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      I slammed the door behind me and fled the great mansion. I’d just given the Abydos to my mom, Cassandra, and now anguish and contrition filled me, pounding through me as fierce as my thundering heart. My footsteps slapped against the stone steps, the moonlight at my back.

      I swallowed great gulps of air that smelled like pine and rich earth, glancing back at the ornate house where I’d grown up. I wondered if my mother’s eyes followed me, perhaps as she stood at one of the windows. I could imagine a cold smile marring her face as she watched me run away after giving her the Abydos.

      She’d mentioned my father again, saying he’d be pleased with me. I didn’t even know which father she meant. The one I grew up with, or my real dad, the one she kept secret from me.

      I reached my car and threw open the door. As I slid behind the wheel, I tossed the fake Abydos into the passenger seat, none too gently either. It didn’t matter if it broke. I could easily replicate another. That was the great thing about lies. They couldn’t be broken, only revealed. This one had to stay buried. Otherwise, I would lose my friends forever.

      Screaming, I punched the steering wheel over and over.

      A double life. That’s what I’d been forced to live ever since my mother and I had performed that spell to bring Briar to Rouen. I still don’t know how my mother had uncovered Briar’s true identity. According to Dominic and others who had been there, the extermination of her pack had been complete, and the Abydos was believed lost forever. They’d searched her territory many times, even bringing in special witches, but no one could find it. And yet, somehow my mother had known it still existed, had known about Briar.

      Curling my fingers tightly around the steering wheel, I started the car and slammed my foot against the accelerator. The tires chewed up the driveway, leaving angry black marks across the pavement. My mother would love that. Too bad I couldn’t make the image of my middle finger out of them.

      I drove away, angry tears stinging my cheeks.

      My father.

      My adopted father was dead, but I desperately needed to find my biological one. He couldn’t be as awful as my mother. No way.

      Did he know about me? I doubted it. Since my mother was thirteen and had discovered she was a witch with real power, she’d had one goal: marry a Morgan. They were the only witch family who mattered in our community. Getting pregnant by someone else must’ve been devastating to her. But somehow, she’d managed to still marry an infamous Morgan. Probably told my fake father the baby was his. He died when I was young, so neither of us would ever know the truth, unless I could get my mother to tell me, which was highly unlikely.

      I sighed and forced my body to relax into the seat as I drove toward the Apex. My knuckles had begun to swell. Damnit. I’d painted my nails earlier that day. They still looked amazing, but no one would notice the polish with all the bruises on my hands. I’d just have to hide them, like all the other ugly lies I told.

      I’d been raised under my mother’s care my whole life, trained to do her will. As a child, I had been eager to please her. Then as I grew older, I was too afraid of her to go against her wishes. That’s why I’d gone along with her plan to bring Briar to Rouen.

      But then I’d grown to love both Briar and Samira. I hadn’t expected to feel such a strong tie to them, though my mother only told me it was part of the prophecy. What she couldn’t understand was how isolated she’d made me, how much I’d longed for a real connection to other people. My friends made me feel loved and cherished, something I hadn’t felt in a long time.

      And so, my double life began.

      Living like that had broken me more than I thought it would. I had no idea who I was anymore. Torn between my obligations as a Morgan witch and my love for my friends, I’d felt my sanity begin to slip.

      My phone buzzed and a message appeared on the screen in my dashboard. I pressed the icon of my message folder and listened as a robotic voice said, “You have one message from Roma. Would you like me to read it?”

      “Yes.”

      “Hey, sweetie,” the robotic voice said as Roma. “Do you have the blood?”

      Robot paused. “Would you like to respond?”

      I stared at the road ahead, my heart pounding. Maybe I could still back out. Return to my mother and get the real blood. Yeah, right. There’s no way my mom would give it back now. She’d made too many plans, years in the making, to stop now.

      The only path for me was forward.

      “Yes,” I said, my regret growing stronger. I hated this part of my life.

      “What would you like to say?”

      A sound beeped. “I’ve got it and am on my way to you. See you soon.”

      I sent the message and quickly wiped at a tear that had managed to escape from my eye. None of that, I told myself. I had to appear confident, self-assured, like I knew exactly what I was doing. Like I wasn’t betraying my friends and sealing their fate. Our fates.

      My phone rang, startling me. My gaze dropped to the dashboard screen again. Aris was calling. My heart skipped a beat, and I answered the phone. “Hey.”

      “How’s it going?” he asked.

      The sound of his voice shot straight through me. He’d only recovered a week ago after being accidentally hit with one of the spells that had been protecting the Blutel Estate from Korin. I was glad the spell had finally worn off. I liked hearing him talk.

      “I’m good,” I answered.

      I hated thinking of that night. So many had died, specifically Sersi, the President of the Ames de la Terra. I should’ve been able to save her. But Ivona, in the Phoenix’s form, had overwhelmed me. I’d felt powerful until the second she’d mentally touched my mind. Then all confidence had failed me. I was no match for her, not even close, and that realization had been devastating.

      “Where are you? I thought we were meeting at sunset.” His voice always held a tone of seriousness, roughness even. He’d scared me when I’d first met him at my training with the Principes Noctis. The way his steely blue eyes, cold as an Arctic wind, scrutinized every one of us, as if deciding our worthiness to belong to such a powerful group.

      It wasn’t until later that I learned he sought to determine who amongst us was the most dangerous.

      Aris also lived a double life—one posing as someone who shared the Ministry’s evil goals while also secretly trying to stop the abuses of power among supernaturals, wherever they sprung up. Hence, his reason for being in Rouen.

      Maybe that’s why I was drawn to him, his ability to successfully balance both evil and good in his life. It also helped that every time he was near me, my whole body flushed, longing for his touch. His body was lean, with broad shoulders and tight muscles that begged me to touch them. He held a quiet strength, a demeanor that hinted I could trust him.

      That he could be more. But that wasn’t going to happen. Aris and I were just friends.

      “Sorry about that. It took longer than I thought at my mother’s house. I’m on my way to the Apex to spell the Abydos.”

      “I’ll meet you there.”

      “No,” I said quickly. It had been hard enough to lie to Samira and Briar. I didn’t want to have to lie to him, too. “It will be a while, plus super boring. Roma and Owen have these spells we have to perform. One of them is over an hour long.”

      There was a long pause. “Can I see you after, or will you need to sleep?”

      See me after. For anyone else, that might sound like a date, but with Aris it just meant friendship. I think he was lonely, especially since Mateo and Samira were finally together, and now Angel and Briar. He still had Oz, but Oz was often busy at Blutel Estate in their lab.

      “If it’s not too late, I’ll come by. The hotel?”

      “Possibly. I’ll text you if I’ll be somewhere else.”

      I thanked him and hung up. He would be somewhere else. Roaming the city, looking for bad guys to stop. Briar and many of the others said Aris had a hero complex, but it wasn’t that at all. He’d confessed a little of what he’d had to do in Coast City to get rid of Bastian, an ancient and powerful vampire. He’d had to do some terrible things for the greater good, and it had nearly broken his soul.

      Every night, he hit the streets trying to atone for his past mistakes. It was for this reason he didn’t allow himself to be happy, which also meant no relationships. I’d asked him once why. He’d answered, “The shadows on my heart and mind will not allow it. I’ve too much to atone for.”

      It made me sad for him and yet, I got it. Since I also lived a double life, love was the last thing I wanted. If the people around me knew who I really was, they’d be devastated. I didn’t want to hurt them like that. Love would have to take a back seat, for now. Maybe forever. Maybe one day I’d have to be like Aris and roam the streets to atone for all my sins.

      That is, if I had a future.

      Everything I did, all the lies and secrets, was to guarantee our future—at least according to my mother. But now I wasn’t so sure. If she could lie to me about something as big as my father’s true identity, then what else would she lie about?

      I parked the car in front of Kim Yaun, the Chinese Restaurant that sat high above the Apex, and grabbed the small chest holding the Abydos from the passenger seat. The restaurant was already closed for the night, but I used my key to slip inside. It still smelled like jasmine with hints of iron, the result of many supernatural customers who practiced magic.

      “Hey, Elvis,” I whispered to the yellow canary that sat on top of the counter in a metal cage. If Kuriko, the owner, hadn’t felt pressured to keep with the traditional Chinese decor of red lanterns and droplet wall vases, the place would probably be covered in Elvis paraphernalia. She’d seen him perform as a child while living in San Francisco and had been obsessed ever since. The Elvis decor packed in the basement storage room was enough to prove it.

      Crossing the dining room, I stopped in front of an old wooden door with the symbol of fire etched into its center. A different key opened it, one given to only a few witches. My mother got me mine, otherwise it would’ve been years until I earned it. Being a Morgan witch had its perks.

      As soon as I reached the bottom of the darkened, circular staircase beneath Kim Yaun’s, I picked up my pace, wrapping my jacket around me. It was cold and damp down in the tunnels that led to the Apex, the secret location where the Witches of Rouen practiced magic. I’d wanted to fix the temperature issues, but whenever I brought it up, some witch just cast a spell to warm the place. That was all well and great, but seriously? Electricity had been invented for a reason, but there were always witches who insisted using magic for every little thing.

      Not me.

      I’d used so much of my power recently, it had nearly killed me. I’d be happy to never use it again. Be normal. What would that be like?

      The sound of Roma and Owen’s arguing voices reached my ears, which meant they’d left the security door open for me. Roma and Owen had been arguing a lot more lately, ever since Angel and Briar had taken off after the Abydos. I never knew what about, though. Roma wouldn’t tell me even though I’d asked her several times.

      Light crept out from the Apex, partially filling the stone tunnel around me. I slowed my steps, hoping to catch a little of their conversation.

      “This isn’t the way,” Owen was saying. “We need a full coven.”

      “I don’t trust a full coven.” Roma’s firm voice was laced with bitterness. Had something happened I didn’t know about?

      “If you can’t trust your own kind,” he said, “who can you trust?”

      “Myself, first and foremost. Then those of my choosing, and certainly not twenty-year-old sorority sisters who just want to use their magic to make Mardi Gras cocktails, or older women who haven’t used their magic for years.”

      “They’re more than that.”

      “Are they?” Her question hung in the air between them, a weapon to be used for both sides.

      It was true the Witches of Rouen hadn’t acted as a full coven until recently, which did make them weaker. But they had been disbanded over two decades ago because of all of the corruption between them. So do you use a full coven with people you didn’t know well, or a weaker one with people you trusted?

      Escaping the shadows, I stepped loudly into the hallway to announce my arrival. I walked into the Apex. The smell of animal’s blood was stronger tonight. I turned my head to the wall to see why. Several ancient symbols had been painted onto the rough surface, the beginning of a powerful spell.

      Since the moon wasn’t quite full enough to fill the circular tube running from the outside and down through the ceiling, several candles had been lit. It made shadows dance across the stone floor and gave the air a smoky flavor.

      “Hey guys,” I said, clutching the small chest to me. I had to remember that even though it contained the fake Abydos, I had to pretend it was the real thing.

      Roma hurried to me, smiling big as if she hadn’t been arguing only seconds earlier. “You made it.”

      She embraced me tightly, her hair smelling like apples and cinnamon. She gave the best hugs, so full of warmth and love. Or maybe it just felt that way because my mother never hugged me like this.

      For just a moment, I forgot about my lies, but then she pulled away. “Can I see it?”

      I held the box protectively. “It’s in here.”

      I didn’t open it. I couldn’t for fear she might sense it was a fake. My mother had spelled it with magical properties similar to the Abydos, but one couldn’t be too careful.

      Roma stared down at it for a long moment, then looked up at me, a determined look on her face. “Let’s get this thing protected. Over here.”

      Owen turned away from a boiling pot sitting on an ornate wooden table. “It’s good to see you again, Lynx.”

      “You too.” I frowned when I noticed his singed eyebrows and blistered cheek. “Are you okay?”

      He rubbed at his dark skin. “I nearly blew my face off earlier today.”

      I glanced at all the magical objects behind him on the table. Many of them were very powerful and should rarely be in the same place together. “What were you trying to do?”

      His silver eyes flickered to Roma coolly. “Something that should’ve been done by a full coven of witches.”

      “Oh, don’t mind him,” Roma said, her eyes twinkling and her voice sweet. “It was just part of the protection spell, but we worked it out, didn’t we, Owen?”

      He grunted and turned his attention back to the table.

      Guilt wormed its way to my gut, making me touch my stomach. Owen had nearly been killed trying to protect absolutely nothing. I hadn’t thought about this part of my lie. The magic we were about to perform was extremely dangerous. Any one of us could easily be hurt.

      But what could I do about it now?

      Everyone had to believe the blood was here. To save the world, I reminded myself. Isn’t that what my mother had told me?

      “Where do you want it?” I asked.

      “Place it over here.” Roma pointed to a metal box with all kinds of runes etched into its side.

      I did as she asked, ignoring the guilt scraping at my insides, and closed the lid firmly. My mom’s spell would protect the real blood just as well as what we were doing here.

      “It’s time.” Roma took hold of my hand and pulled me away to the center of the room while Owen dropped a match into whatever he had boiling. Red smoke billowed upward, and the smell made me gag. It was the aroma of a refrigerator that had been unplugged for way too long.

      Roma handed me a slip of paper. “You’re going to repeat these words until I say done. Owen, grab her other hand. No matter what happens, we can’t stop. Supernaturals looking for the Abydos have probably already begun to track it.”

      If only she knew the truth. The Abydos was already locked safely away in my mother’s vault. She’d been preparing it for months with all kinds of magical layers. What we were about to do paled in comparison to what my mother had already done.

      “Let’s begin.” Roma tilted her head back and began to chant.

      I did the same. Roma’s hand was warm, near burning, in mine. Owen’s was cold as ice.

      For the next few hours, we chanted and used Owen’s magical concoctions to perform different spells on the box in front of us. My muscles ached and lungs burned as magic transferred from me to the box and the fake Abydos.

      I was so tired and just wanted to collapse. All this wasted energy for nothing.

      In that moment, I hated my mother. I used that hate to strengthen my magic. I didn’t look over at Owen whose grip had weakened in my hand. Roma’s remained strong. I felt bad for Owen. He was older than Roma, more frail.

      Any pain he was feeling right now from expelling his magic was my fault.

      I couldn’t think about it. Couldn’t think about all the people I’d hurt because of my lies.

      With flames burning low on the candles around us, some already burned out, the box began to lift into the air. We continued the spell, one that felt older than time with the power of the sun, moon, and stars behind it. The magic hummed through my bones, vibrated my insides, and rattled my teeth. I wondered where Roma had found it. She’d told me she came from a long line of witches. Her book of shadows could have spells centuries old if preserved correctly. Maybe one day I’d ask her to see it.

      The box continued to rise to the high stone ceilings. Roma’s voice grew louder. I matched her tone and intensity, as did Owen. He dropped to his knees from exhaustion, but I maintained our tight grip, fighting off my own exhaustion.

      A heavy fog crept into the room and swirled at our feet. With our rising voices, it also flowed higher, cooling my skin. A chill rocked my frame and my words stuttered. The box, high above our heads, sucked the fog to it as if it were inhaling deeply. The sudden wind whipped my hair all around my face.

      My pulse raced until I thought my heart would burst. Roma’s hand grew so hot I swore my flesh burned beneath our grip. I didn’t dare look down to see. I wanted to be as strong as her, to show her I could be just as powerful.

      I stared up at the box, magic pouring from me to it. The tail end of the fog got sucked in to the box. When it was all gone, a loud pop filled the room, and the box disappeared.

      Roma lowered her head and cleared her throat to find her voice. “It’s done.”

      She collapsed to the ground as did Owen. I dropped to my knees, weak and with a pounding headache.

      I turned to Owen first who looked unconscious. I pressed my fingers to his wrist. His pulse raced frighteningly fast.

      “I’m okay,” he breathed, startling me. His eyes were still closed. “Just need to rest.”

      I turned to Roma and checked her pulse, too. Hers was deathly slow. She stared upward, her hazel eyes empty, expression blank. I shook her gently. “Roma?”

      No answer.

      I smoothed back her frizzy red hair. Her forehead was covered in tiny beads of sweat. “Come on, Roma. Snap out of it.”

      She blinked and lowered her gaze to meet mine. A slow smile twisted her lips upward. “We did it.”

      I returned her smile. “We sure did. Finally, the Abydos is truly safe.”

      Another lie. When would it end?

      She turned her head to look at Owen. “How are you doing, old man?”

      He groaned and lifted onto his elbows. “I need a stiff drink.”

      “The best idea you’ve had yet.” She looked at me. “Help me up?”

      I scooped my arm behind her shoulders and assisted her into a sitting position. She wobbled briefly, touching her forehead and gasping for air.

      “Can I get you something?” I asked.

      “There’s a bottle of strong wine on the table.”

      I pulled myself to my feet. My legs shook, but I managed to keep them beneath me as I stumbled to the table. Before I grabbed the bottle, I removed my phone from my pocket and texted Briar and Samira:

      It’s done. The Abydos is safe.

      One day they would know the truth.

      When that day came, they would no longer call me their friend.
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      “Come on, Lynx,” Briar said to me as she adjusted her ponytail. “Butterfly wings hit harder than that.”

      “Can’t we be done?” I groaned. My chest heaved as I dropped my arms to my side. We’d been training in the backyard for almost an hour. My muscles burned from exhaustion, a different kind of burn from using magic. I didn’t like it.

      “No. You have to learn to fight with your fists. What if you lost your magic?”

      “I won’t. I don’t know why you keep saying that.”

      “Look, we don’t know what Ivona is going to throw at us next. We need every advantage possible, like you knowing how to protect yourself without magic.”

      “Fine.” I lowered back into a defensive position like she’d taught me. Feet shoulder-width apart, weight settled into my hips. I raised my tight fists in front of my face.

      When she came at me, I ducked as her hand darted toward my face. I undercut my fist to her ribs, ignoring the pain on my knuckles as they connected. It felt like punching steel.

      But I didn’t stop.

      I focused on my breathing and my steps as we sparred, punching and ducking in small circles. After the first hit, it was about impossible to land anything on her. She spun and dodged too fast, completely in tune to my movements.

      Inhaling deeply, I decided to try something unexpected. She hadn’t taught me to kick yet, but I’d seen others do it enough that I could probably attempt it with some success.

      Just as she ducked to miss my punch, I swiveled around with a backward roundhouse. My foot connected to her face with a thud. Pain lanced through my foot.

      She stumbled back, her eyes wide. She rubbed at her jaw, then smiled. “Holy shit. You got me.”

      Applause had us whirling around. Aris stepped out of the shadows, a grin tugging one side of his mouth, exposing a deep dimple in his cheek.

      “How long have you been standing there?” I gasped.

      “Long enough to see Briar get her ass kicked.”

      Briar snorted and rolled her eyes. “Hardly, creeper.”

      He ignored her and came to stand in front of me. “How’s training going?”

      I quickly smoothed my hair back. “Getting better.”

      Briar’s phone buzzed on the back porch. To Aris, she said, “Take over for me, will you, stalker? I have to get this.”

      “I wasn’t stalking!” he called after her, but she had already answered her phone and darted inside the house. He looked back at me. “What were you working on?”

      “Upper body movements mostly. Dodging, punching, uppercuts.”

      “So offensive moves.”

      “I guess.”

      “That’s great, but for someone like you who isn’t used to fighting physically, you’ll probably need to learn more defensive moves. Jujitsu would be perfect.”

      “How does that work?”

      “I’ll show you.” He stepped behind me, paused, then wrapped his arm around my chest tightly. His chest warmed my back and a chill skittered up my spine, making me shiver.

      “Are you cold? We could do this another time.” His breath feathered past my ear.

      I did my best to hold back another tingle threatening to break across my flesh. “I’m good. So what do I do next?”

      “First, I want you to grip my wrist with one hand, and my forearm with the other.”

      I did as he asked.

      “Good. Next, I want you to shift your hips to the right and place your left foot behind mine.”

      I followed his directions and waited.

      “Now you’re going to jerk your left leg forward, hooking my ankle so we both fall backward. I’ll land on my back, you on your bum, but just quickly turn and mount me.”

      Before I could think too long on that word “mount,” I did as he said.

      Jerking my leg, I swiveled as he fell backwards. I spun to keep my balance, but I couldn’t quite get my foot out from under him and tumbled with him to the ground. I collapsed on his chest, laughing. He chuckled with me, his hands on the small of my back.

      “Sorry about that,” I said, grinning, but then our eyes met, our faces inches apart. I could feel his chest thundering beneath my breasts. I swallowed around the fullness in my throat, telling myself to look away, but his ocean eyes pulled me under.

      “Are you okay?” he breathed, his eyes darting to my lips, and I ran my tongue across the inner part of my bottom lip, wondering what it would feel like to kiss him.

      “What are you doing, creeper?” Briar called out the open door from the kitchen table. “Kiss her or teach her to fight, but do something. She’s getting old.”

      I laughed and scrambled off him. Briar could always make me laugh. Just before I stood, I flipped her off. She winked at me, then continued talking into the phone.

      I extended a hand to Aris to help him up. “Ignore her. She talks way too much.”

      He accepted my hand. I pulled him to his feet as he said, “I’m aware of that.”

      “I heard that!” Briar called.

      “Again, ignore her,” I said with more force directed in her direction.

      “Let’s try that move again, but this time, you put your arms around me. It might be easier for you to learn that way.”

      I pretended I felt nothing as I wrapped my arms just below his wide chest. He was too tall for me to do anything else. I closed my eyes for a brief moment, breathing in his manly smell. I pretended that it was his arms wrapped around me, his solid body a shield against all my lies. It was… calming.

      At the sound of his voice, I opened my eyes and focused on his instructions.

      One day I might get to do and say exactly what I wanted.

      We kept practicing as it grew dark. We were in the middle of attempting the move for the gazillionth time when Samira’s car pulled into the driveway. The lights shut off, and she exited the car with a phone to her ear, talking to someone.

      Briar stepped onto the porch, shutting off her phone. Samira did the same.

      “If you were already on your way over,” Briar said to her, “why bother calling me?”

      “I like to be efficient with my time.” Her eyes darted to me. She looked from me to Aris in a scrutinizing manner. So very Samira. “How’s training going?”

      “She’s doing great,” Aris said.

      “She’s too slow,” Briar said at the same time.

      “It will get better.” Samira nodded to the house. “We need to talk.”

      Aris and I shared a glance, then followed her and Briar inside. Samira had changed since becoming President of the Ames de la Terra. She’d grown more serious, if that was even possible, weighed down by the responsibilities of taking care of so many supernaturals.

      But she hadn’t entirely lost herself. The day after Briar and Angel had returned, just us three girls partied at the house. We’d had plenty of alcohol. Plenty of laughter. It was like old times again. I might’ve really enjoyed it if I hadn’t been burdened by my betrayal, trying really hard not to appear guilty for lying about the Abydos. At one point, I swore Samira saw the lies in my eyes, but I’d quickly covered it up with a big smile and a joke about Briar. I think it had worked.

      “What’s this about?” Aris asked when we entered the living room.

      I dropped into my favorite high-back chair. It had been handed down to me from my grandmother. That and my house were the only things I’d been given when she passed. The rest had been given to my three cousins.

      Briar sprawled on a loveseat across from me. Samira and Aris remained standing.

      “Detrand called,” Samira said. “As you all know, he’s been tasked with researching everything he can about Korin’s dealings. He’s uncovered a connection between the Anglades and Korin.”

      I straightened in my seat. The Anglades were a powerful witch family closely tied to mine. In fact, my adopted father and Magnus Anglade were best friends growing up. When I was younger, it was rumored they wanted me to marry his oldest son, Robert, but I hadn’t seen him since I was a young teenager.

      “What kind of connection?” I asked.

      “Before we killed Korin, he transferred over a million dollars to Magnus Anglade’s account.”

      “That’s a shit-ton of money,” Briar said. “Any idea what it was for?”

      “We don’t know.” Samira’s gaze lowered to me. “But we want you to find out.”

      My blood chilled. Even though I’d grown up playing with the Anglades, I hadn’t seen them in years, nor did I want to. “How am I supposed to do that?”

      “We recently learned the Anglades have returned to Rouen and are hosting a huge party to celebrate. All witch families and some other supernaturals have been invited, including the Morgans. Your mother is attending. We want you to go, too.”

      “Is it safe?” Aris asked, his voice hard. I noticed he had inched his way toward my chair so slowly I hadn’t noticed.

      “We think so, but just in case we’re not sending her alone.”

      “I’ll go,” Aris said.

      Samira shook her head. “No. Too many supernaturals know you. Besides, this isn’t a place for Ministry members. We still don’t know what side of the fence the Anglades are on and don’t want to scare them away should they be against what Korin and Ivona were trying to do.”

      Briar draped her arm over the side of the love seat. “I think it’s pretty obvious. Korin gave him a million bucks.”

      “But he could’ve been paying him to stay away from Rouen or any other number of things.”

      “Who’s going with Lynx?” Aris asked.

      Samira’s gaze returned to his. “Loxley and Shade.”

      I cringed. Shade had returned with Angel and Briar along with Ireland, the vampire hunter. I didn’t mind Ireland, even though she was sassy as hell. She reminded me of Briar. But Shade? That supernatural freaked me out every time I was around him. It was like he bled darkness. Not the evil kind, necessarily, but the kind that lurked in your closet or beneath your bed at night. There was no rational reason to fear it and yet you did. That was Shade.

      “Why them?” Aris asked.

      “First, because no one knows Loxley, and she’s a strong shifter. Plus, she’s gotten good at using magic, thanks to Adelade’s training. I feel confident she could help Lynx if she needs it.”

      “And Shade?” he pressed.

      “Lynx needs a date, someone no one knows and who exudes power.”

      “I exude power,” Aris grumbled.

      “You exude broodiness and angst,” Briar countered.

      Aris’s right eye twitched. Before he could argue with her, I asked, “When is this party?”

      “Tomorrow night. It’s at one of the penthouse suites at the Ballario Hotel. Wear something formal.”

      “And what exactly do you want me to do?” I asked.

      “Get close to one of the Anglades. Magnus’s two oldest sons will be there. Between the three of you, you should be able to learn something. Just pretend you’re one of them.”

      I brought my knees to my chest and wrapped my arms around them. Anything to feel smaller. If only I could disappear altogether. I didn’t want to do it. Pretend one more thing. My sanity couldn’t take it.

      As if he could sense my apprehension, Aris lowered a hand to my shoulder. “There must be another way. I can break into their residence and search their things. They’ll never know I was there.”

      “No,” Samira said. “We can’t risk it.”

      “You good with this?” Briar asked me.

      I inhaled a full breath and dug deep. What’s one more persona for me to fake? They needed me. It was the least I could do for them, and a way to atone for all my lies.

      Schooling my face, I lowered my legs and lifted my chin with a strength I didn’t feel. “Of course. I’ll get you what you need.”

      But the words felt hollow in my mouth and tasted bitter. Just like my heart.
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      “I still don’t like this,” Aris said from the doorway of my bedroom. He’d arrived moments earlier, and after letting himself into my house, knocked on my bedroom door.

      “You don’t have to like it. It’s what needs to be done.” I reached behind my back to zip up my green dress but couldn’t quite get it all of the way. I glanced at Aris in my full-length mirror. “Could you zip me up the rest of the way?”

      He crossed the room and stopped just behind me. His knuckles brushed across my skin as they slid up my back, scattering goosebumps across it and making my stomach lurch. He reached up, his eyes meeting mine in the mirror as he took a strand of my hair in his fingers. “Your hair looks nice.”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat, my eyes going to his hand touching my hair. “Thank you.”

      I turned around and looked into his eyes. Only a breath lingered between us. “I wish you were coming with me.”

      “Me too, but don’t worry.” A smile teased the corners of his mouth. “I won’t be far away.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I rented a room just beneath the penthouse. I’ll be able to hear everything, so if you get into trouble just say my name, and I’ll be there.”

      I searched his eyes, wondering how I’d managed to get such a good friend in him.

      “Do you like it here?” I blurted. “In Rouen?”

      He stared at me for a moment, then blinked, stepping away to move towards the window. He placed his hand on the windowsill, leaning against it and staring into the darkness. His voice was rough as he spoke. “I was only supposed to be here a few weeks, but it’s grown on me. The city needs a lot of help. It reminds me of how Coast City used to be before I killed Bastian.”

      My heart clenched within my chest. “Is that the only reason you stick around?”

      “It’s not the only reason.” He didn’t look at me, and I had a feeling he was purposefully avoiding looking over. “However, it’s where my focus must remain. I’ve been given a gift and must use it to help others.”

      My stomach burned at his words. “Does that mean you can’t also have a little fun in life? Maybe,” I paused, the words lingering on my tongue, “find love?”

      His expression turned hard. “Love is for those who deserve it.”

      My mouth pinched tight, and I regretted asking him. I returned to the mirror and smoothed a few stray hairs back into place. It wasn’t often I wore my hair like this. Combined with the heavy eyeliner around my eyes, I looked more like my mother than I wanted to.

      The doorbell rang.

      “That must be Shade and Loxley.” I brushed past Aris, hoping he’d feel the cool air in my wake. If he wanted to be alone, so be it.

      Just before I reached the front door, Loxley opened the door and stuck her head in. “Lynx?”

      “Come in.” I opened the door wide for them, smiling. I liked Loxley.

      She stepped in, wearing a long black gown that clung to her curvy figure. Her hair, recently dyed blonde to match the strip that had appeared after using powerful fae magic, had been combed over to one shoulder. She was one of the most beautiful shifters I knew, next to Briar. Sometimes I wondered if the beauty they exuded had to do with that little extra something about them. Briar was a Komira, an Alpha of alphas, and I’d recently learned Loxley was part fae.

      “You look amazing,” Loxley said to me, lightly touching my green gown. I’d found it in Lilith’s closet back at my mother’s mansion. I hoped she never realized it was missing.

      “Thanks. So do you.”

      A shiver wracked my body when Shade stepped into the room behind Loxley. If he didn’t have that distinct feel to him, of power gone bad, I would never recognize him. He looked different each time I saw him. As a ghoul, he could take on any form. This one was especially handsome, with short brown hair, lively brown eyes, strong cheekbones and jaw. He looked like a model straight out of a GQ magazine, tux and all.

      “Hello, Shade,” I said to him, trying to keep my voice friendly. It’s not that I didn’t like him, per se, but how did you have a conversation with darkness? It was the most unnatural thing in the world.

      Loxley turned to him, smiling big as if she couldn’t feel what I could. “Doesn’t he look hot? I told him to dress up, and he showed up looking like a movie star.”

      “I matched the photo of a man on Marge’s wall,” he said.

      “The man was clothed?” I asked, surprised.

      Shade didn’t get the chance to answer me because Loxley said, “When were you in Marge’s room?”

      “When she tried to get me to have sex with her.” There was no emotion on his face or in his voice.

      I laughed out loud. I freaking loved Marge. Aris chuckled behind me. He’d snuck up on me again.

      “What did you do?” Loxley asked Shade.

      “I told her I physically wasn’t able to anymore since being turned into a ghoul.”

      I stopped laughing.

      Loxley lowered her voice. “Is that true?”

      His eyes bore into hers. “Not in the least, but I didn’t want her to know that. Instead, I left her with very pleasant dreams, which would’ve been equally as pleasurable.”

      “I could use one of those,” I mumbled.

      Aris cleared his throat and stepped next to me. He held his hand out to Shade. “Good to see you again. How are you doing over at Fire Ridge?”

      Shade hesitated in answering. I didn’t blame him. I could never live at Fire Ridge with all those shifters and their numerous parties.

      “It’s nice to stay in one spot,” he finally said, shaking Aris’s hand.

      “He spends most of his time in the forest,” Loxley added.

      “It’s quiet there, and I don’t require normal comforts like a roof over my head or food.”

      I glanced at the clock hanging near the front door. “We should get going.”

      Even though he was in human form, Shade melted back into the darkness outside so quickly, I jumped.

      “You get used to it,” Loxley explained as we walked outside.

      “Remember what I said,” Aris called after me.

      I gave him a wave, brushing off his words and climbed into the front passenger seat of Loxley’s car. Shade was already in the backseat. I hadn’t heard him open the car door.

      “What was that all about?” Loxley asked me when she was behind the wheel and Aris was out of sight.

      “Nothing really. Aris just rented a room in the same hotel we’ll be at in case we run into trouble.”

      She pulled the car onto the road and glanced at me sideways. “Is there something going on between you?”

      “Nah. He just likes to be anywhere there might be trouble.”

      We continued to chat the rest of the way to downtown Rouen. Even though Loxley was a few years younger than me, she acted much older, the result of a tough life. Her aunt, the woman who had raised her, had been particularly hard on her growing up. She hadn’t liked that Loxley had fae blood in her.

      Maybe that’s why we had connected so well right off the bat. We both could relate to parents who were hard on us. Plus, it helped that she had good fashion sense. Sometimes I went crazy when I saw what Briar and Samira wore. They were so beautiful! If only they knew how well clothes could accentuate that beauty.

      Shade remained silent the entire way to the hotel. Only once did he make a sound and that was to grunt at Loxley’s joke. I couldn’t tell if that was his way of laughing or if the joke had been offensive to him.

      “Downtown is crowded,” Loxley remarked as we drove past the front of the hotel. Cars lined the sidewalk on both sides. “You don’t think it’s because of this party, do you? How well-known are the Anglades?”

      I touched the cool glass of the window when we drove by my mother’s car. “They used to be a big deal a long time ago, but I haven’t heard much of them since.”

      Loxley finally found a spot three blocks away. A cool breeze swept by us as we walked, bringing with it the scents of garbage mingled with the spices of local restaurants.

      “It’s cold tonight,” Loxley said, wrapping her arms around herself.

      “I can help with that,” Shade said from behind us. He’d been so quiet, I’d forgotten he was there.

      He stepped closer behind us. I expected him to hand Loxley his jacket but instead, a burst of energy left his body. In the next second, my skin darkened and warmed. It was as if a slivered shadow of heat had escaped from him and swallowed us. I would’ve expected his darkness to be cold, and not the warmth I felt now.

      “Much better,” Loxley said as if he’d done the most natural thing in the world. “Thank you.”

      I flickered my gaze in her direction. I don’t know how she did it—appear as if everything about him was normal.

      A doorman greeted us at the entrance to the hotel. His eyes lit up when he saw me. “Ms. Lynx Morgan! It’s been ages since I’ve seen you.”

      “Have we met?”

      “You were just a child, but I’d recognize that red hair anywhere.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him, trying to remember. I used to come here with my mother as a child to play with Robert while she had meetings with his father. Then it dawned on me, and my eyebrows shot up. “Larry?”

      His smile widened. “You remember!”

      “How could I forget?” I wrapped him in a warm embrace. Larry had been the bellman at the time, and he’d often played hide-and-seek with me and Robert. He’d aged a lot since I’d last seen him, his hair all gray, with a plethora of wrinkles crinkling his eyes and mouth.

      “You here for the party?” he asked.

      I nodded.

      “Your mother’s already inside.” He leaned toward me and whispered, “You be careful in there. Vipers and rats already at work.”

      “Don’t worry. I brought traps.” I winked at him and walked through the door, pretending like I wasn’t one of the rats.

      We moved through the huge lobby which had been updated with a white and cream color palette accented with light greens. A large crystal chandelier hung from the center of the room.

      “I’ve never been somewhere so fancy before,” Loxley breathed, taking it all in. “Is this how you grew up, Lynx?”

      I didn’t bother looking around. “It’s all an illusion.”

      In the elevator to the top floor, Loxley twisted her hands in and out of each other. “How should I act?”

      “With your guard up. Don’t believe a word anyone tells you. Parties like this? Everyone’s trying to find what they can take from others. Power, status, you name it.”

      “No one will want anything from me.”

      “Why not?” Shade asked Loxley, speaking for the first time since entering the hotel.

      She lifted a single shoulder. “I’m a nobody.”

      “That’s not what I hear. People are afraid of you.”

      “Shade!” I snapped. I quickly glanced at Loxley. “No one is afraid of you.”

      She stared at the elevator doors, not blinking. “It’s okay. I know I’m different.”

      “Unique is the better word,” Shade said, staring at Loxley as if he hadn’t just made her feel bad. It made me wonder if he’d existed for so long that he’d lost his ability to sense other’s feelings.

      She gave him a small smile. “At least you’re honest.”

      The elevator doors opened, revealing a long hallway. Two men stood at the other end in tuxedoes that barely fit their muscular frames.

      As I approached the door, one of them stepped forward to stop me, his hands folded across his chest and blocking the doorway.

      “Open up,” I said. He didn’t respond, just stared down at me with a serious look on his face. I raised my eyebrow at him, playing the role of a spoiled rich girl. “Clearly you’re too dumb to do your job. You place your hand on the knob and turn it. If you need help, I’d be happy to show you how.”

      He scowled. “This is a private party. Only invited attendees are allowed to enter.”

      “Exactly. So get out of my way.”

      His friend stepped next to him, forming a wall of muscle between us. I was tempted to use my magic, but there were more entertaining ways to get them out of the way. I turned to Loxley, a snide look on my face. “Clearly, they don’t know who I am.”

      The wall of muscle froze, their bodies alert.

      Loxley grinned, easily joining in. “Is it true that Cassandra fed those guys to the sharks out in the bay?”

      “Nah.” I sniffed. “It was the alligators.” I shrugged. “It was easier.”

      Loxley giggled, and I pulled out my phone. “I guess I’ll just let her know I won’t be coming. I didn’t really want to go, but mother dearest insisted.”

      “Hey, I heard they’re having a party at Sinsual. Want to go there?” Loxley asked.

      A big meaty hand landed on my phone, blocking me from touching it further. “Did you say mother? You’re Lynx Morgan?”

      “Oh look.” I didn’t look at him but grinned at Loxley. “He actually knows something. I guess getting held back for all those years in high school really did make a difference.”

      “I apologize, Ms. Morgan.” Both men stepped aside, the first one making an exaggerated show of opening the door for me. “Please enjoy your evening.”

      Loxley smirked as we passed, but my stomach burned. I hated being a bitch, especially to the ones who worked for rich jerks like my family. They were always treated like shit, and I hated adding to it, but sometimes that was the only way to get what you wanted. If I had politely told them who I was, they would’ve called my mom out there, and that was a hard pass for me.

      “That was badass.” Loxley gripped my arm.

      “That was something, all right.” I replied, taking in the room as we entered.

      The penthouse suite was richly decorated with a long glass wall that looked down over the brightly lit city. Spotless white furniture lined the space, with dozens of vases of white lilies perfuming the air. I found the decor choice ironic since the people here were as filthy and corrupt as they come.

      Dozens of them congregated in different circles, laughing and talking. All of them were dressed in the latest fashion. I recognized some of the pieces from my shop. Someone played a classical Mozart piece on a piano in the corner. A few guests gathered around the pianist, wine glasses in their hands.

      Another great room, as big as the one we were in, expanded beyond in darker hues and drawn curtains. I spotted my mother in the second ballroom, though she faced away. I’d recognize her auburn tresses and perfect posture anywhere. She wore a long dress that scooped low in the back. As if she sensed my presence, she slowly turned around and looked right at me. Her expression didn’t change, but the sudden hot anger flowing from her made me gasp. She headed toward me, gliding through the guests as if she were royalty. All of them parted for her.

      Her cool gaze briefly left mine to take in Loxley and Shade who stood close behind me. She stopped in front of me. “What are you doing here, Lynx?”

      “I came to see old friends.” I looked past her, pretending to search for Robert and the rest of his family.

      “Like hell you did,” she hissed. “Turn around and leave now before you get hurt.”
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