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      “If you’ll follow me, Ms. Rossi.” The concierge sketched a brief bow before leading my client, Sabella Rossi, under the arched hallways and across the tile floors to the reserved conference room. I tagged along, unsurprised by his deference. After serving as Sabella’s driver and part-time bodyguard for the last couple of weeks, I’d grown familiar with the hushed reverence she generated. It went hand in hand with her being the Giordano matriarch and current head of the oldest Arcane Family. She fit our surroundings at this luxury hotel, her timeless beauty and grace underscoring the old-world elegance and architecture. Even I had to admit the woman and the scenery were worth a second, and probably even a third, look.

      The concierge stopped by a double set of wooden doors inlayed with wrought iron. He pulled open the one on the left and inclined his head as Sabella swept past. He waited until I cleared the threshold before letting go of the heavy door. It shut on a near-silent rush of cool, scented air with a barely discernible click. On the heels of that soft noise, my skin prickled in visceral warning of activated magic. Thanks to my recent study of magical signatures, I recognized it as a warding spell, probably meant to ensure that what happened in this room stayed in this room.

      And what a room it was. Tall, arched windows peered into a meticulously kept inner courtyard and let in the bright summer light. Strategically placed potted greenery added color to the swath of cream-colored walls and marble floors. Intimate seating areas were scattered along the room’s edges, the plush chairs angled around low side tables. An unlit stone fireplace dominated the room’s far end, and a table of burnished wood sat directly under a wrought-iron chandelier with faux candles suspended from the intersecting gothic arches.

      As we crossed the floor, an imposing man near the table’s head rose from his high-backed chair and met us halfway. A welcoming smile broke through the austere lines of his face and warmed the depths of his sharp gaze. “Sabella, thank you for coming.”

      Sabella reached the head of the Cordova Family. “I could hardly refuse such an interesting request, Emilio.” She exchanged cheek brushes with him.

      My heart dropped with an unsettling mix of dread and anticipation when I heard the man’s name. Please, please, don’t be here. I sent my frantic wish toward whoever might be listening and did my best to check out the rest of the room without being obvious about it. As Emilio guided Sabella back toward the table, I swore I could hear the sound of that divine being up there laughing their ass off at my expense. My gaze stalled on the dark-haired, infuriating man standing off to the side, half-hidden by a wooden screen that subtly obscured a table covered in refreshments. His gaze met mine, and the polite mask he wore didn’t falter, as if the kiss we’d shared three weeks and two days earlier had never happened. Not that I was counting.

      A heartbeat passed, then two as I stubbornly held Zev Aslanov’s stare. It wasn’t as easy as it sounded. Zev was the Arbiter of the Cordova Family, and that title generally sent most people scurrying for cover. I, of course, was not most people. Nope, I was pissed. So even as my pulse skittered and my temper went from a simmer to a burn, I tucked my messy drama behind a coolly dismissive blink.

      His lips curled the tiniest bit, and despite the distance between us, I caught a smug glint in his eyes. With undeniable audacity, he silently acknowledged me by raising his coffee cup in a mocking salute, while the man and woman next to him watched.

      Arrogant, sexy jackass. Fine. If he wants to play, let’s play.

      Returning Zev’s smirk with one of my own, I added a head tilt and shifted my focus to the pair standing with him. The light-haired man to Zev’s left appeared to be in his early thirties, and based on his grin, he was highly amused by our exchange. In contrast, the icy sophisticated brunette to Zev’s right wore a slightly puzzled, if irritated, frown.

      Sabella’s soft laugh drifted through the room and reminded me of why I was there, and it wasn’t to entertain Zev. Mind on the job, Rory. The reminder didn’t ease the sting of my wounded feminine pride, but it set my mind back to the task at hand. Deliberately, I turned my attention to Sabella. She and Emilio were chatting in low voices as they moved toward the table. I followed in their wake, keeping a careful distance to give them privacy.

      Sabella caught sight of Zev and lifted a hand in greeting. As Emilio pulled out her chair, she turned to me and, with a small, frustratingly knowing smile, waved me off toward a nearby chair. Behind her, Emilio—the man Zev answered to and one of Arcane society’s notables—looked from me to Zev, his speculation clear, before he ensured that Sabella was situated and then reclaimed his seat.

      Stifling a sigh, I went and sat in the nearby armchair as Sabella greeted the table’s other occupants. Then I settled back to watch the drama play out. This wasn’t my typical scene, but as an independent contractor intent on carving out a sterling reputation as a highly qualified Transporter to the magical elite, I was quickly becoming familiar with it. Package delivery and protection became nuanced when you were your own boss.

      For instance, that day, my package was Sabella. She’d been asked to mediate a Family discussion, one of the “tedious responsibilities”—in her words—that came with her particular position in the Arcane world. Her requested presence was a proactive move by the involved parties to guarantee no one came away bloodied or dead, especially since Arcane Families tended to fight down and dirty. Normally, such responsibility would belong to an Arbiter—as they were the Families’ answer to judge, jury, and executioner, not that the last role was ever admitted out loud. However, Sabella indicated that this particular Family dispute required a neutral party.

      According to my contract, I was to make sure she remained unscathed regardless of the resolution. In plain English, I was there to haul her ass out if things got ugly—a highly probable outcome considering that this was a Family issue. I had no idea why Sabella felt I was up to the task, but considering what she was paying me, and the fact that I liked her, I was willing to give it my best shot. Later, when I wasn’t worried about bloodshed, I’d overanalyze her reasons for including me.

      There was an underlying tension in the room that left me twitchy, but I did my best to appear unassuming and attentive. I scanned the other two faces already seated at the table. While I recognized Stephen Trask, head of the Trask Family and CEO of a teetering biotech research company known as Origin, the other person remained a mystery. Still, the presence of Stephen, Emilio, and Zev did not bode well. Or perhaps that was simply residual paranoia on my part, considering how Zev and I first met.

      Difficult though it was, I resisted the urge to check on what Zev was doing. Not that I had to wonder for long. The hair on my arms rose as a coffee cup appeared in front of me, held aloft in a familiar hand. “Here.”

      Ingrained manners overrode my need to ignore him. I met his chocolate-dark gaze and took the cup with a polite “Thank you.”

      Our fingers brushed, and the momentary touch sent a tremor skimming along my skin. I hid my reaction by aiming my attention at those gathered at the table. Undaunted by my clear dismissal, Zev took the chair next to me. A long moment passed, both of us studiously watching the table’s occupants exchange small talk.

      I was taking a sip of coffee when he spoke without looking at me. “I’ve been meaning to call you.”

      Miraculously, I managed not to choke on my drink. Instead of calling bullshit, I made a noncommittal sound and kept my eyes riveted on the table, not on the six-foot-two slice of sexy darkness looming at my side. It was harder than it sounded. He shifted, angling toward me in such a way that it would be not only telling but rude, too, if I chose to ignore him. Intent on maintaining my dignity and acting like a mature adult, I turned and looked at him.

      It was a mistake. He was studying me with a small frown and a disconcerting intensity. His angled jaw was covered in perpetual scruff that merged into the neat Vandyke that surrounded his full lips and sinful mouth. His shoulder-length black hair was tied back at the nape and did nothing to downplay his rakish air. It wouldn’t have surprised me to learn it was a deliberate move on his part, a silent dare to every woman to unleash the wildness ruthlessly held in check. He fascinated me more than was healthy, and that same fascination was what had initially gotten me in trouble in the first damn place.

      Three weeks, two days. The reminder was a weak leash, but it worked.

      “You’re pissed.” His voice was low, keeping the conversation between us.

      “No, I’m not.” It was a blatant lie. We both knew it, but instead of calling me out, he continued to hold my gaze with unflinching patience, waiting for the truth. Because I hated games, it didn’t take me long to relent. “Fine, I’m pissed. I don’t like being played, Zev.”

      His wince was so small I would have missed it if I hadn’t been watching closely. He shifted, his hand rising as if to reach toward me, but instead, he curled it into a fist and dropped it to the chair’s arm. “That was not my intention.”

      Strangely, I believed him. Zev was many things, but a liar wasn’t one of them. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “Rory, I —”

      Before he could finish, someone rapped the table with their knuckles, cutting off our conversation and regaining everyone’s attention.

      “Shall we get started?” Emilio sat to Sabella’s left. His question was clearly a formality, because he was quick to follow it with, “Thank you for coming today.”

      As the murmurs faded, the couple who had been talking with Zev earlier at the refreshment table claimed a pair of chairs behind Stephen, which put them across from Zev and me. The brunette waited to catch Zev’s eye, then she launched a sultry smile. My green-eyed monster woke with a lazy blink, but Zev’s reaction was not what I expected. He stiffened, dipped his chin in acknowledgement, and then shifted the tiniest bit until he was angled toward me.

      What was that?

      At his unmistakably dismissive move, the brunette narrowed her startling light eyes and stared at me with an uncomfortable intensity. With no idea of what the hell was going on, I gave her a polite smile then turned back to watch the table at large and sipped my coffee.

      With everyone seated, Emilio spoke. “Before we begin, does anyone object to Sabella reinforcing our privacy ward?” When nothing was said, Emilio turned to Sabella. “If you wouldn’t mind…?”

      “Of course.” She traced a sigil on the table.

      Magic rolled over my skin like a scouring pad as she bolstered the ward. I fought back a shiver at the irritating sensation. Clearly, no one would be leaving this room until Sabella allowed it, so I decided to slow my caffeine intake.

      “Thank you.” Emilio turned back to the table. “For the purpose of this meeting, it is important to note that all parties involved have agreed to abide by Sabella’s decision pending the outcome of this conversation. All details discussed will remain confidential. Stephen, Leander, do you have any objections before we move forward?” Both men at the table shook their heads. “Good.” Emilio sat back. “Sabella, the floor is yours.”

      Sabella sat in her chair like a queen on a throne, one hand on the folder in front of her. “It is my understanding that all three involved families—Cordova, Trask, and Clarke—wish to uncover those responsible for the recent deaths surrounding the Delphi project.”

      What the hell is the Delphi project?

      Both Stephen and the burly blond, who I assumed was Leander Clarke, nodded while Emilio simply watched. Sabella turned to Stephen. “To be clear, the Delphi project was central to your biotech research at Origin and was led by Lara Kaspar, correct?”

      “Yes.” Arrogance rode Stephen’s voice, and his face was set in hard, disgruntled lines. His gaze flickered to Emilio and back to Sabella. “She was not only our head researcher but the driving force behind the initial phases of the project as well. I now believe her death should be considered part of this discussion.”

      Emilio’s hand curled into a fist before he relaxed it. I didn’t find his reaction a surprise considering Lara Kaspar was his ex-sister-in-law. Well, dead ex-sister-in-law. The distinction was important, as an ex wouldn’t command the same response as a dead ex.

      “Noted.” Although Sabella’s expression remained unchanged, her voice carried a sharp edge. “Now, allegations about who is behind these deaths have been bandied about—hence, my involvement. For the purposes of this meeting, we will focus on known facts, not rumors.”

      She opened a folder similar to the one she’d handed me when I arrived on her doorstep to escort her to this meeting—a folder I hadn’t had a chance to go through. I made a mental note to remedy that as soon as possible. Sabella began flipping through the pages then looked at Stephen. “Let’s start at the beginning. Origin employed Dr. Kaspar, a high-level Fusor mage, to assist with a project that involved neurotechnology, correct?”

      “Yes,” Stephen said.

      “When did you first realize Dr. Kaspar was selling research results to LanTech?”

      Leander stiffened in his chair but remained quiet. Temper moved over Stephen’s face like an incoming storm, and his voice was clipped. “Close to seven months ago.”

      Sabella went back to studying the papers in front of her and, without looking up, asked, “And what steps did you take to rectify the situation?”

      A muscle in Stephen’s jaw jumped, and he glared at Leander. It was obvious Stephen had a truckload of resentment to unload. “We immediately revoked Dr. Kaspar’s security clearance and confiscated her research.”

      When Stephen didn’t say anything else, Sabella’s hand flattened on the papers in front of her. She lifted her head and pinned the belligerent Stephen in place with a shrewd look. “Is that all?”

      Red rode Stephen’s face. “Once we had verifiable proof of Dr. Kaspar’s NDA violation, we requested a meeting with LanTech’s legal team to discuss the ramifications to the Delphi project.”

      I couldn’t help but wonder just what those ramifications entailed, considering the fact that Stephen’s company, Origin, specialized in biotech research, and Leander’s rival company, LanTech, worked with magic-infused technology. What could the two companies be working on that’s big enough for both men to risk not only their professional reputations but their families’ honor as well? My imagination spun up enough conjecture to give anyone—mundane or Arcane—nightmares.

      “I want to reiterate what was stated at that meeting,” said Leander. “Yes, LanTech had a similar project in process. No, it had not reached the advanced stage that Origin claimed to have achieved. Dr. Kaspar came to us, offering information. We were unaware that her information was illegally obtained. She assured us it was her intellectual property. As our lawyers pointed out, we cannot be held accountable for her indiscriminate actions.”

      Stephen looked as if his head would explode. He slammed his fist on the tabletop, rattling nearby cups and pens as he looked daggers at Leander. “You stole our research to bolster your thrice-cursed experiments.” At his outburst, shadows deepened along the edges of the room, and I thought I heard whispering.

      As the surrounding shadows thickened, magic rasped against my skin, adding to my growing unease. My own magic rose in an invisible response, a sensation akin to armor sliding into place. Out of the corner of my eye, a faint shimmer of blue sparked. Next to me, Zev leaned forward. His hands, lined with a subtle glow of magic, were held in a casting position. On the other side of the room, the brunette and blond did the same as they prepared to defend those seated at the table. Their reaction exposed them as Arbiters.

      Red-faced, Leander shoved back his chair and braced his hands on the table. Outside, an eerie wail tore apart the calm summer and hard winds slammed against the windows, rattling the glass in their frames. Inside the conference room, the uncomfortable press of magic rose in sync with the two men’s aggression. I wasn’t sure if Leander was going to launch himself at Stephen or upend the table. I scooted forward to perch at the end of my chair, just in case I needed to jump between Sabella and Leander.

      Before the trembling threat could snap to life, Sabella’s sharp “Enough!” sliced through the tension-filled air, cutting both men off at the metaphoric knees.

      The wind outside disappeared as if a switch had been flipped, and the whispered-filled shadows snapped away into nothing. The intense burst of Sabella’s power ripped across my already stinging skin. I swallowed down a hiss of pain.

      “I will happily seal both of your tongues if you two cannot behave,” Sabella said.

      It wasn’t an idle threat. She could turn them both into jackasses fairly easily if she wanted to, which I thought would be amusing and highly satisfying. But I was doomed to disappointment when Leander, with clear reluctance and ill grace, retook his chair. Stephen locked his jaw so tight the bone showed white beneath his flushed skin. Neither one dared to disobey.

      “Now,” Sabella said into the taut silence. “We are not here to rehash this argument. It has already been accepted that Dr. Kaspar, prior to her death, did violate her NDA with Origin by promising to deliver various pieces of her research to someone purporting to represent LanTech. In an effort to unlock the hexed drive containing this information, someone made an attempt to kidnap her son, who, as her heir, had the ability to unlock the security hex on that drive. That attempt was tracked back to LanTech by Jeremy’s guardian, Emilio Cordova, who also noted that a separate retrieval team had been hired by Origin to track the drive, and they, too, went after Jeremy.”

      “Those supposed LanTech representatives acted on their own,” Leander said, his frustration clear as he looked at Emilio. “This was recently verified by your Arbiter. Your prior decision to bankrupt LanTech cost many innocent employees their livelihoods. Your nephew is unharmed and alive.”

      “As are you.” Unmoved, Emilio held Leander’s hard stare. “LanTech is one of many in your financial portfolio. Be grateful we kept our vengeance contained to bankrupting a single company.”

      “And what about him?” Leander motioned to Stephen. “Representatives”—he sneered the word—“from Origin also targeted the kid. Yet his business is still standing.”

      “Not for long.” Emilio’s smile gave me chills and added weight to the whispers that Origin was perched on the crumbling edge of ruin.

      I had a feeling it soon would join the rubble of LanTech. Emilio’s ruthless decision to undercut both LanTech and Origin’s military contracts, as payback, had scored direct, devastating hits. Lara may have divorced Emilio’s brother and left their son, Jeremy, behind, but Emilio still considered her family. And if there was one rule you didn’t break with Arcane Families, it was that you didn’t fuck with family.

      Stephen’s face drained of color, leaving him pale and drawn. “Cordova, we already offered our apologies and promised to rectify the situation. As I explained, we were attempting to retrieve our property, and what happened to your nephew was the result of a miscommunication and poor judgment.”

      Miscommunication and poor judgment? Really? That failed kidnapping attempt had put both LanTech and Origin in the Cordovas’ crosshairs and drop-kicked me right into the middle of Arcane politics. Of course, the only one who knew of my involvement was Zev, and possibly Emilio. I was really hoping my unwitting role wouldn’t be dragged into whatever mess was on the table at the moment.

      “Gentlemen, need I remind you, we are not here to discuss that situation,” Sabella warned. “Leander, I read the claim you submitted on behalf of the Clarkes and LanTech. You believe someone systematically targeted your former employees?”

      “Yes.” Leander sat back in his chair. “Of the two remaining members of the research team assigned to the Delphi project, one died under questionable circumstances, and one is currently missing.”

      “Origin has recently uncovered a similar pattern,” the brunette sitting off to the side said, gaining the attention of those at the table.

      A slight frown marred Sabella’s face. “Are they fatalities or missing, Imogen?”

      Imogen shared a look with Stephen before answering. “Fatalities. If you count Dr. Kaspar, Origin has lost two researchers with connections to the Delphi project. The third and final member of the research team is currently under protection twenty-four, seven.”

      Stephen drummed his fingers on the table and turned to Emilio. “Did you kill my researcher, Cordova?”

      A slight frown marred Emilio’s forehead, but his voice was ice-cold. “As I’ve stated previously, I am not behind your loss of personnel. Nor do I appreciate your continued campaign to mar my house with false accusations. Killing your people gains me nothing.”

      “I disagree,” Stephen shot back. “You’ve made it very clear why you’ve left Origin with a faint pulse and all but buried LanTech in financial ruin. It’s your version of payback.”

      “It is,” Emilio said with no sign of remorse. “In fact, the financial implications to date have been fairly satisfying, but no amount of money can repair the emotional injury you dealt my nephew. While I have no issue with ensuring that you and Leander bear the brunt of our wrath, I have no desire to target your employees.”

      “Don’t you?” Leander said. “Eliminating the two research teams working on the Delphi project means your family becomes the sole entity with access to Dr. Kaspar’s initial research— research that was key to moving the Delphi project forward.”

      “If we wanted to silence your researchers, we would simply offer them double their previous or current salaries,” Emilio drawled, unruffled by the accusation. “As for Lara’s contribution, her will was clear. Her research and any commodity resulting from that research belong to Jeremy. Any future decision utilizing that research remains with him.”

      “He’s a ten-year-old boy.” Stephen glared at Emilio. “You’re his guardian. You can’t tell me that you’re going to ignore what you have? Her research holds the key to taking Arcane powers to the next evolutionary level.”

      Stunned by the ramifications of his claim, I almost missed Emilio’s response. “That’s a rather lofty statement, Trask. Especially as both the Arcane Council and I were under the impression the Delphi project was still in its initial stages. Is that not the case?”

      Stephen sidestepped the question and blustered, “Initial stages or not, our research showed indications of⁠—”

      “Lara’s research,” Emilio cut in, his voice taking on a silky, lethal edge, “showed statistically minor indications of success but nothing that was worth pursuing. It will take years of dedicated research to make the Delphi serum a reality. My family is not interested in pouring money into a mythical serum that will likely never work.”

      Clearly at the end of his rope, Stephen all but shouted, “It does work, and we had a prototype serum until one of your or Leander’s people stole it.”
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      Stephen’s pronouncement dropped like a bomb, leveling those gathered at the table, but their shock didn’t last long, and they ignited like a lit fuse. Leander and Stephen exchanged vicious accusations and equally vehement denials and almost came to blows. I shifted uncomfortably in my chair as the argument gained strength. It didn’t take long before Stephen and Leander turned their ire and frustration onto Emilio, both equally determined to drag him into the escalating argument.

      Not that it worked. With remarkable restraint, Emilio sat there, his expression inscrutable, his gaze dispassionate, as each of the two fighting men tried to talk over the other. Next to me, Zev watched the unfolding scene with an occasional exasperated headshake.

      Witnessing the disintegrating conversation and the lack of reaction from the other Arbiters made me wonder if this was normal behavior for such meetings. If so, I totally understood Sabella’s reluctance to play mediator. Who wants the headache of dealing with grown-ass adults masquerading as overgrown, whining, spoiled adolescents with control issues?

      Sabella’s polite mask didn’t waver, but I caught the subtle movement of her hand over the table. I didn’t need the accompanying brush of magic to clue me in to the fact that she was about to guarantee a civil conversation. Sure enough, Leander’s and Stephen’s mouths snapped shut midword. In almost comic unison, both men’s spines snapped straight, and with stilted stiffness, they turned to face Sabella. Belligerence and unchecked temper painted their faces red while their hands were balled into useless fists, but they remained blessedly silent.

      “Sit,” she ordered without raising her voice.

      They sat.

      I looked down in an effort to hide my grin. Next to me, Zev shifted in his seat, and I snuck a glance just in time to catch him trying to hide the quivering edge of his amusement.

      “Now,” Sabella began quietly. “I do not like to repeat myself. Each of you will keep a civil tongue in your head. My time is valuable. I am not here to parent any of you through your personal grievances. You requested my presence to ensure that your three Families could come together to share information on a threat to your people.”

      She shared a hard look with those gathered at the table before settling on Stephen. “If I am to believe Stephen’s statement, he thinks his lab has already created a possible serum. A serum that even in theory, may I remind you, threatens Arcane society as a whole. Is that correct?”

      Under her glare, Stephen’s bluster leaked away and was replaced by wariness. He swallowed and gave a jerky nod.

      Sabella’s voice turned frigid. “That is unfortunate.”

      Stephen paled.

      “I will be sure to inform the Arcane Council of this development in the very near future,” Sabella said.

      Stephen turned so pale he became downright translucent at the barely concealed threat. I didn’t blame him. The idea of answering to the ruling body of the Arcane world would give anyone nightmares, no matter how much power was at their disposal.

      When Stephen remained silent, Sabella continued, addressing the table at large. “Apparently, you need a reminder that when you and Leander initially petitioned the council, they decreed that the Cordovas were well within their rights to refuse sharing Dr. Kaspar’s research with either of you. While the council recognized they could not force LanTech or Origin to abandon their respective areas of research, they were quite adamant that both companies were to discontinue the Delphi project. Furthermore, the council unanimously believed any results from said possible serum would be too volatile to risk.”

      What kind of results did the council consider “too volatile”? It wasn’t a question I dared to ask now, because I was perfectly happy standing on the sidelines. However, I would be asking Sabella about it later—much later.

      Sabella turned to the still sick-looking Stephen and mutinous Leander. When she spoke, her icy voice took on a lethal edge. “Now, in regards to your claim of producing an actual serum, Stephen, I have a few questions, some of which I expect Leander will also be able to address. Can I expect both of you to answer them in a clear and cohesive manner, or shall I call in an interrogator?”

      She waited for Stephen and Leander’s reluctant nods then released the silencing spell. Both men drew in harsh breaths but otherwise stayed mum. A heavy quiet permeated the room. Sabella left it there for an endless moment as the two Family leaders fought to gather their composure.

      When the tension neared a breaking point, Sabella said, “Stephen, would you like to explain your statement.”

      Stephen didn’t mistake her comment for a question. “Before Dr. Kaspar’s death, the Origin team had drafted a theoretical serum that would target identified sections of the brain utilized when an individual used magic. In theory, the serum would trigger a switch in a mage’s brain. In the on position, it could activate latent abilities or boost existing ones. In the off position, a mage would be blocked from accessing his or her ability.”

      The ramifications of this theoretical serum were jaw-dropping and beyond frightening. He was talking about controlling an individual’s access to magic. It wasn’t just an abhorrent violation at a personal and spiritual level—it also raised a firestorm of nightmare scenarios that would tear Arcane society apart. What made it even worse was the fact that the knowledge was being pursued by Arcane society’s powerful. Since I, like ninety percent of the Arcane world, wasn’t one of those, it scared the shit out of me and made me wonder what other world-altering secrets were being kept from the masses.

      Stephen wasn’t quite done, and although he made an effort to tone it down, resentment still simmered underneath his level voice. “Based on this theory, we ran a series of experiments during our initial research phase. I’m sure they were similar in nature to those LanTech ran. While the Delphi project may be shelved at the council’s request, that doesn’t erase the research done to date or the documented successes.”

      “Successes with rats,” Emilio cut in derisively. “Rats who were dead within days after scientists flicked your so-called mental switch and basically caused a magical overload that turned their brain matter into soup.”

      The graphic image made me flinch, but Stephen ignored Emilio and stayed focused on Sabella. “Based on those initial results, and despite the setback of not having access to the remainder of Dr. Kaspar’s research, we continued to move forward with our limited resources. A few weeks ago, the Origin team believed they’d created their first potentially viable serum, and shortly thereafter, that sample disappeared.”

      Sabella’s hand curled into a fist in her lap. “You moved forward with the project in clear disregard of the council’s position.”

      A muscle ticked in Stephen’s taut jaw, but he gamely replied, “Our research showed we were on the right path.”

      As a defense, it sucked. I doubted the council would consider that a good enough excuse for what basically amounted to sedition on his part.

      Leander, who remained silent up to this point, leaned forward, his eyes alight with something uncomfortably closed to zeal. “Sabella, some lines need to be crossed. For decades, Arcane society has searched for a way to harness our abilities in an effort to provide stability to our society. If we can understand how our abilities are accessed and what determines our magical strengths and weaknesses, we then have a chance at stopping those mages that turn violent and wreak havoc on those around them. This research is a way to find those answers and reduce the tension between those with magic and those without.”

      There was so much wrong with Leander’s statement that my brain stalled.

      Emilio didn’t have the same problem. “And once we have those answers, how soon before they get exploited?”

      For a moment, I was stunned by the possibility that someone like him, the head of a powerful Arcane Family, would be so altruistic.

      Then he added, “Or before someone figures out how to turn it against us?”

      Yep, there’s the self-serving arrogance I expected.

      “It’s too late to shove the cat back in the bag, Cordova,” Stephen said. “It’s obvious word about the Delphi project is out. Why else target the research team? Whoever is behind these deaths is intent on using the research for their own agenda. To salvage the situation, it’s in our best interests to stop that from happening.”

      Emilio glared at Stephen. “There would be no situation to salvage if you hadn’t gone against the council’s decree and created the damn serum in the first place.”

      Stephen’s mutinous expression remained, but he didn’t bother denying Emilio’s accusation.

      Emilio visibly reined in his temper. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes, and when he reopened them, he turned to Leander. “Since you have not yet leveled baseless accusations against my family, who do you think is behind this?”

      Leander shared a look with the blond sitting next to Imogen and heaved a weary sigh. “While I have my personal opinion on who is targeting the project, our investigation has stalled. My family felt it best not to aggravate you and yours further at this time—hence our request for this meeting.”

      Emilio’s eyebrows rose in haughty disbelief. “So you do think we’re behind it?”

      “No.” Leander’s denial escaped on a frustrated growl. “I think we’re all targets of the same group.”

      “Not this again,” muttered Stephen, rubbing the back of his neck and looking disgusted.

      Leander shot him a sharp look. “You believe what you will, but I know my history.”

      Sabella spoke up before another argument could start. “You think whoever stole this potential serum and killed your people is working with the Cabal.”

      Leander’s jaw took on a stubborn slant. “I do.”

      This sounded like a recurring conversation between him and Stephen. I waited for Sabella to wave off Leander’s paranoia. Most of Arcane society considered the Cabal an urban myth, a rogue group of shadowy, power-hungry mages and scientists with money, supposedly intent on mixing science and magic into some bastardized mix in an effort to rule the world. Typical evil-villain shit. If the Arcane history books were to be believed, the Cabal started back when the original twenty-seven Arcane Families shipped out to the new world, but the group didn’t really flex its muscles until the world wars, when biological and chemical weapons and all sorts of sick shit became reality. Of course, history claimed they were defeated and nearly destroyed, but information I’d recently acquired made me question that account. So when Sabella gave a grave nod, my breath escaped in a quiet rush as dread curled around my spine.

      “Sabella, you can’t be taking his claim seriously,” Stephen said incredulously.

      “Why wouldn’t I?”

      He raised his hands and shook his head, dumbfounded. “Because we all know our history. The council wiped out the Cabal the last time they dared to stand against us.”

      “Leander’s theory holds weight. Collectives like the Cabal have deep roots,” Sabella said. “Roots that can go dormant only to come alive again when least expected.” When Stephen looked like he was about to interrupt, she stopped him with a raised hand. “Maybe it’s not the Cabal, but if the only ones aware of this possible serum and the results of the Delphi project are at this table, it limits our possibilities, does it not?” When no one argued with her, Sabella’s tight smile remained far from amused. “Whether they call themselves the Cabal or not, I would not be surprised at the existence of a group intent on using the Delphi project to benefit their needs. Such a threat has always been a grievous concern when we’ve considered such projects. It is also one of the leading reasons why both Origin and LanTech were strongly advised by the council not to push forward with this research. Advice both of you chose to ignore, and now here we are.”

      “With all due respect, Sabella,” Leander said, “as much as the council’s caution may be warranted, they are slow to change, and that is not exactly conducive to survival in today’s world.”

      “It is also a well-worn argument that will find no resolution here,” Emilio cut in as he drummed his fingers on the table and studied the people around him, an expression of grim acceptance on his face. He looked at Sabella. “Leander is right—we need to determine if we are being targeted and, if so, by whom. As for Stephen’s stolen serum, it must be found.”

      “As the serum is based on Dr. Kaspar’s research, it belongs to your Family, Emilio. So once it’s found, then what?” Sabella asked.

      His lips curved in a merciless smile, and his gaze swept over the other men before returning to her. “We can discuss options with the council.” When Stephen looked ready to argue, Emilio added, “Until then, we must find the serum and identify who has it and who is killing the researchers. Once the killer is known, we eradicate the threat.”

      Sabella turned to the others. “Is this a viable solution to the problem?” She got a round of nods. “Good. Seeing how all invested parties are currently in this room, I suggest we create an investigative team of your Arbiters and my representative to find our quarry.”

      Gazes turned my way, filled with speculation. The unexpected attention hit like an invisible punch, and heat rushed to my cheeks. While the Arbiters in question didn’t blink under the scrutiny, I felt nervous in a way that left my palms damp. I did my best to hide my apprehension at being lumped in with the others and managed to keep my face impassive. My grip on my cup was so tight I was surprised it didn’t shatter.

      “Your representative?” Stephen studied me with a disbelieving eye.

      “Yes, mine.” Sabella’s voice was hard. “Rory Costas. She will ensure that everyone plays nice and that there are no further miscommunications or poor judgment calls.” That not-so-subtle dig left a tic in Stephen’s clenched jaw. “She will also bring the serum to me, where it will stay until the council reaches a decision.”

      I will? I was glad someone had faith in my ability to keep Zev and company in line while holding a world-altering potion safe, because I didn’t think it would be easy.

      When no objections were voiced, Sabella continued. “Rory, Zev, Imogen, and Bryan”—she indicated the blond next to Imogen—“you understand your assignment?”

      “You would like us to work together and track down whoever killed the LanTech and Origin researchers,” Imogen said.

      “And track down our missing employee, Neil Pasternak. ” Bryan looked at me then back at Sabella. “We’re also to retrieve the serum if it exists.”

      “It exists,” snapped Stephen.

      Bryan merely tilted his head in acknowledgment.

      Then it was Zev’s turn. “Once the killer is ID’d, do you want them taken into custody or dealt with?”

      Leander, Stephen, and Emilio shared a look. Then Emilio said, “Use your discretion.”

      Zev nodded, Imogen looked excited, and Bryan appeared bored. Meanwhile, I was edging toward panic with a healthy dose of resentment. The last thing I wanted was to get involved in something that would carry long-term consequences. Unfortunately, the contract I’d signed with Sabella meant as her employee, I went where she directed, even if that meant babysitting a trio of intimidating kick-ass Family enforcers.

      I am so fucked.

      “As important as it is to identify who is behind this, it’s equally important to recapture the serum and any leaked data related to the Delphi project.” Sabella tidied the pages and closed the folder. Her gaze held mine for a second before she continued issuing her directives. “During this investigation, all data and the serum—should it be found—will be turned over to Rory, who will then bring it to me. If any of you fail to do so, you will answer to the council.” Her gaze shifted to the silently waiting Arbiters. “Understood?”

      The warning in her one-word question came through loud and clear. The trio of Arbiters voiced their agreement. I sat there wondering just how big a bus Sabella had just thrown me under.

      Orders given, she continued. “This matter needs to be resolved quickly and quietly. How long do you need?”

      Since this was well out of my bailiwick and silence seemed to be my best option, I kept my mouth shut. Zev turned to Imogen and Bryan. After a quiet back-and-forth, he told Sabella, “A week, maybe two, depending on what we find out.”

      “Good.” Her smile was reminiscent of the Cheshire Cat when she turned back to those at the table. “Shall we plan to reconvene in a week’s time to see where we stand, ladies and gentlemen?”

      And that fast, the meeting was over, and I was once again working with Zev and, by unwanted extension, the Arcane Families.

      This sucks.
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      As the group at the table rose and began to disperse, Zev stood, turned to me, and extended his hand, a small smile playing around his lips. “This is nice.”

      “Is it?” Not wanting to be rude, I took his hand, got to my feet, and let him lead me a few feet away to the side of the room.

      His fingers tightened on mine—not enough to hurt, just enough to keep me in place. “Yep, because now you have no choice but to talk to me.”

      “It wasn’t like I was avoiding you.” More like you were dodging me. I didn’t miss the sideways looks the other two Arbiters gave us as they headed our way. I gave an experimental tug against his hold, but he didn’t let me go. “You know how to reach me.”

      “I do, but I⁠—”

      “Zev.” Imogen curled a hand on Zev’s free arm with familiarity. It was a clear demand for his attention, and in case I missed that little possessive marking, she also invaded his personal space and all but shoved me out of the way.

      Not keen on being dragged into the middle of whatever these two had going on, I once again tugged on my hand, but Zev refused to let me go. Instead of making a scene, I resigned myself to playing the awkward observer.

      “I’m looking forward to working with you again.” She ignored me and leaned into Zev, boldly brushing her lips against his cheek.

      He pulled back from her uninvited touch, his grip tightening on my hand. He shifted closer to me, the unexpected move adding a modicum of space between him and Imogen. Zev’s smile carried a cool edge, and even I couldn’t miss the warning flash of anger in his dark eyes. “Not sure I can claim the same.”

      Imogen’s unusually light eyes flickered to me, reflecting a hard and calculating glint. When she turned back to Zev, her sultry demeanor carried a mean bite. “You never did like to lose.”

      Zev’s cool expression dropped into the subarctic zone. “I never considered it a loss—more of a lucky escape.”

      Yikes. I did my best to hide my wince at his cutting remark even as my sympathy fluttered to life.

      That sympathy didn’t last long. Imogen’s eyes zoned in to where his hand held mine then rose to pin me in place. “You aren’t an Arbiter.” Since it wasn’t a question, I didn’t answer, and true to mean-girl form, she kept poking. “Why would Ms. Rossi believe your presence is required?”

      “Feel free to ask her yourself.” This time, when I tugged on my hand, I got it back.

      The last of the little quartet strolled up and deliberately stood between Zev and Imogen, leaving me facing all three at once. I should probably get used to this.

      Bryan ignored the unfriendly vibes zinging around and cheerfully said, “Hey, I don’t mean to be rude, but I’ve got something I need to take care of. Any chance we can meet later so we can get this show on the road? Maybe even multitask and make it a business dinner? I know this great mom-and-pop taco shop where we could talk.”

      “Later works for me,” Zev said.

      “I’ll need until six to clear my schedule,” Imogen said.

      When Bryan looked at me, I said, “That works.”

      “Great.” Bryan’s smile gained a bit of charm. “You have a number so I can text you the address and time?”

      “Just send it to me,” Zev cut in. “I’ll get it to her.”

      In an effort not to snap out something highly inappropriate, not to mention unprofessional, I bit my tongue and barely hung on to my polite expression. I also didn’t miss the flash of temper in Imogen’s eyes before she quickly doused it with cool disdain.

      As for Bryan, he simply raised a brow while amusement danced in his eyes. “Consider it done. Until tonight, then.” With that, he headed to where Leander waited for him.

      Deciding it was in my best interest to follow Bryan’s example, I aimed a patently false smile at both Zev and Imogen. “If you’ll excuse me…”

      I didn’t wait for their responses but headed straight for where Sabella was talking with Emilio. Whatever was between Zev and Imogen, they were welcome to it. I had
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