewise.”

      “What do you say about going back to the motel and doing some more training?”

      “If I beat you, will you help me do a spell?” I clasped my hands together.

      “You’re really serious about practicing magic?”

      “I’m definitely interested. You didn’t think I was?”

      “I just thought you were trying to impress me. Ya know, with that rumor about my thing for witches. Babe, you know that whole thing is a joke, right? It’s not actually something I look for in a girl.” Joel smirked as I elbowed him. “Doesn’t matter either way because you won’t beat me. I won’t go easy on you.”

      “I’m well aware of that. But I have my ways.”

      He regarded me with narrowed eyes. “I hope that means something sexy and not something mean.”

      With a little smile, I gave a shrug, trying not to laugh.

      He wrapped his arm around me and looked down with a frown. “Fine, but no knees to the balls. Save that for the bad guys.”

      My smile dropped at the sound of footsteps behind me. I spun around, but all I saw was darkness. A chill skittered down my spine. “Did you hear that?”

      “No. What was it?”

      “I don’t know. I thought I heard footsteps, and I had this feeling. Like someone was there.”

      Instantly in hunter mode, Joel headed into the shadows, hand on his gun. I followed slowly, ready to back him up. But we found nothing, not even a cockroach.

      “Come on. Let’s get out of here,” Joel said.

      I slipped my arm around Joel’s waist and took one last look behind me into the dark, and then we headed out.
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      I swirled the glass in my hand and stared at the amber-colored liquid. I had never been one for drowning my sorrows, but lately, I’d found myself giving it a decent shot. Anything to stop the horrible ache inside of me. To stop me thinking of—no, obsessing over her.

      Jade. Her name was a bad taste in my mouth. The girl who had ripped out my heart not once, but twice.

      What is that saying? Fool me once, shame on you. Lie, scheme, and plot to kill me twice, and I won’t see it coming, so I’ll walk straight into your trap like a good little puppy dog?

      No? Just me then?

      “Lucas?”

      I looked up at the bartender, my vision slightly blurred. Did I imagine it, or did she just say my name?

      “You don’t remember me, do you?”

      Squinting in an attempt to force my eyes to focus, I studied her again. Warm brown eyes looked at me with kindness and a hint of curiosity. She was cute. Her long blonde hair was pulled into one of those fancy plait thingies, showing off her heart-shaped face. Maybe I had seen her before, but she wasn’t ringing any bells.

      I shrugged. “Nope, sorry. No offense. I meet a lot of people.”

      “I’ll bet you do.” She leaned in closer and lowered her voice. “Saving people from monsters.”

      She smelled of strawberries. Swallowing the mouthful of bourbon, I savored the burn as it went down my throat.

      “Hope,” I said slowly, reading her name tag aloud.

      “Hope Pardoe. You saved me back in St. Louis Cemetery.”

      I snapped my fingers and pointed at her. “Yes, I remember.”

      She poured me another drink and slid it across the bar. When I took out my wallet, she held up her hand. Like an idiot, I watched, my alcohol-fueled brain only able to focus on her blonde plait swinging as she shook her head.

      “The least I can do is buy you a drink. You saved my life, and I never got to thank you properly. I was in shock, and you guys ran off so quickly that night.”

      “In all fairness, I had been bitten by a vampire,” I said with a wry grin.

      Those large brown eyes clouded. “What happened? You didn’t turn into one?”

      My lips numb, I smiled. “No, I didn’t turn into one. I’m fine.”

      She ran an appreciative gaze over me. “Good.”

      I leaned back in my chair. “So, how have you been?”

      Her eyes dropped to the bar, and she picked at a knot in the otherwise smooth wood. “It’s been hard. Especially not being able to tell anyone the truth. My parents sent me to therapy, but it didn’t help because I couldn’t be honest. If I’d started talking about demons and vampires, they would have locked me away like Bethany. She’s home now, by the way. We’re helping each other, and I think we’re through the worst of it.”

      “That’s great, Hope.” And I meant it. I wasn’t a completely drunk, bitter asshole. Saving people like Hope was the reason we did what we did. At least something good had come out of the horrible, dark, messy, evil⁠—

      Hope dipped her head into my eyeline, interrupting my fragmented, drunken thoughts. “Vampire bites aside, how are things with you, Lucas? No offense, but you look a little …”

      I waited, lifting an eyebrow with interest.

      “Worse for wear,” she finished.

      How am I? Now, there was a question.

      Jade’s betrayal had cut me deep, and almost three weeks later, I had yet to stop bleeding. After desperately wanting answers for so long, I finally had them, and they were so much worse than anything my imagination had conjured up. Jade worked for the enemy. The things she had done … now, she was my enemy, too.

      “I’m surviving.” My voice sounded gruff to my ears.

      Hope’s pink tongue licked her red lips, and I looked down at my glass.

      Man, I am really drunk.

      “What about your girlfriend? The one who was there that night?”

      I closed my eyes. “We aren’t together anymore.”

      “Good.” When I opened my eyes, Hope was leaning over the bar, her face now inches from mine. “Because now, I get to do this.”

      Those red lips moved closer and touched mine. At least I thought they did. Mine were still kinda numb. Without allowing myself to think, I moved closer and covered her mouth with mine in a bourbon-flavored kiss. Fueled by the alcohol, I urged her lips apart and swept my tongue into her mouth. Hope let out a soft moan and pulled back. With a sweet smile, she glanced around the bar while I stared at her with hazy thoughts, and honestly, I was a little stunned at the desire stirring inside me. Satisfied no one was paying us much attention, Hope leaned back in.

      Hold on, isn’t she really young? A niggling doubt pushed through my brain fog. “How old are you?”

      “Nineteen next week,” she said breathlessly.

      Thank God. I covered her mouth with mine and then pulled back again.

      “And you work in a bar?”

      She shot me a seriously, that’s what you’re thinking right now look and then glanced around. “Yes, I have a fake ID, just like you, and I get off in half an hour. How far is your motel?”
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      By the time we reached my motel room, I had almost talked myself out of it. I was drunk and on the rebound. Two excellent reasons that hooking up with Hope was a terrible idea.

      I closed the door, trying to figure out how to explain things to Hope when she stepped up to me and cupped me through my jeans. Heat sizzled in my veins.

      Okay, maybe this isn’t such a bad idea.

      I leaned in, using my tongue to part her lips. Hope eagerly kissed me back and ran her hands down my chest. Our kisses were hot, wet, and out of control. Nothing like it had been with Jade.

      Hope tugged at my shirt, and I whipped it off. She made a humming sound as she drank in my body, and I gave her a smirk.

      “Your turn.”

      She took off her top, revealing her ample chest encased in white lace. I traced the top of her bra with the tip of my finger, and she bit down on her plump bottom lip, her red lipstick now faded and smudged.

      No doubt, all over my lips. I liked that thought.

      My tongue went back in her mouth as our hands explored each other’s flesh, her soft skin like silk.

      She shed her bra, and I cupped her breasts in my hands, squeezing gently. Comparisons to Jade fluttered through my mind like confetti. I pulled back, annoyed with myself.

      Stop thinking about Jade!

      “Is something wrong?” Hope asked.

      “No.” I sighed and tried to put my thoughts back together. “I … it’s just … we’re leaving town soon, and I …” And you what, Lucas?

      Hope smiled. “You are so sweet. I’m under no illusions about what tonight is, and you’ve made no promises.”

      “And you’re sure you want this?”

      She curled a finger inside my belt loop. “Absolutely.”

      A genuine, lazy smile spread across my face. “Then, let’s have some fun.”

      I stripped off my pants and threw myself on the bed. Hope squealed as I yanked her down with me.

      I viciously shoved my thoughts to one side and let desire take over.

      Hope arched her back, the tightness of her body welcoming mine. I lost myself in her over and over until Hope cried out and dug her fingernails into my back.
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      “Good morning, sunshine.” I didn’t have time to register Joel’s voice before the curtain was yanked open, and sunlight flooded the room.

      “Ugh.” I threw my arm over my eyes.

      “Morning.” Hope’s voice came from next to me.

      I peered out from under my arm.

      Draped in my T-shirt, Hope climbed out of bed.

      Joel and Tia stood by the window, matching looks of surprise on their faces. I almost laughed, except my head splintered into a thousand pieces.

      “Sorry, Lucas. We didn’t realize you … had company. We can come back later.” Tia tugged Joel’s arm, but he didn’t budge.

      “Who was that?” he whisper-hissed, nodding his head toward the bathroom.

      “Hope.”

      “Who’s Hope?”

      “Hope Pardoe.”

      “Hope Pardoe … why does that name sound familiar?” Joel’s eyes widened. “The chick from the tomb? Are you crazy? That’s a level one cling-on alert.”

      “Shh.” Tia gave him a shove.

      “You really are lucky to have found yourself such a sensitive guy,” I told her.

      Joel scrunched up his face. “Those girls were young. How old is she?”

      “Eighteen.”

      “Did you check her driver’s license?”

      “Joel,” Tia reprimanded.

      His eyebrows flew up. “I’m serious. The last thing we need is him being thrown in jail for hooking up with an underage girl.”

      “I told you, she’s eighteen. Now, what are you doing here?”

      “We came to check on you.” Reluctance tinged Tia’s voice.

      My brother wasn’t as apologetic. “Because, yesterday, you disappeared and didn’t reply to my messages, and now, you’re …” He waved his hand in my direction. “This isn’t exactly a Lucas Jackson move.”

      I bit back a nasty retort about it being more like a Joel Jackson move. He was just worried. I should have at least let them know I was safe, but I had been drunk and … otherwise occupied.

      “Thanks for your concern, but it isn’t needed. Why are you freaking out so bad anyway? Last time Jade and I broke up, you would have welcomed this.”

      Joel shot a glance at Tia. “Not this exactly.”

      I snorted. “Please. How many times did you tell me that sleeping with a random girl would help me get over Jade? Don’t complain if I finally decided to test the theory.”

      “And has it?” Tia asked, folding her arms across her chest.

      I stared at her blankly. “Has it what?”

      “Has sleeping with Hope helped you get over Jade?”

      I bit down on the inside of my cheek and averted my gaze. “Of course not.”

      I waited for the I told you so, but they were both quiet.

      Eventually, Joel broke the ice. “If you haven’t had enough awkwardness for the day already, say your good-byes, lover boy. We’re leaving in thirty minutes.”

      My head throbbed as I sat up and pulled my T-shirt on. “Where are we going?”

      “To 13 Moons,” Joel said over his shoulder as he followed Tia out of the door.
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      “How worried do we need to be about Lucas?” Tia asked as she made herself comfortable in the passenger seat of our rental.

      Good question.

      “This might seem like a disaster, but drunken hook-ups are actually a good thing. All part of a guy mending his broken heart.”

      She gave me a look that said I was full of shit, and I gave a sigh.

      “I won’t lie; finding him like that was a shock, but it’s better than him brooding over Jade.”

      “I guess.” She kicked off her flip-flops, stretched out her long, tanned legs, and hung her feet out the window.

      “How’s the tat?” I asked, eyeing the pattern of black swirls neatly inked along the side of her foot.

      The security of a varakac necklace no longer enough, she had opted for something a little more permanent and gotten a tattoo of a Wiccan emblem for protection against evil spirits.

      “Still a bit delicate, but it’s healing up nicely.”

      Tia was still freaked out, and who could blame her? Jade had taken Tia’s varakac, leaving her vulnerable, and a demon had possessed her, torturing her. At the same time, it’d walked around in her body, doing God knew what. We had found her a new necklace, but she’d wanted more, so we’d taken her to a tattoo place we knew.

      “It looks hot, but does it make you feel better?”

      She pondered this for a moment. “It does. The nightmares have calmed down, and I’m moving on. Still, the more I immerse myself in the hunter world, the safer I feel with an extra, more permanent way to protect me against possession. I might even get a couple more. Not sure I’ll fully commit like you guys though.”

      Through the open window, I leaned in and ran my hand up her leg. “Whatever makes you feel more comfortable, babe.”

      Lucas headed toward us with Hope, clearly in yesterday’s wrinkled bartender outfit, following behind him.

      Ah, the walk of shame. Haven’t we all faced the blinding glare of sunlight and the judgmental stares once or twice in our time?

      “Can we give Hope a ride home on the way?” Lucas asked. He climbed in the back without waiting for a response.

      I gritted my teeth. I wasn’t about to leave her at the motel, but I could do without it. I supposed it could be worse; Lucas could have asked to bring her out on the road with us. With a nod, I stepped aside to let Hope into the car and then shot Lucas an irritated look as I got in. I still hadn’t decided how I felt about it all. Despite my previous efforts to convince Tia otherwise, I wasn’t so sure sleeping around was good for him. I knew my brother, and he wasn’t a slam ’n’ scram kinda guy.
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      Remember before, when I told you how much I hate being in the dark when things don’t add up? On the drive to 13 Moons, I had that feeling.

      We dropped Hope off, and Lucas got out and walked her to the door, so Tia and I weren’t subjected to the awkward good-bye. Tia gave me a whack when I commented that only my brother would take his one-night stand home the next morning.

      Back on the road, the mood was somber. Lucas was stuck inside his hungover-slash-brooding head. I was worried about him going off the deep end and stressed about finding Kayla, but there was something else. Something wasn’t sitting right with me, and I couldn’t put my finger on it. By the time we arrived at the occult store, my frustration had reached boiling point.

      Unlike many of the sham psychic store owners in New Orleans, CeeCee Gallaud was the real deal. A powerful psychic and an old family friend. When we were kids, our parents would leave Lucas, Kayla, and me with CeeCee before they went off on a hunt, more times than I could count. We never passed through New Orleans without dropping in. Being back again was no exception, although this time wasn’t like the rest.

      I stormed into the small shop with Lucas and Tia close on my tail. We hadn’t discussed the purpose of our visit, but if they weren’t on the same page yet, they soon would be.

      The main shop floor was empty. Without slowing down, I burst into the back room. CeeCee sat at her reading table with a middle-aged redheaded woman. Both their heads jerked up as we entered.

      “Did you know?” I asked, barely able to mask the rage from my voice.

      Guilt flickered in CeeCee’s gaze for only a split second. “Joel Jackson!”

      My heart sank, and disappointment weighed on my shoulders. Her outrage didn’t fool me.

      Keeping my gaze fixed on hers, I asked again, “Did you know? Or are you not as good of a psychic as you make out to be?”

      She sucked in a sharp breath and rose to her feet, looking back to her customer. “If you will excuse me, please, darling, I will be with you in just a few moments.”

      CeeCee ushered the bewildered redhead out of the room.

      The moment she closed the door, she whirled around. Her eyes flashed with anger as they settled on me. “How dare you come in here and interrupt my business. Discredit me like that. I have never in my life been so insulted. If that⁠—”

      “Just tell me,” I said sharply, cutting her off. “Did you know about Jade? About Kayla?”

      CeeCee threw her hands up. “Know what?”

      “That they were part of the supernatural Spice Girls? That Jade was working against us? Or that Kayla is alive?”

      When she hung her head, I tipped my head back and groaned.

      “CeeCee,” Lucas said from beside me.

      I turned to my brother and then quickly looked away; the hurt in his eyes was too much. “How could you not tell us?”

      CeeCee sank back down in her chair and slowly lifted her head up. Shame glittered in her brown eyes. “The Circle put a spell on me. They used the blackest magic. Darker than anything I would ever dare to use. If I were to tell you about the Seven Sisters—even their existence, never mind who they were—my tongue would swell up, and I would choke on my own blood.”

      I wrinkled my nose. Gross. This Circle sure has a vivid imagination.

      Folding my arms, I leaned in with narrow eyes. “Wait a second, I don’t see you choking on your blood right now.”

      CeeCee waved a hand. “You know about the Seven Sisters now, so the spell is automatically broken.”

      “Obviously,” Lucas said sarcastically.

      “Walt told us about the Seven Sisters himself. Why go to the trouble of using black magic to hide it from us if he was going to tell us anyway?”

      “Because we were so close to finding out ourselves. The game was up. And Walt wanted to out Jade. I’m right, aren’t I?” Lucas asked.

      CeeCee stayed silent, but the remorse written all over her face screamed so loud that I winced.

      The taste of bitter disappointment in the back of my throat matched Lucas’s expression as he shook his head and left the room. Tia and I exchanged a glance. I wanted to call him back, but I knew better than to push him right now.

      CeeCee watched Lucas go. “That boy is full of sadness. But sadness shifts to darkness quickly, especially in our world. You need to watch out for him.”

      “I am,” I snapped. “But what am I supposed to do? He’s had his heart broken by a devious, duplicitous superbeing.”

      “I’m sorry for what happened, but you can’t blame me. I couldn’t do anything. My hands were tied.”

      “No, I don’t buy it,” I spat out. “You could have found a way around it if you’d wanted to. The fact is, you left us in the dark. Let us believe lie after lie. The stuff about Jade is bad enough. But Kayla? That is unforgivable.”

      She gave a heavy sigh. “You’re right. I was a coward, and I’m sorry. But, Joel, you have to understand, the Circle of Statera’s magic is dark, like nothing any of us have ever seen.”

      “We’re not leaving our sister in their hands. Nothing you can say will change our minds on that, so don’t waste your breath.”

      “I know. That’s one of the reasons I held back.”

      I stared at her. We both knew that wasn’t true. Maybe that was what she told herself to justify it, but really, she had been too afraid, and because of that, she wasn’t who I’d thought she was. When I was a kid, she had always seemed so strong. No one could mess with her. Alive or dead. She’d even stood up to our father once or twice, and he had been the fiercest hunter I knew. But CeeCee looked different to me now. Weaker. I hung my head. It hurt. Another ally who had let us down.

      “The least you can do is tell us where she is, so we can go get her.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know. It’s the truth!” she insisted when I pulled a face.

      “Just like Jade, your word doesn’t mean all that much anymore.”

      She reached across the table and grabbed my hand, squeezing it tightly. “You might never forgive me, but know that I love you like my own. I’ve only ever wanted to protect you.”

      “What about Kayla? Don’t you care about what happens to her?”

      “Of course I do. Keeping quiet was the only option.”

      “I want to believe that’s true; I really do. But, as I’m sure you can imagine, we have a few trust issues.” I tugged my hand out of her grip and walked away.
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        * * *

      

      None of us uttered a single word on the way back to the motel. We were all lost in our own heads.

      Lucas joined Tia and me in our room to video-call Carter and fill him in. While I listened to Lucas explain, the realization sank in over how much it
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