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      Thick and muscular but lithe as a jaguar, the vampire strode down the street with the confidence of a lion. His hurried, lengthy steps echoed off the dilapidated buildings around him, and rats scrambled to clear the area or faced the unfortunate squish under his unruly shoe. From where I stood, perched on the rooftop above him, I could see the glow of his silver eyes.

      He yanked open the door of the large warehouse across the street. It squealed in protest and banged against the back wall as he disappeared inside. I refrained from rolling my eyes at his unnecessary clamor; vampires were only noisy like that when they wanted to feel important.

      Briar and I were following the same vamp I’d seen at Sinsual the night I met her. I’d kept an eye on him after that night, never finding anything too interesting except that he distastefully drank from humans in a more public manner than I was comfortable with. After Silas died, the vamp had disappeared, only to reappear again nearly a week ago at the same club. This time, something about him had set off my radar like a demon rising from the grave. He was trouble, and now, I was determined to find out what kind.

      A slight breath of wind, cold and invading, brushed the base of my neck. The temperature of its invisible touch was too cold for this time of night. I glanced behind me and surveyed the dark rooftops in the distance. Someone was watching us. I was as sure of it as I was of the number of times Briar had adjusted her bra.

      “Why do you keep looking behind us, Sammie?” Briar whispered. “The action’s down there.”

      Her gaze dropped to the parking lot thirty feet below us. The sliver of a moon barely illuminated the large moving truck as it rumbled toward the big warehouse. We had been perched on this small spot of roof across the street for nearly two hours. The vampire had come here every day this week. Tonight, we were going to find out why.

      Briar shifted her position against the hard bricks for the tenth time, but I had barely moved. I enjoyed the stillness and the feeling of being at one with the darkness.

      “It’s nothing,” I finally answered, not wanting to worry her. The vamp led us to discover that Bodian Dynamics was back in business. We thought we had beaten them back out at Evergreen swamps, but they’d returned only a few weeks later in a different location. And not just any location. The exact warehouse where Dominic and Vincent had kept the drugged-up shifters. I still hadn’t figured out how they gained ownership. One day, it belonged to the Silver Claws, and the next, it belonged to the large research organization. “And don’t call me Sammie, Briarpatch.”

      She groaned. “That is the worst nickname ever.”

      “That’s why I say it.”

      “No, I mean, literally. It’s dumb. Why not call me Badass Briar or Briar Big Bush or⁠—”

      I silenced her before she could say something else stupid and pointed below us. The truck had come to a stop, and the back door had opened into an empty bay. Two men and one woman, vampires, waited expectantly at the edge. I expected to see workers unload boxes or crates from the back of the truck, but instead, a dozen people were rushed out, their hands bound. Briar and I glanced at each other. Moonlight captured a speckle of gold in her brown eyes.

      “Human?” She raised her eyebrows.

      I looked back at them and focused my vampire senses. Their chests rose and fell in a regular pattern, which meant they weren’t vampires. I sniffed the air, sorting out Briar’s shifter scent, and even Luke’s, still clinging to her. He was spending every day with Briar now.

      I zeroed in on the people being held captive. A faint aroma of shifters, magic, and chemicals reached me. I’d smelled the chemical scent before. The mutated creatures Briar called Hydes. It was a name I thought was ridiculous at first, but the more I witnessed their strange conversion from human-like to monster, the more I saw the similarities between Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde’s transformation.

      “I believe they are shifters, human and a witch or two.”

      Briar cursed. I resisted the urge to scold her for her foul mouth. I had always been taught to choose my words carefully. Words were important and conveyed different messages. Cursing was reserved for extreme moments. Briar seemed to have a lot of those.

      Briar shook her head and adjusted her bra for the seventh time. “I can’t believe they are still at it. We’re going to have to take drastic measures so our message is clearer. Can we burn the place down?”

      “Not yet.” She adjusted her bra again. “And quit playing with your brassiere.”

      “I can’t help it.” She tugged at it, grunting. “I put my booby knife in wrong, and it keeps poking me. And don’t say the word brassiere. It shows your age.”

      I motioned to the twin blades warming my back. “You could carry a blade like a normal person.”

      She scoffed and turned back toward the warehouse. “Nothing about that is normal.”

      I watched her for a moment, my dead heart tightening. Briar had been through so much this last year, her whole life really. She had learned the hard way that seeking revenge created jagged scars on our minds that never quite healed right. But she tried. Every day she woke up and pushed through the darkness I felt inside her. It mirrored my own. Maybe that’s why I felt a connection to her the first day we met, despite her abrasive language and uncouth behavior.

      After the prisoners below us were ushered into the warehouse, the boxes I had been expecting to see came next. Large ones stamped with Bodian Dynamics’ logo. “Let’s get closer.”

      I didn’t wait for her to respond. By how she was tapping obsessively against the bricks with her fingers, she was just as anxious as I was to pick a fight.

      Leaping from the rooftop, I landed in a crouch on the sidewalk below. Briar joined me a second later. We darted behind another truck that had been there all night and peered around the side. Besides the dozen or so captives, there were at least six Hydes and a few vampires. I sucked in a quiet breath when I recognized one of them worked for Mateo.

      I leaned back into the truck, thinking hard. He must be working against Mateo. He had to be. Mateo couldn’t work with Bodian. He had helped us destroy one of their facilities only weeks ago.

      “What’s the plan?” Briar turned to me.

      I looked around the side again, a familiar hunger racing through my veins, and took off my glasses. I folded them up and placed them on the truck’s bumper. “Kill and destroy.”

      A slow smile spread up her face. “Just what I was hoping you would say.”

      Briar darted out of our hiding place first and leapt into the open bay of the building, holding a dagger she’d snatched from her boot. It wouldn’t be very effective against the vampires, but that wasn’t who she was aiming for. I was right behind her when she slashed the throat of a Hyde so deep his head lobbed to his shoulder, attached only by a small flap of skin. She kicked him to the concrete floor and leapt over the body. That got everyone’s attention.

      Almost everyone. The vampire I recognized lunged for me. I shoved him to the side, sending him flying across the room. I didn’t want to kill him just yet. I had some questions that needed to be answered.

      Two Hydes attacked me at once. They were strong, far stronger than a regular human, and fast, too. I swung my blade forward, but the first one dodged just as the other rammed his fist into my spine. Pain shot through my body, but, like I was taught so many years ago, I compartmentalized the heat.

      Relying more on instinct, I swung around, my blade slicing through the air so fast, I could barely track it. It met its mark, decapitating the Hyde behind me. A thrill raced through me at the sight and sound of the blood misting the air in front of me. For a split second, I moved to partake of the crimson liquid, desperate to feel it coat my throat and stomach, but the better half of me, the part I had trained and honed over the last several hundred years, held back.

      For the next few minutes, Briar and I made quick work of killing the Hydes and vampires. There was only one left—Mateo’s man. I stalked toward him as he scrambled across the floor away from me, blood smearing the floor from a wound in his leg. Briar had almost killed him, but I had stopped her just in time. Behind me, Briar was freeing the prisoners.

      “Why are you here?” I said to the vampire on the floor. His back hit a concrete wall, leaving him nowhere to run.

      He didn’t look at me. His gaze was darting to the space above me, as if expecting help. This gave me pause.

      Keeping my blade fixed in his direction, I slowly looked up and focused my senses. I could hear nothing, smell nothing, but my sixth sense … “Briar!”

      I slowly backed up toward her. She cut the ropes from the last of the prisoners, saying, “All of you get out of here.”

      “No one’s going anywhere,” a deep and familiar voice said from up above.

      “Well, shit,” Briar said.

      Above us, slowly approaching the railing, was Mateo, followed by the rest of the Sangre Nocturnas, at least three dozen of them.

      “Angel?” Briar said, sounding as confused as I felt. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      Angel’s expression was unreadable as he stared down at us. Mateo’s was the same.

      I clutched the blade tightly in my hands. “What is the meaning of this, Mateo? When did you start working with Bodian Dynamics?”

      His jaw muscles bulged, and he curled his fingers around the railing. “You shouldn’t be here, Samira. You and Briar need to leave. Now.”

      “Answer me!” The sting I felt from his betrayal reached a place in my heart I thought I’d buried. This wound couldn’t surface again. I’d barely survived it the first time.

      “Samira, please,” he said, his voice softening. “You must leave. None of this concerns you.”

      “Like hell!” Briar snapped. She kicked at a nearby box. “I know firsthand how horrible these drugs are. I won’t allow you to infect these people,” she motioned to the group of people cowering near the truck, “or anyone else.”

      “Stay out of it, Briar,” Angel said, his voice a warning, but there was a look in his eye, a warmth directed in Briar’s direction.

      “You stay out of it,” she retorted. “I thought you were better than this.”

      “Enough!” I let out an exasperated sigh and met Mateo’s gaze. “We fought side by side with you, with all of you, to stop Bodian. How can you now be working with them?”

      “There are things you don’t understand. So I’ll say it again, leave now before we make you leave.”

      I sized up their numbers, their strengths, and skills. One of them, a vampire at the end, stood out. The one we followed here. It took me only a second to place his dark hair and silver eyes. What was Mateo’s relationship with him? Had Mateo been working with him all along?

      Briar and I couldn’t win a battle against them. I glanced back at the fearful group of supernaturals. At least four of them were human from what I could tell. “Let us take them, at least. Whatever you’re involved with, don’t harm others, especially our kind. That can’t be what you want.”

      He closed his eyes briefly, then stared with that fiery gaze that still burned a line of heat straight through me. “Take them, but, Samira, I warn you. Don’t get involved again. There may be consequences I can’t stop next time.”

      I didn’t acknowledge him as I ushered the group of people away from there, but Briar pointed at Angel. “You and I are going to have words later, back-stabbing asshat.”

      After grabbing my glasses, we left the warehouse, hurrying quietly away, in case anyone changed their minds. I could barely put two thoughts together from the shock at seeing Mateo there. It didn’t make sense. He had always been against harming supernaturals without cause. So what would prompt him to work with Bodian Dynamics? Money? He had plenty. And money had never been a motivator in the past.

      We reached the van a few blocks away. By the way Briar was pacing in front of it, she was still pissed. I turned to the nearest person, a shifter by the smell of it. “Who did this to you?”

      He shook his head, his eyes downcast. “I don’t know. One minute I was sitting at the bar, the next I was in the back of a truck tied up with rope. The others are all the same.”

      Briar had stopped to listen. “Where are you from?”

      “Wildemoor.”

      “That’s hundreds of miles away!” she gasped.

      “Take everyone to the bus stop and leave the keys in the visor,” I said, handing him the keys in my pocket. “Get home and make sure the others do, too.”

      He nodded and thanked us.

      I addressed the rest of them. “There’s money in the glove box. Divide it up and return home.”

      No one argued as they climbed in, many of them in shock. None of them looked harmed, which was something. As soon as they were gone, Briar cursed a string of words, half of which I didn’t recognize. I began to walk home. She fell in step next to me.

      “I just don’t get it,” she complained. “I thought they were on our side. Hell, we killed the smoke monster together!”

      I didn’t say anything. Pain was leaking out of the scar on my heart, making it difficult to breathe. Somehow, Mateo had found a way to betray me again. I was a fool for letting him back into my life, even as a business acquaintance and nothing more.

      “Why aren’t you more upset?” Briar said, eyeing me sideways. “The dude you like to blink at just betrayed us. Don’t you ever feel anything?”

      Anger surged through me, touching the dark places in my mind, the place where ancient rage festered and burned. I stopped and inhaled a breath, careful to calm the beast inside me. “It doesn’t matter what I feel. I can only go forward, only do what has to be done.”

      “Bullshit. March your skinny ass back there and give him a piece of your mind! What he did was so messed up and you know it!”

      I tried to block out her words, to not give in to the emotions tugging at my heart. It was dangerous to pull those strings. “You don’t know what you’re asking.”

      She shoved me, not hard, but enough to make the fangs grow long in my mouth.

      “Feel something, Samira,” she said. “Let loose so we can finally⁠—”

      I slammed into her, lifting her by the collar, and raced across the road in the blink of an eye until we slammed into the side of a building. Inches from her face, I hissed, “Do you want to see what happens when I let loose, Briar Big Bush? There is a monster inside me you don’t want to poke. The beast is real, and it is hungry for blood and violence.”

      She searched my eyes, her brows furrowed. “I have so many jokes going through my head right now, I don’t know which one to say first.”

      I let her go and turned away. I shouldn’t have expected her to be serious.

      “Oh, come on, Samira. You think you’re the only one who tries not to feel? I did it for years, and look where that got me! Sure, it hurts like hell, but you need to show emotions or you’re going to end up alone in a very dark place.”

      “I’ve managed this long.”

      She touched me lightly on the arm. “But you don’t have to. You were there for me when I needed someone the most. Let me be there for you. I can tell you’re hurting. What Mateo did, it had to have pissed you off.”

      “I am really…pissed off.” I let myself say the words, let myself feel this one emotion.

      She smiled. “There you go. It’s a start. Let’s see what else you got in you.”

      Her words struck a chord, rattling me to the core. “No one, especially my friends, can see what’s inside me. If you did, you’d run away screaming.”

      Before she could respond, I disappeared into the night.
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      Stars kissed the night above me. Their light was a constant assurance that I didn’t have to give in to the darkness. No matter how black or suffocating, there would always be light, even if it were only a pinpoint. I thought of this as I walked back to Lynx’s house. Briar didn’t understand, nor would she unless I told her the truth about my past. But if she, if any of them, knew… I couldn’t think about the consequences.

      Instead, my thoughts turned to the house at the end of the street. Lynx’s home. I hadn’t meant to invite myself to stay. I could’ve remained at my hotel and immersed myself in their lives that way, but there was something about Briar and Lynx that night at the club that made me act impulsively. Maybe it was the way Briar had fearlessly fought those shifters, despite the odds, and how Lynx had appeared so timid and sweet. I hadn’t been around people for a long time. At the moment, the idea of having roommates, friends, had struck me so hard I didn’t look back.

      And I haven’t regretted it since.

      As long as they didn’t discover the truth about me. But my secrets would remain safe because I would be careful.

      I was almost to the house when I caught movement on the porch, a slight variation in the shadows. I stopped and waited for the threat to reveal itself.

      “Samira,” a soft voice carried on the wind. It’s one I’d heard a thousand times before. It was also a voice that once struck lightning straight into my heart, but now it only reminds me of betrayal and heartbreak.

      Mateo slid out of the shadows to greet me. I tensed at the sight of him and strode past the home and around the side. I pretended I didn’t notice his golden eyes, the color of warm honey, burn into me, or the way his chest muscles rippled when our eyes met. I had to pretend. He meant nothing to me.

      He appeared next to me, walking as quietly and gracefully as a jungle cat. Once we were well into the woods, he stopped. “We need to talk.”

      I kept on going. “There is nothing to say. You chose a different side the first chance you got.”

      “It’s not like that. Would you stop walking, please?”

      I turned to him, despite my brain telling me to keep moving. Being near Mateo was like standing on the edge of a cliff with a storm at my back: surrounded by danger on all sides. It was too much of a temptation to jump in with both feet. Except, if I did, there was no doubt I would end up hurt. “Speak quickly.”

      His mouth opened, then closed again. His brows furrowed. “It’s hard to explain.”

      “Only if you make it so.”

      “My actions are not my own.” He gave me a meaningful look. “I have to do what’s best for my coven.”

      “You are their leader, are you not?”

      “Yes, but—” His mouth closed again. He groaned and raked his fingers through his hair. I tracked the movements with my eyes, remembering how I used to do the same thing but in a very different setting.

      I cleared my throat. “You say you want to talk to me, but you don’t speak. Why did you really come here?”

      His eyes hardened, and he straightened his shoulders. “I came to tell you to stay away from the warehouse.”

      I froze, my blood turning to ice in my veins. “Excuse me?”

      “Stay out of Bodian Dynamics’ business. I mean it, Samira.”

      “Are you threatening me?”

      “There are things beyond my control. I cannot always protect you, especially if you insist on getting involved.”

      “You stopped protecting me long ago.”

      He growled, his fangs sliding out to pierce his bottom lip. “That’s where you’re wrong.”

      I looked into his eyes, remembering how they used to make me melt. My heart skipped a beat, the sharp sensation scratching at the jagged scar on my heart. “You will never know, or understand, the way you broke my heart that night. You made your choice. Now you think you can tell me what to do? Never again, Mateo.”

      “Maybe you should try to understand that choice I made so long ago.”

      I turned to leave, tired of this game, but he gripped my arm, pulling me to him. This time, his eyes were soft, and he cupped my face with his hand. “I’m trying to keep you safe, Samira. Can you not find a sliver of trust in that heart for me, mia anima gemella?”

      I melted at his words. My soulmate. The name he used to call me, so long ago. Heat and desire pulsed into my body, every inch of my flesh tingled as if I’d walked through an electrical field. That’s how it was with him. The feeling hot and addictive. I met his eyes.

      “Why are you working with them, Mateo?” I didn’t hide the desperation in my voice. “This isn’t you. At least not the you I remember. Have you changed so much over the years?”

      “There are reasons why I do the things I do.”

      “Tell me then. Explain it to me.”

      “I cannot. You have to trust me. Please.”

      I hardened my face, just as my heart broke all over again. Every single time I had seen him since that fateful night in the swamps, my body, my heart, my mind longed to be with him again. But, no matter what he said or did, I hardened myself against it. I couldn’t let him hurt me again.

      I yanked my arm out of his hold. “You lost that right a long time ago.”

      I stepped back so he could no longer touch me. “If you cannot tell me, then I suggest you go. Leave this city with your men and your drugs. Sever your ties with Bodian. Walk away and leave us all alone.”

      He gave me a pained expression. “I can’t do that.”

      I sucked up close to him and twisted the front of his shirt in my fist. “Then you stay out of my way.”

      I shoved him backwards and walked back toward the house, anger swelling inside me.

      “Don’t do it, Samira,” he called after me. “Your life is in danger.”

      The smarter, wiser part of me wanted to stop and ask him what he meant, but I gave in to the more emotional part of me, as small as it was, and kept walking. I rubbed at my chest, wishing it didn’t hurt so much.

      “You can fix that,” the ancient darkness inside me whispered. It spoke to me often, but I rarely indulged it anymore. This time, however, I pondered its words, remembering my vow never to feel the kind of heartache that shatters the soul ever again.
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      The sun set. I couldn’t see it from the confines of my coffin stuck in the basement, but I could feel it, much the same way a human feels coldness slowly seep into their bones as the flames of a fire sputter out.

      I lifted the coffin’s lid and inhaled the darkness, the smell of rusty pipes and moldy water stinging my nose. I could’ve taken one of the rooms upstairs, but no matter how many curtains or drapes, darkness up there would never feel complete. Not like it was down here. Plus, the basement had a newer shower.

      It didn’t take me long to get ready. After showering, I pulled on my favorite black leather pants and paired them with a gray tank top. I had plenty of clothes, but very few of them were part of my go-to wardrobe. I combed through my long hair and reached for my glasses on the counter. My hand hesitated over them, remembering the day I’d chosen to wear glasses.

      “You need to find something to tie you to your humanity,” Detrand, my old mentor and friend, had told me once when I found myself in a very dark place. I think he thought I had misunderstood him the first time I’d worn the spectacles, but I hadn’t.

      I slid the glasses onto my face. As long as I wore them, they reminded me how I needed to see through the eyes of those with less power, whether human or supernatural. I had been gifted with something terrible, yet powerful. I could use it for good if I learned to control it.

      And I had.

      Lynx greeted me in the kitchen. She must’ve heard me coming, which meant I was tired, because she handed me my thermos of blood.

      “Do you want me to heat it for you?”

      I shook my head. Drinking warm blood reminded me too much of drinking from the vein, something I never wanted to do again. “But thank you.” I leaned against the counter and drank slowly, still stewing over last night.

      “You look a thousand miles away,” Lynx said. “How did last night go at the warehouse?”

      “Did Briar not tell you?”

      “She didn’t stay long last night, but she was mad about something. Said there was someone she had to see.”

      “Angel.” The word left my mouth before I could stop it.

      “Why would she see him?”

      “Probably because she’s mad at him for betraying us.” When she bombarded me with questions, I held up my hand to quiet her, then told her what had happened.

      “Those dirty snakes,” she said, smacking the towel on the table. “I knew I should’ve gone with you guys. I would’ve slapped some magic so hard on them, their heads would’ve spun.”

      A smile tugged at the corners of my mouth. “I would’ve liked to have seen that.”

      “Maybe you still can.”

      I glanced up at her; her green eyes shone bright like those of a predator. It wasn’t a look I saw often, but whenever I did, it gave me chills. Lynx had no idea of the strength of her power or the darkness it contained. I hoped that when she did, she would be in a good place, because otherwise it might sweep her into the shadows. “What do you mean?”

      “Let’s go back there. All three of us, but this time we’ll be ready.”

      “It’s not wise.”

      “It is if we’re prepared.”

      “I don’t know.” I said the words, but deep down, I wanted to return and show Mateo I wasn’t going to back down.

      “I insist.” She gripped my arm. The touch was hot, almost scolding. “We can’t let those drugs into our city, especially if they’re going to use them to turn supernaturals into Hydes. Plus, we can’t just let people go around kidnapping others. They need to pay.”

      “Fine. We can try again, but we need a solid plan.”

      She squeezed and let go of me, spinning on her heel. Before she left the room, she added, “I’ll take care of everything!”

      I glanced down at my arm, where she had been gripping me. My flesh was burned in the shape of a hand. Power, indeed.

      I left the house, noting the time—almost seven. Sersi would only be up for a couple of more hours. The President of the Ames de la Terra was well known for needing her sleep. A thousand-year-old fae, Sersi, was my oldest friend. She knew me before I had met Mateo. Our friendship had been a rocky one, but it was as sure as the ground beneath my feet.

      An hour later, I pulled up to the Blutel Estate thirty minutes outside of Rouen.

      This place was the reason I was in Rouen. Blutel Estate was a large structure made of stone and iron, built over three hundred years ago. It had been destroyed in the late eighteenth century when a war broke out between supernaturals and humans, a war no one remembered now.

      Over time, Blutel Estate was rebuilt into something better and stronger. This was where a few powerful supernaturals joined together to create the Ames de la Terra, a group dedicated to keeping supernaturals’ existence hidden from mankind while also protecting them in the process. They turned Blutel Estate into a respite for all the otherly creatures of the world, a place where we could heal from the darkness that so often infected us. Here, in this grand place, they also taught us another way to live. To find and embrace the light within us, for we all have it. Darkness cannot exist without light.

      It had also been my own home for several years and had helped me harness the demons within me. After I joined them, their vision grew to encompass humans as well, those who had been harmed by supernaturals or needed assistance. The Ames de la Terra became a governing body to ensure balance between good and evil for the world. I wish I’d had the sense to join them sooner, but I never believed I needed their help.

      Not until I’d hit what humans call rock bottom.

      I walked up the stone steps and pushed open a heavy wooden door. A blast of air ruffled my hair, smelling of spice and cedar. Turning to my left, I walked past the grand entryway, the walls lined with dark wooden wainscoting and floral wallpaper not made in this century. Flecks of real gold still lay embedded within its many colors.

      Two females, a young vampire and an even younger shifter, walked past me, giggling to each other. Orphans, no doubt. Those lost in a world that otherwise would’ve abandoned them. They were probably heading to the estate’s movie theater, built in the last ten years off the back of the building. Every Friday night, a movie was shown. I had seen many here.

      Sersi was right where I thought she’d be—in her office finishing up for the day. Her blond hair, the color of wheat on a summer day, was swept up into a loose bun, stray tendrils falling to her chin. Her gray eyes looked up at me as I walked through the open door. Her gaze used to unnerve me, the sheer intensity of her attention, and the way her eyes penetrated my soul, as if she could see every secret, every dirty thing I’d ever done. I used to shy away from that stare, but I’d since learned her prying eyes were those of concern and love. She didn’t know how to do anything else. She was a rare gem in this world, and I was glad she was at Blutel, safe and protected from the darkness.

      “You look especially bothered today,” she said to me in that soft voice as sweet as the song of a morning dove. People would come from all over the world to hear her lectures. She thought it was for their uplifting messages, but I’d never tell her it was because the mere sound of her voice soothed the hardest soul.

      “Life has been challenging lately.” I didn’t bother sitting down. I wished I had time, but there was much to do.

      She smiled kindly, those gray eyes twinkling. “But it’s also been fun, too. Wouldn’t you say?”

      Once again, she had looked inside me and seen something I didn’t know was there. “It has been nice to have roommates. Friends. They make my challenges easier.”

      “As it should be.” She came to her feet, the blue material of her long gown whispering against the back of the chair. “You came to check on the Abydos?”

      “Yes, if you don’t mind.”

      “Not at all. It is yours to keep safe. We only provide the walls.” She turned around and pressed a button on a wall panel behind her. Two doors spread open, revealing a small elevator. She motioned for me to go first.

      I stood next to her as the elevator doors closed. Sersi blew on her palm, captured the invisible air, then released it near a small black pad next to the elevator buttons. Wisps of blues and purples swirled into the air and was sucked into the blackness. The elevator jerked to a start and moved down deep within the bowels of the old mansion. Every President had expanded their floors, using not only modern methods but also magical ones, to go eight stories below the surface. The floors were used for different reasons—classrooms, dorm rooms, even a second banquet room—but the lowest of the floors was reserved for the oldest and most sacred artifacts. Only a select few people knew of its location or had access to it. I happened to be one of them, given the right when Sersi discovered I had been given the Abydos to protect.

      The doors slid open, and lights came on. I followed Sersi into the giant, open room. Rows and rows of counter-height glass containers filled the space, each holding something of value. One day, I would like to spend days in this room studying all its artifacts. I walked by a familiar-looking sword from the twelfth century and moaned at its exquisiteness. I imagined being there as men tried to pull it from its stone.

      “You are welcome to come here any time,” Sersi said over her shoulder. “It’s a shame more of these items can’t be appreciated.”

      My gaze slid over a long, oval mirror resting on its back and protected by glass. A single apple engraved into the gold frame adorned its top. Tingles exploded across my skin as I realized what it could be. These objects weren’t just from our realm. “I would love to.”

      “Anytime.” She stopped at a glass enclosure at the back. It appeared empty, but I knew otherwise. She turned to me. “Would you like to unlock it? Just like we practiced.”

      I nodded and closed my eyes, whispering the words: “Per sol, luna et sidera, resera hoc secretum locum.”

      I breathed into the pocket of my closed hand, then released it over the enclosure. The glass case slid open. At first, nothing happened, but after a few seconds, the small chest that held the Abydos appeared. I reached in and carefully lifted the lid. The small vial of dark blood rested on plush velvet.

      “Of all the items in this sacred place,” Sersi said, “this could be the most important. Silly, for such a small thing.”

      My gaze slid over to the enclosure next to it. It contained the only other item I brought to Sersi at the same time I delivered the Abydos.

      She followed my gaze. “You are still worried about the prophecy.”

      “I admit, I am a little.” Detrand was the one who had given me the prophecy, believing it to be about me. “I thought it could be prevented if I stayed close to Briar, but then she killed the third Alpha.”

      I swallowed despite the dryness in my throat. That night at Fire Ridge, when we had come under attack, I had tried to stay close to Briar. She had just discovered that Vincent, her uncle, was working with the strange and powerful being that both Dominic and Vincent worshiped. Up until that point, I never believed Briar could ever harm her last surviving family member, but then he’d betrayed her. I tried to go after her when the smoke entity carried her into the woods, but that would’ve left Mateo, Lynx, and so many others at the mercy of rival shifters and Hydes.

      In the end, I could not stop Briar, and the first part of the prophecy had been fulfilled. At least she had killed the smoke monster, that terrible, seemingly unstoppable creature whose identity we had yet to uncover. Our only theory was that Vincent must've summoned it from another realm or maybe even created it using magic.

      “There is still a long way to go before the prophecy comes to fruition,” Sersi offered. “If it ever does.”

      I nodded and closed the lid. When I withdrew my hand, the box disappeared, and the glass slid back into place over it. I approached the next case and peered inside. A rolled-up, faded parchment paper tied off with a leather string lay inside.

      “Do you want to look at it?” she asked me.

      “No. I have it memorized.” More for myself than for her, I quoted it out loud:

      “When the crimson moon rises on the eve of Litha, three dark souls will give their blood to bring forth the great Trianus, Lord of the Underworld, from the dark abyss. A Komira, sealed by the blood of three Alphas, a vampire who abandoned the Kiss of the Eternal Night, and a witch blessed by the sun and the moon. Bonded by fire and ice, the three will bend a knee and bow to the new Prince of Darkness, true and faithful servants, as he takes his place as ruler over mortal lands once again.”

      I met Sersie’s penetrating gaze, as deep and endless as an ocean’s storm. “This prophecy will never come to pass.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “Because I would never give up the Kiss of Eternal Night. I earned it, and it will always be mine.”
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      Sersi followed me outside. Moonlight, more than the night before, cast a silvery glow across the well-groomed landscape. A large stone fountain sprayed water into the night air, creating a fractured rainbow of dark purples, blues, and greens just above it. Only magic could’ve made that happen, but it was breathtaking nevertheless.

      The weight I always felt whenever I thought about the prophecy squeezed my chest, making it harder to remember to breathe.

      It had taken me many years of waiting and watching for clues about who these other two people could be. It wasn’t until I began to research the Morgan family line that I found the connection. It was through Cassandra, Lynx’s mother, who married a Morgan. Cassandra was born a Trite and came from a long line of witches who drew their powers from the moon, according to the rumors. It was one reason I stayed in Rouen. I had to know if the prophecy was referring to a Morgan witch. So far, only one gave any indication she could be kissed by the sun—Lynx. I wasn’t sure what that meant yet, but sunlight poured from that woman.

      “Samira,” Sersi said, stopping me before I reached the bottom of the steps. “There is someone I want you to talk to. I believe he might be able to shed some light on recent developments, specifically the creature who recently terrorized the Silver Claws, the one Briar vanquished.”

      My eyebrows lifted, genuinely surprised. I had asked everyone I knew about this creature and, other than old tales, I had found nothing. But the way that it had disappeared had felt too easy. Briar disagreed. “Who? I haven’t been able to find any leads.”

      She laughed in a sweet sound that eased the pressure on my chest. “I know something you don’t? I think I can die happy now.”

      “You know more about humanity than I ever will.” It was the biggest compliment I could ever give.

      Those gray eyes stared into mine until I looked away. “You know more than you think you do, Samira Chevoky.”

      I warmed at the sound of my birth name, a name I hadn’t heard from someone else’s lips in decades. “Who is this person?”

      “His fae name is Triandal Genlynn, but in the human world, he goes by Eddie. Eddie …” She frowned. “I don’t know his human last name.”

      “Eddie, who owns the club Sinsual?”

      “That’s the one.”

      “He’s fae?” I swallowed down my surprise. “I mean, I knew he was a supernatural, but I never paid much attention to him.”

      “You never had a reason to before. Now you do. Work with him.”

      “I will. Thank you.” I gave her a hug of farewell, one of the few people I ever touched, considering her words. I was surprised that Eddie had information I didn’t. He seemed too distracted with his mortal world to be helpful in the supernatural one. He was always at the club, and I’d never seen him at the usual supernatural haunts. I licked my lips, eager to find out what information he could give me.
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      I parked a few blocks from Sinsual, away from the normal lot. I was always afraid my car would get scratched by the hordes of drunk people who left there each night. This club wasn’t one I liked to go to. It was always too crowded, filled way past the allotted occupancy limit. But I didn’t have a choice.

      Circling the back to avoid the long line in front, I leapt up to the roof. There I found an access door to the inside. The thirty-year-old locked door didn’t hold when I jerked it wide open. Once inside, I pressed it back into place. By the layer of dust just inside the door, this exit hadn’t been used in months. Good. It could be my personal entrance from now on, should I need it.

      I maneuvered my way down a set of stairs and a metal walkway until I was overlooking the club from the back wall. It was almost eleven and mostly packed. Eddie’s office was just across from me. I sighed a breath of relief. I didn’t want to have to navigate through those crowds.

      The music changed just then. Deep bass slammed through the club, making the crowd bounce up and down, but it made me plug my ears to prevent a headache. Even the scent of sweat and pheromones made me ill.

      When I reached Eddie’s office, I pounded on the door to be heard over the music. A second later, the door opened. Eddie’s violet eyes, contrasting with his green button-up dress shirt, widened at my presence. They were so vibrant, I wondered how I hadn’t noticed before.

      His expression quickly slackened. “You’re Briar’s friend, right?”

      By his reaction, he recognized I was a vampire, or at the very least, a supernatural being. “My name is Samira.”

      “What can I do for you?” He peeked over my shoulder, scanning the area below.

      “Can we speak in private?”

      “Sure.” He ushered me inside and closed the door. He circled back to his desk, keeping a watchful eye on my movements. I reminded myself to breathe, to touch my face, shift my position. All the things that put others at ease. Vampires’ unnatural stillness could be terrifying, something I hadn’t realized until Briar had pointed it out.

      When we were both sitting, I said, “You and I share a mutual acquaintance.”

      “Do we?”

      “Yes. Sersi.”

      His pupils dilated briefly. “The name doesn’t sound familiar.”

      I sighed. “I don’t have the time to do this. I know you’re fae. I know your real name is Triandal Genlynn.”

      His mouth fell open, and his eyes lit up again. “How do you know that?”

      “Sersi. And she would have only told me if I could be trusted. She said you could help me.”

      He leaned back into the chair and ran his fingers through the back of his sandy blond hair. “You’re a vampire.”

      “Yes.”

      “You live with Briar, who is a shifter. Your other roommate is a Morgan witch.”

      “Correct.”

      “That’s a deadly combination.”

      I leaned forward and rested my hand on the desk, tapping my fingernails. “It can be. Are you able to help me or not?”

      “It depends. What do you need?”

      “I’m searching for information about someone. Someone of great power who had a connection to Trianus.”

      The color drained from his face, and he glanced around as if someone might be watching us, even in this small room. “We don’t talk about him.”

      “We?”

      “Fae. His name is a forbidden word.”

      “So you do know about this demon?”

      He nodded his head, the knot in his throat bobbing up and down. “Demons can gain power just by the mention of their name, by the stirring of belief.” His eyes darkened, and I captured a glimpse of his true power. “That is why we don’t speak of him.” He stood. “And why I can’t help you.”

      “I fear someone may still try to summon him again by using the Abydos. Have you heard of this sacred blood?”

      He sat back down, his face paling further. Silence descended over us, thick and dense. I let it settle. Long silences didn’t bother me, but they did others.

      Finally, he spoke. “I can’t discuss this here. Too many prying eyes and ears, but come back tomorrow night. I will take you somewhere where we can talk privately.”

      Just then, the club beyond the door exploded in cheers. Eddie smiled. “Briar must be here.”

      “She’s working tonight?”

      “Surprised? It’s been a few weeks since she came in. Something must be bothering her.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He rose from his desk again. “Briar only works when she needs to release some pent-up anger. It’s like she goes to another place when she’s performing. I don’t mind, though. She brings in some serious cash. Have you ever seen her perform?”

      “I don’t like the crowds.”

      “They can be a bit rowdy, but you should stick around. There’s a spot on the balcony that’s not too crowded. And since you’re a friend of Sersi’s, I’ll make you a special drink.” He winked at me.

      I checked the time. It wasn’t even midnight yet. “Perhaps I will.”

      Eddie opened the door and pointed to a small table on the other side. It was tucked around the corner where most wouldn’t notice. “Have a seat over there. I’ll bring you a drink soon.”

      I thanked him and circled the balcony until I reached the table. Down below, Briar stood on the bar, laughing and shouting into the hordes of people who had all surged forward to get a better view. I spotted a familiar-looking shifter in the crowd; she was grinning and holding up a wine cooler in Briar’s direction. I thought her name was Loxley. Briar mentioned she’d been coming to Fire Ridge more often, offering help. I guess now she was showing up at Sinsual, too.

      This wasn’t the first time I’d seen someone attach themselves to Briar. With her powerful presence and desire to help others, a more recent development has seen people flock to her like devoted worshippers.

      Briar’s movement caught my eye. She only wore a sports bra and a pair of short jean shorts with tall boots. She juggled bottles of Jack Daniels in the air, bouncing them off her shoulder, her forearm, and buttocks to keep them from falling. It was entrancing and almost unbelievable. She even managed to sling one off her foot, catching it gracefully before she poured them into seven shot glasses lined up across the bar. A group of guys surged forward, throwing their cash into her outstretched hand before grabbing it.

      I hated to admit it, but she did put on a good show, although some of it was because of her shifter influence. I could feel her power pulsing outward, blanketing everyone with a thin layer of fevered energy and influence. I admit, it also affected me.

      Snatching a lone straw on the table, I slid the straw from its paper covering. I looked at it and then at Briar, an idea coming to my mind. She always said I needed to let loose.

      Balling the paper up, I stuck it into my mouth and began to chew. I’d seen this same move in one of the movies I’d seen at Blutel Estate. Once the paper was sufficiently wet, I attached it to the end of the straw and lifted it to my puckered lips.

      When Briar stilled to let a man tuck a five-dollar bill in her boot, I blew hard. The wad of paper met its mark and smacked Briar in the forehead. She froze, scowling, reached up and grabbed it, then scanned the crowd for the offender. Her gaze moved upward and stopped when she saw me. Shock crossed her face. I saluted her.

      A smile teased the corners of her mouth. She raised the bottle of Jack in her hand and mocked a toast before downing a long swig. With the music still blaring, she continued to dance, even motioning for me to join her at one point. Of course, I declined. I wasn’t that ready to let loose.

      Without warning, the hair on my arms lifted. I sucked in a slow breath through my teeth at the unseen threat and casually glanced around. All the people, humans, and the occasional shifter, appeared disinterested in me and instead were focused on Briar.

      Again, I felt the needle pricking of cold eyes on me. I scanned the club, stopping when I met the gaze of an abnormally tall and thin bald man. He stood out from the crowd, so much so that I wondered how I had missed him on my first sweep. His eyes were dark pits, nearly black as he stared up at me, his expression void of any emotions. He didn’t look angry, yet everything about him screamed aggression.

      Eddie appeared at my table and set down a tall, thin glass full of red liquid. I glanced away for just a moment to tell Eddie thank you, and when I looked back, the bald man was gone. I searched all around, but it was like he had never existed.

      I remained on alert for several minutes, enjoying Eddie’s special drink of whiskey and cow’s blood, but when I didn’t see the man again, I decided to leave via the roof exit. I moved to stand but stopped when I saw Lynx. She was shoving her way to the bar to get to Briar. Briar noticed her and leaned over to hear what Lynx was saying. Briar looked up at me, then said something back to Lynx.

      A moment later, Lynx worked her way up to my table carrying a duffle bag. Her red hair had been braided loosely and hung off to one shoulder. The deep red color stood out against her white dress. She pulled out a chair and dropped next to me. “I’m so glad you’re here. Didn’t you get my texts?”

      “I only check them once a day at sunset.”

      She stared at me as if I’d eaten a baby. “There are so many things wrong with that statement, but whatever. I have something to show you.”

      “What?”

      “Not until Briar gets here.” Even as she said it, Briar was finishing up the show that ended with blowing fire from her mouth. Lynx looked at her wistfully. “She is so good.”

      Shortly after, Briar arrived at our table, wiping her forehead with a towel. She collapsed into a chair. “I am beat.”

      “Work off your anger?” I asked.

      She shrugged, her eyes dropping to my drink. Her nose wrinkled. “Where did you get that?”

      “Eddie.”

      “Eddie?” She swiveled her head toward his office. “He knows you’re a vampire? How? What else does he know? Does he know about me?”

      I hesitated, wondering how much to tell her. I didn’t like telling other people’s stories. “You’ll have to ask him.”

      Lynx dropped the bag onto the center of the table. “No more talking. There’s something we have to do. Tonight we’re taking out the Nocs.”

      Briar and I looked at each other.

      “You want to kill the vampires?” Briar asked.

      Her eyebrows lifted. “What? No! No one’s going to die. I just meant we’re going to destroy that warehouse.”

      Briar slumped into her seat. “They’ll just go somewhere else.”

      “Then we’ll destroy that one too.”

      “Where’s this sudden aggression coming from?” I asked her. I’d only seen hints of her darkness, but this was something new. This was her seeking it out, actually wanting to take part in something destructive and harmful. Could this be the beginning of Lynx seeking out the power of the moon that ran through her blood? If so, I needed to stop it before it grew too big, which could potentially fulfill the prophecy.

      Lynx squirmed in her seat and lowered her gaze. “I’m just tired of bad things happening and not being able to do anything about it.” She looked up at each of us. “We are strong. All three of us. We can do this together.”

      Briar thumped the table. “Damn straight.”

      Lynx was right. We were stronger together, but did that come with a cost? I studied Lynx, the worry in her eyes, the determination of her chin. Maybe she just wanted to do something good. Perhaps this had nothing to do with the prophecy.

      I motioned toward the bag. “What’s in there? And what’s your plan?”

      “Well,” she rested her hand on the black canvas. “This is my first mission as a leader.”

      “Leader?” I looked at Briar. “We have a leader?”

      Briar chuckled. “Just go with it. This is great. Please continue, Lynx.”

      Lynx unzipped the bag and reached her hand inside. She paused and said, “I want you each to wear these. We must blend in.”

      She handed us each a pile of clothes. Briar burst out laughing. “You got us matching outfits! This is the best!”

      I unfolded them and held up the black shirt. “I don’t wear long sleeves.”

      “You are tonight, Samira,” Lynx ordered.

      Briar was stretching out the shirt. “Will my boobs fit in this?”

      “Honestly, I’m not sure,” Lynx said. “But we’ll tape them up if we have to.”

      I set the clothes down. “What’s the second part of your plan?”

      She opened the bag to show us several bottles of lighter fluid. She pulled out a lighter and flicked it on. “Simple. We’re going to burn the whole thing down.”
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      “This isn’t a good idea,” I said for the fourth time. I was driving across town with Lynx and Briar in the back seat, changing into their clothes. Turns out the shirt Lynx got for Briar barely fit and showed a bit of her stomach. “Back me up, Briar.”

      “Sorry, Sis, but I can’t,” she said. “I talked to Angel about it last night. He practically begged me to stay out of it and wouldn’t say anything else. It’s like he forgot who he was talking to. If they aren’t going to stop, then we’ve got to do what we’ve got to do.”

      I eyed her in the rearview mirror. “Does Luke know?”

      “No, and we’re not going to tell him. He’ll give me a lecture about playing with fire, then he’ll make out with me to distract me. And it will work, so best not to tell him just yet.”

      Mumbling under my breath, I turned onto the street leading to the warehouse. It wasn’t a horrible idea, per se, burning down the building. It was a quick way to take care of a big problem, but I couldn’t ignore the nagging questions at the back of my mind. Mateo had been absolutely against working with Bodian, even to the point of fighting against them. Why would he suddenly switch sides? And kidnapping supernaturals? This was something he had always been against.
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