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      “The world of superheroes is black and white; the world of monsters is not. Sometimes you need evil to fight evil.”

      ~ Donna Langley
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      The tips of my toes balanced precariously over the ledge of the three-hundred foot skyrise. Falling from this height would shatter my bones and leave my body a bloody mess, but I would survive. The pain would be horrific. I leaned forward a little more, my balance obeying the laws of gravity.

      I glanced down at the busy Rouen streets far below me. Lights from the dozens of speeding vehicles reflected off black pavement. There was no light where I stood, this high up wrapped in night’s embrace.

      I’d been here since the sunset, fighting off hunger pains. Even from this height, I could smell the blood of humans below. Its sweet aroma rose to the sky like smoke wafting off a roasting pig above hot coals.

      The way my stomach knotted itself at the constant scent made my bones ache and my blood burn. I’d rather experience the pain of my bones shattering into a thousand pieces than feel this torture. It would be nothing compared to what Faithe had endured by Korin’s hand.

      I leaned over further, losing my battle against gravity. The sudden rush of cool air at my face as I plummeted had me sucking in a quick breath. I rotated quickly and managed to catch the lip of my personal balcony twenty feet below. My heart slammed against my chest, and sweat broke on my brow as my legs dangled high in the air.

      I smiled. For just a moment, I’d forgotten about my child’s death and my insatiable hunger.

      Swinging my legs up, I flipped up onto the balcony, gasping for air. It had been two weeks since Faithe died. Two weeks since I’d left Lynx in a coma and killed that human in Hell's Peak. Ever since then, I’d been living in my own personal hell. Regret, anger, fear, and disgust all competing for the same space in my mind and heart.

      And the Kiss of Eternal Darkness loved it all.

      Its dark presence within me amplified those emotions, which in turn made my bloodlust so much worse. I wasn’t sure how much more I could stand.

      A vibrating sound from within my penthouse suite caught my attention. Just past the sliding glass doors, my phone rang against a coffee table in the living room. I cocked my head to the side and rubbed at my shoulder, my eyes closed. It was probably Mateo. He’d been calling me every day since I’d disappeared.

      Leaning my forehead against the cool metal railing, I contemplated returning to the roof. It beat lying in my coffin for hours on end. For the first week after Faithe’s death, that’s all I did. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t get my body to move. Not even for blood. The shock at all that had happened was too much. I’d failed her, my only daughter.

      And my long-time friend, Kristina. I should’ve gotten her out from under Korin’s thumb sooner, but I’d been too focused on his destruction. She’d paid the price just like Faithe had. As for me? I still breathed and lived. I couldn’t escape it.

      My limbs heavy, I returned inside, my gaze sweeping over my large and almost empty suite. It was a shell, like me. A lamp in the corner cast soft light into the room. I smashed it, plunging myself into complete darkness. Better.

      Before I returned to the roof, I checked the messages on my phone. I had been responding to people just enough to keep them from coming to my place. I didn’t want to face anyone right now. Maybe not for a long time.

      Briar had left me a voice message and texted many vulgar messages. She had sensed me pulling away and had tried to bridge the gap, especially with Lynx still being unconscious, but I had deliberately stayed away. She would ask too many questions, and I wasn’t ready to give answers, especially about Faithe.

      The thought of my daughter again weakened my legs, and I collapsed to the floor. Faithe was dead. Heart-wrenching sorrow gripped my chest, but the Kiss of Eternal Night, my most loyal companion, swallowed the pain for me and turned it into a hungry rage. I needed warm blood. I did the next best thing.

      Dragging myself to my feet, I moved to the kitchen and warmed a blood bag in the microwave. The taste was bitter against my tongue, but I forced it down until I couldn’t anymore. I spit it out, gagging. My phone buzzed again against the kitchen counter. This time it was a message from Mateo.

      I need to see you in person. If you don’t come to me, then I’m coming to your place in one hour. I’ll break down the door if I have to. No more avoiding me.

      A second later another message appeared.

      I’m worried about you.

      I sighed. I couldn’t avoid him any longer, but I didn’t want him coming here. One look at my apartment, which I’d wrecked more than once, and he’d know I wasn’t okay. The holes in the walls, the smashed chairs and broken glass everywhere were evidence enough.

      I texted back. See you soon.

      My bones ached as I showered and dressed. Every movement was a painful reminder that I lived while Faithe rotted, the last of her remains scattered across the concrete floor of a butcher shop. She deserved better.

      I nearly didn’t make it out the door. Only the fear of Mateo coming to me kept me moving forward. I walked the streets, one block over to the Balario Hotel, the place where Mateo’s coven stayed, including Angel. When I first moved here, I’d almost purchased their building, but decided not to because of the basement. It wasn’t close enough to the city’s old sewage system, one that was no longer used. My building, however, had been built right next to it, and I’d tunneled through to it to give me an escape route should I ever need it. So far, I hadn’t.

      I walked through glass doors into the lobby. Warm light from a massive chandelier above me spread across a polished white floor. Tall, green plants and plush red chairs filled the large space, accented by gray pillars and retro art hanging on the walls. Mateo fit in well here.

      A sharp and sudden heat shot through me at the thought of possibly sharing another coffin with him. I shoved the feeling aside and headed upstairs, taking the stairs to burn off the rush of hormones. Screwing Mateo was not a priority.

      But it could be a perk, the Kiss whispered in my head.

      I stopped near the top floor and turned right toward Mateo’s door. The scent of him filled my nostrils, but there was something more this time: sweet and spicy like dark rum, the kind a pirate would drink. I shivered. He hadn’t smelled like that in a long time, and it brought fond memories to my mind.

      I hesitated before his door, my hand raised above the knob, frozen as I struggled to suppress my feelings. Hunger filled my belly. A craving for the sweet taste of his blood, just after making love in the moonlight. The Kiss swelled up inside me. I want him. Desire called out, choking me in its depths.

      Before I could do anything, the door opened. Mateo stood in the doorway wearing his typical black pants and button up shirt. It was unbuttoned all the way, exposing his hard chest. The Kiss growled out. Give me him. I tore my gaze away from his chiseled abs and looked up. I sucked in a quick breath when our eyes met. The golden sweetness in his eyes held a splinter of amber fire that burned me to my core.

      “Samira.” The relief in his voice was palpable. “I was worried about you. Where have you been? Why have you been avoiding me? You just disappeared.”

      Pushing past him, I waited until he closed the door behind him before I swiveled around to face him. “I can’t stay long. What do you need?”

      He approached me slowly, the silk shirt whispering across his skin. I pretended not to hear the sound. “Where are your glasses?”

      I felt for the glasses in my pocket, just now realizing I’d put them in my pocket instead of on my face. “I forgot to put them on.”

      He frowned.

      I sighed, growing impatient. “Was that all you wanted? To check up on me? If so, look.” I motioned to myself. “I’m fine. Can I leave now?”

      His hand came up to grasp my wrist and he yanked me to him, his eyes burning into me. “No. You cannot.”

      Lust swelled within me, and I leaned over to run my nose up his neck, my fangs sliding out. “You want to play. Is that it, Mateo?” He stiffened for a moment, and I felt him harden, making my desire grow. “Because I’m willing, if you are.” My voice came out thick and heady, filled with need.

      He took a step back, his brows furrowed. “And Faithe? I thought we were going to rescue her. What happened to that plan?”

      Guilt tore through my body, cooling me instantly, and a sob threatened to burst from my lips. I suppressed it, biting my lip. Blood pooled in my mouth, reminding me that I hadn’t eaten nearly enough. How long could you feed on guilt and rage?

      I know what can make you feel better, the Kiss whispered to me. Mateo can take all your pain away. I swallowed hard, pulling my incisors back in.

      He continued. “Are you even upset that Lynx still lies in a coma? It’s been fifteen days and you haven’t checked in on her.”

      “Cassandra said she would contact me when Lynx awoke. The doctors said there was nothing we could do.”

      His eyebrow ticked up. “Samira.” His voice was a whisper, a caress across my skin. “What happened? I can tell you are upset.”

      “Have you been to Winter’s Cove recently?” If he had, he’d know why I was upset. Everyone there knew Faithe was dead. Teddy had texted me several times when he found out. He wanted to talk, but I had yet to return his messages. He probably wanted to know how. I had no idea what story Korin had fed them.

      Mateo scowled and walked into the kitchen. “I avoid that place as much as possible. Thirsty?”

      My veins jumped at the mention of feeding. “Yes.”

      He reached into his refrigerator and removed a couple of blood bags. He popped them into the microwave. “Is there a reason I need to go there?”

      “None. That place is a revolving graveyard.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Korin’s power has grown, thanks to the Phoenix. He’s using it to kill off anyone who goes against him.” I thought of Petre and how Korin had made him burst into flames.

      The timer on the microwave beeped and my stomach lurched in anticipation. Mateo retrieved the bags and handed me one. Grabbing it out of his hand, I drank it down quickly. I was tempted to ask for another, but the look on his face told me I’d betrayed how hungry I truly was. I turned my face away from him, ashamed.

      “You’re still hungry.” He reached up and dragged his thumb across my lips, swiping at the remains of blood, and a trail of heat blazed with it. Before he could withdraw his hand, I parted my mouth and drew his thumb inside to taste every last drop. I caught a hint of rum in that drop.

      His eyebrows lifted in surprise, and the golden embers in his glossy orbs burned bright with the same heat I felt in my lower abdomen. He moved closer to me, groaning. “You’re suffering. I wish you’d tell me why.”

      Hearing the pity in his voice cooled the fire in my veins. I was about to rebuke him when a sound beyond the door reached my ears. Mateo heard it, too.

      “Expecting company?” I asked.

      He shook his head and in his next breath, his puzzled expression morphed to one of horror. “He’s here.”

      I was about to ask who when I caught a familiar scent. Korin. A storm of anger and rage swelled within me. I was going to kill him, right here and now. “What’s he—”

      “Shh.” Mateo pressed a finger to my mouth to silence me, his eyes fearful. A knock on the door had Mateo moving toward it, glancing back at me anxiously.

      I inhaled several slow and steady breaths, trying to calm my inner storm. I had to think this through. Korin was still stronger than me. If I saw the tiniest of openings, I’d kill him, but only if I knew it was possible.

      Mateo opened the door and greeted Korin as if they were old friends, yet he kept his arm on the doorjamb as if to block his view of where I stood in the living room. “What brings you here?”

      “Aren’t you going to let us in?” Korin’s voice asked.

      Us? I tried to look past Mateo but saw no one else.

      “Of course. Come on in.” Mateo reluctantly opened the door. For a brief moment, I thought about hiding. Maybe I could surprise him. But it was too late, as my smell had probably already permeated his nose. So instead, I stepped back as Korin’s powerful presence filled the room. Michael trailed in after Korin with a human woman on his arm. Korin gave me a smug smile, and I clenched my fingers at my side to keep me from ripping his head off.

      “Samira. So good to see you after our last encounter.”

      I resisted the urge to grab a knife and stab him in the gut. “I’m leaving.”

      Korin blocked my escape. “Are you still mad about what happened with Faithe?”

      “Don’t say her name.” I heaved in a breath. “Don’t you dare.”

      His lips twisted into a smile. “I loved her too. It was too bad, what happened to her.”

      Rage clenched my gut. I was going to heave the blood in my stomach all over him.

      “Faithe?” Mateo asked. His eyes went from me to Korin and understanding dawned in them. “What happened to her?”

      Korin reached up as if to touch my hair. I flinched and moved away. “Don’t touch me.”

      “Samira didn’t tell you? It was quite tragic.” Korin still stared at me, but his words were meant for Mateo. “She took her own life while Samira watched. Her own daughter. I can’t imagine how painful that must’ve been.”

      “She didn’t take her own life. You killed her!” I screamed as all reasoning left me, and I lunged forward, a blade from within my jacket appearing in my hand. The tip reached his chest then stopped cold when he grabbed the silver end with his hand. The smell of copper stifled the room as my knife sliced into his palm, marking his chest. He growled, leaning forward, a dare in his eyes, but his hand on the blade was too strong. No matter how hard I pushed forward, I couldn’t drive it in any further.

      I relented, feeling weak and worthless. I jerked the handle back, slicing open his palm again.

      He gazed at the wound appreciatively. Then his cold eyes flickered to mine, and they warmed. “I like your passion. Not many would dare harm me, but I choose not to be offended. You are a valued member of my coven after all, despite your constant attacks against me.”

      “But Master,” Michael hissed, “she nearly killed you! You must punish her.”

      Korin whirled around to stare at Michael. “Don’t insult me. Her strength is mere child’s play compared to mine.”

      Michael bowed his head in subservience. “I did not mean to offend.”

      “I forgive you. This time.” The wound on Korin’s hand slowly healed. He lowered it and tsked Michael. “Calm yourself. Samira is confused, but she’ll understand her place soon.”

      I couldn’t stand to hear another word. I moved to get past him again, but he gripped my arm. His hand warmed until it burned my flesh. I stared him in the eyes, refusing to flinch.

      “Stay,” he ordered.

      “What can I do for you?” Mateo said quickly. “I have blood. Would you like some?”

      Korin released me. “That’s very kind of you, but we brought our own.” He motioned his head toward the dark-haired woman. Her pale face was expressionless and her eyes, even worse. There wasn’t a spark of emotion anywhere. She’d been compelled. “Mateo, why don’t you have a go? Her blood tastes like freshly squeezed orange juice.”

      “I just shared a blood bag with Samira, but thank you. May I ask why you are here?” Every muscle in his body was strained tight. I, too, grew nervous. Korin seemed to always place impossible choices in front of me. I needed to get out of here and fast.

      “Naburus needs a fresh batch of humans from Hell's Peak,” Korin explained. “I’ve asked Michael to go with you to get them.”

      Shock at this new information made me still. Mateo’s eyes flickered to Michael in disgust. “I don’t need his help. I have my own men to assist me.”

      Korin’s expression darkened. “I insist. You will work with Michael. In fact, I want you answering to him from now on. He’ll be your boss for a short time.”

      I sucked in a breath, knowing how deeply Mateo hated Michael. And to ask for humans from Hell's Peak? Very few people living there, including supernaturals, weren’t drug addicts. “You’re taking humans from Hell's Peak? I didn’t realize the Buio Sangre Coven no longer cares about quality.”

      Korin chuckled. “That’s what I told Michael too, but he insisted the crops were ripe for the picking there, and he was right. Such pliable and agreeable humans. Mateo’s drug has cultivated them well.”

      Michael folded his arms across his chest and smirked.

      “Korin—” Mateo began.

      Korin appeared in front of him, cutting off Mateo’s words. Mateo didn’t have a chance to look away before Korin stared into his eyes and compelled him into obedience. “You will do as Michael says and get me more humans. Preferably those on Scorpion’s Breath. Meet him at Winter’s Cove at sunset tomorrow night.”

      Mateo’s mouth twitched in defiance, but eventually the word Korin wanted to hear forced through his lips. “Yes.”

      Korin’s gaze slid toward me, then back to Mateo. “Thank you. Now celebrate and drink from every vein in this human’s body.” I opened my mouth to protest on Mateo’s behalf, but Korin wasn’t finished. He stared at me with a grin on his face, still talking to Mateo. “Be certain you fuck her first. Then drink her until she dies.”

      “Korin,” I growled, my heart hammering against my ribcage. I tightened my grip on the knife that was still in my hand, the tip red with Korin’s blood.

      Michael laughed and shoved the woman toward Mateo just as Korin stepped out of the way. Mateo caught her. His gaze flickered to me helplessly. He couldn’t fight Korin’s compulsion, and I didn’t have any shit juice with me, the formula Lynx had created to break a vampire’s compulsion. Maybe Mateo had some in his apartment. But how could I get it to him without the others seeing?

      Gripping the woman’s shoulders, Mateo shook as he tried to resist. He wouldn’t last, and I already knew from past experience it was useless to ask Korin to take back his compulsion.

      Before he could pierce her neck with his fangs, I darted across the room and jerked the woman free from his clutches. She tumbled to the floor. Mateo lunged for her, but I held him back.

      Korin smiled. “This ought to be fun.”

      Michael rubbed his hands together. “You’re going to have to kill him, Samira. Mateo won’t stop.”

      Even as the words left Michael’s mouth, Mateo bolted around me. I barely managed to grab him before his claws raked across the woman’s arm. I tossed him across the room. He crashed into the wall, breaking drywall.

      “I wish I could stay, but I have a meeting with the Phoenix,” Korin said. He cast his gaze my direction. “Why don’t you let him do what I ordered? Who knows, you might enjoy it. Give in to your darkness, Samira.”

      I shook my head to block out his words. Killing evil humans was one thing, but I wasn’t so far gone yet that I condoned the rape and murder of innocent women. I never wanted to lose myself like that ever again, no matter the pain I was in.

      But compelled as he was, Mateo couldn’t stop. Someone in this room was going to die.
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      Mateo slowly came to his feet, his eyes lit with rage and a clear focus on the woman on the floor. I scooped her up and searched for a place I could trap her in away from Mateo.

      “Let’s go, Michael.” Korin opened the door. “I’m sure I’ll see you soon, Samira. Don’t fight this.”

      I spotted a front hall closet. With a triumphant glare, Michael closed the door behind them, and I sprang into action. Dragging the small woman with me, I hurried to the hall closet.  Before I could get there, Mateo slammed into us. We fell to the floor, Mateo reaching for the woman and me trying to stop him. The knife fell from my hands. I maneuvered my body between them while I tried to push her away with my legs.

      “Get inside the closet!” I shouted at her. Something snapped, and she became a torrent of emotions. She screamed and her whole body shivered, fear immobilizing her from escaping. Her arms flayed, trying to grab me for safety. Growling, I pushed her off me, while still struggling with Mateo.

      The sudden change in her demeanor, turning to that of prey, excited Mateo further. He hissed, fangs dripping with saliva. I elbowed him in the jaw, slamming his head back, and jumped to my feet. I risked a quick second to fling open the closet door. Mateo scrambled upwards and lunged just as I shoved the woman inside the closet. She clung to me, fat tears streaming down her face.

      “No, no, no.” She shook her head, and her nails scratched along my arm as I shoved her inside.

      Mateo made one last grab for her, his fingers raking her chest, tearing open her shirt. I kicked at his midsection, crashing his body into the wall. I slammed the door shut and stood in a defensive position in front of it. She pounded on the door, screaming for me to let her out.

      “Stop, Mateo. Think.”

      His murderous gaze didn’t change. He slowly rose to his feet.

      “Please. I don’t want to hurt you.” I quickly picked up the dagger off the floor. Unable to hear my words, he rammed his fist into a nearby lamp and grabbed the largest shard to hold as a weapon against me. He leapt into the air. I tried to swat him away with my free hand, but he spun at the last second and slashed forward. The tip of the sharp porcelain cut into my shoulder. It didn’t slow me down as I struck the blade forward and embedded the steel into his sternum. His eyes widened, then dulled.

      I swiped his feet out from under him and straddled him, making sure my hand remained on the blade so he couldn’t try to remove it. As long as he was in intense pain, I might be able to get through Korin’s compulsion temporarily.

      “Look at me!”

      His eyelids flickered, and he drew his gaze to mine, his face pinched in agony.

      “Do you have any SJ in this place?”

      His pupils dilated, and a moment of clarity filled his eyes. His gaze found my wound where blood flowed down to my hand. Anguish filled his countenance. “Samira, I’m so sorry.”

      “Answer me!” I needed to keep him focused. This break in the compulsion wouldn’t last.

      He closed his eyes, thinking hard. “My bedroom. Nightstand. But if you try to get it, I’ll kill the woman.”

      Even as he said it, his hands were going for the blade in his chest.

      “Call Angel,” he grunted. “I can’t. The compulsion won’t let me.”

      I twisted the blade into his chest to stop him from trying to grab it. He cried out and dropped his arms while my free hand fumbled with the phone in his pocket. I found Angel’s name, clicked call and activated the speaker mode.

      He answered on the first ring. “Are you ready to go out this soon?”

      “Angel,” I said. “Get up here now.”

      I wanted to say more, but Mateo’s balled fist crashed into the side of my head. Lights exploded in my vision, and I lost my hold on the dagger. He latched onto the handle, but I slammed my hands back onto it. His legs came up and tried to knock me off him. I quickly readjusted my knees, making a wider base.

      The front door flew open, and Angel took in the scene. He was fully dressed in a suit and tie.

      “He’s compelled,” I blurted before Angel thought I was trying to kill Mateo. “Grab SJ from his nightstand in the bedroom. There’s a human in the closet he’s trying to kill.”

      Angel didn’t waste a second. He returned just in time to stop Mateo from smashing his head into mine. With a hand still on the handle of the blade, I used the other to pry Mateo’s mouth open so Angel could pour the SJ into his throat. Within a few seconds, Mateo’s body began to shake. Stepping off him to give him space, I jerked the knife free.

      “What happened?” Angel whispered, his brows drawn together in concern.

      “Korin came by with Michael and a human woman. He ordered Mateo to work with Michael to kidnap more humans from Hell's Peak, but when Mateo pushed back, he ordered Mateo to rape and kill the woman. I barely managed to stop him.”

      Angel’s eyes flickered to the closet door. She wasn’t pounding on the door anymore but instead crying hysterically. It sounded like she was on the floor now. Just like me, he could smell the woman’s fear. The potent scent choked the air in the room. “We need to do something about Korin’s compulsion. One of these days, he’s going to order one of us to do something we can’t come back from.”

      Angel was right. Lynx had been in the process of trying to create a spell that might work, but had yet to find a good solution. And now, she was in a coma. Maybe Detrand, my old friend and mentor, might know of something. I doubted it, though. That seemed like a secret he would’ve shared with me.

      Mateo’s body began to relax, and the hard lines in his face softened. While he continued to recover, I opened the closet door. The woman was sitting on the floor, her arms wrapped around her knees while she quietly sobbed. “It’s okay. You can come out.”

      She didn’t respond. I bent down and gripped her chin hard. I didn’t have time for this. “Look at me.”

      She complied. When our eyes met, I ordered, “Get up. Go home and pack a bag. Leave Rouen and never return.” I moved to stand up but stopped myself to add one more command. “And live a good life, one that will make you happy.”

      The words felt foreign on my tongue, but I knew they were the right thing to say. What the woman had experienced this night would leave scars on her soul. My compulsion would make them less noticeable.

      I straightened and turned around. Mateo was propped up on his elbows, watching me closely with sadness in his eyes. Behind me, the woman scurried from the room, closing the living room door behind her.

      I cleared my throat. “Feeling better?”

      Angel helped him to his feet. Mateo stumbled and touched his head, but after a few breaths, he straightened, color returning to his face. “I’m better. Thank you for stopping me. ”

      He stepped toward me, his voice and movements gentle. “Samira, I’m so sorry about Faithe. I can’t imagine … “

      “Stop.” I held up my hand, gritting my teeth as rage twisted my stomach. “Just. Don’t.”

      “What happened to Faithe?” Angel asked.

      “Korin killed her.” Even though I was barely containing the wrath I felt inside, my voice fell flat. “The night we were searching for Lynx in the forest. He used her to trick me into meeting them at the butcher shop.” I couldn’t say her name.

      “The one I own?” Mateo asked.

      I nodded, and he winced.

      “Kristina was there too. Hanging upside down, her spinal cord cut.”

      Mateo’s eyebrows lifted. “He killed both of them?”

      I nodded as my emotions threatened to choke me. I squeezed my eyes shut and allowed the Kiss inside me to emerge. Just a little bit. Just enough to stop the raging torrent inside me. I blinked in relief as the Kiss finally surfaced. The emotions burning through me were quickly kissed away by the darkness inside and turned to rage. When I opened my eyes, I knew they were black holes of emptiness, void of emotions.

      “Yes,” I finally answered him.

      Mateo whirled around and flipped a nearby coffee table into the air. Angel and I jumped at the suddenness of it. “I want him dead! All the lives he’s destroyed! He’s supposed to protect his coven, not kill members one by one.” He turned back around and pointed at me. “And I hate how all this is making you a robot!” He was suddenly next to me, grabbing my shoulders to grip me tight. “This isn’t you, Samira.” His voice was soft, despite the anger radiating from his eyes. “Fight against it, mi amore. I need you to be your old self again. Mi mancano i tuoi occhi. I miss the old way you used to look at me, the tenderness of your touch.”

      I blinked, trying to keep a hold of my emotions. I couldn’t let them back inside or I would blow up in rage and vengeance and do something that would certainly harm those I loved.

      Angel touched his shoulder. “Mateo. Let her go.”

      Mateo’s hands suddenly released me, as if I was burning them. He turned away, his shoulders sagging. “I know.”

      “What can we do to Korin?” Angel cleared his throat, trying to cut through the tension in the room. “There must be something that will harm him.”

      “Could we attack him all at once?” I suggested, clearing my head from what had just happened between us. “Overwhelm him with numbers.”

      Mateo was shaking his head before I was finished. “Ten years ago, I witnessed him take out a smaller coven in Europe single-handedly. Dozens attacked him, and he squashed them as if they were nothing more than ants at his feet. That was when he was first given his powers, especially his control over fire. It was his first test at using his new abilities. He had become faster and stronger and could sense movement from over a mile away. It’s impossible to sneak up on him.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “But you were going to do just that when we had plans of setting Winter Cove on fire so we could grab Faithe. Are you saying you knew it wouldn’t have worked? That he would’ve killed you?”

      The knot on his throat bobbed. “I hoped to distract him long enough so you could grab Faithe.”

      Angel groaned. “I’m glad that moronic plan didn’t go through.”

      I stared at Mateo. He had been ready to give his life so I might have a chance at rescuing Faithe. I opened my mouth and said the words I knew I should. “Thank you.”

      But the Kiss devoured all feelings attached to it.

      He frowned, knowing something was wrong. “You’re welcome.” Then Mateo’s gaze flickered to Angel, as if he were embarrassed. “Plus,” he said quickly, “Korin has the ability to manipulate fire. He will be extremely hard to fight.”

      I tried again, not wanting to dwell on what Mateo had almost done for me. “What about magic? Maybe there’s a spell that can be used against him.”

      “I don’t think so. I’ve seen him break through numerous spells. Honestly, I was worried about Lynx’s SJ working, but it did.” He rubbed at the back of his neck. “Maybe Lynx could create something strong enough, but I’m not sure we have enough time to figure it out.”

      Angel began to pace the room. “Instead of trying to figure out how to fight Korin, we need to figure out how to cut his power from the Phoenix somehow. This could make him beatable. Maybe that’s something Lynx could work on, when she recovers, of course.”

      Mateo thought about it. “That could work but will also take time. What we need is a vampire who is just as old as Korin with strong compulsion abilities, but who isn’t an evil dick.”

      A spark ignited my thoughts. “What did you say?”

      He shook his head in frustration. “There was one vampire who fit that description in Coast City, but he was just as bad as Korin. Thank goodness he’s gone now.”

      “Bastian,” I whispered. The memory of him pained me. For with it, came the sharp reminder of my friend who had died taking Bastian down.

      Mateo stared at me. “You were there, weren’t you? Fighting alongside Aris?”

      I nodded. Every vampire had heard of Aris’s triumph over Bastian, one of the world’s oldest and most powerful vampires. But no one knew exactly how it was done. The Ministry made sure it stayed a secret. It was too big and dangerous. Exactly what we needed right now.

      “I think I may have a solution to our compulsion problem.” I looked up at each of them. “Aris Crow.”

      Angel scowled. “How can he help? Isn’t he on the Ministry now? We can’t trust him.”

      “You can trust him,” I said, but my words held a lingering doubt. Aris had a good heart, but his blood had been genetically mixed with Elizabeth Bathory’s, one of history’s most psychotic and bloodthirsty vampires. He had almost lost his humanity, but in the end, he had remembered the people he loved and cared for. I hoped that remained the same even though he held a position on the Ministry. “I’ll call him soon and see if he can help.”

      In my hand, the screen of my phone lighting up caught my eye. I glanced down at the bright message, and my heart skipped a beat.

      If you don’t call me back, I swear I will rip off your leg and kick your ass with it. It’s about our better third.

      I dialed Briar’s phone, feeling this threat was different than all the others. She answered immediately and said four words that changed everything.

      “It’s Lynx. She’s awake.”
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      I raced across town, my palms sweating against the steering wheel. Lynx was awake. I was terrified to find out if her mind had been harmed in any way. The magic she had used to track the Phoenix had been dark and extremely advanced.

      Mateo had offered to come with me, but I couldn’t be around him. Not when he looked at me with such pity and sadness. I needed none of that right now, especially when I hungered for blood and death.

      I reached the Morgan mansion and stared up at the monstrosity with its large, thick pillars and looming roof lines. I hated that Lynx was here. I offered many times to pay for a nurse where Lynx could get care in her own home, but Cassandra wouldn’t hear of it. She wouldn’t even let Briar and me come visit until Lynx woke up. Briar was right when she said Cassandra needed someone to remove the spear from her ass. I was inclined to do so, then ram it down the other end.

      Walking past Briar’s motorcycle, I approached the tall white doors leading inside. Hopefully, I could get Lynx out of here before I had to go.

      I didn’t bother knocking. I’d waited long enough to see Lynx. Part of me felt responsible for her condition. I’d been so focused on Faithe that I’d neglected the growing darkness inside of Lynx. But looking back, the signs were all there. Her over-confidence in her abilities, her anger and desire to fight. Something was changing inside of her, and I don’t think it had anything to do with her being a Morgan witch. This went much deeper.

      Before I had made it five steps inside, a voice stopped me. “Look what the dead brought in.”

      I turned to my left slowly. Lilith stood with her arms crossed wearing a short sundress with heels. She reached up and swirled her fingers through the tips of her long ponytail.

      “Where’s Lynx?” I didn’t have time to banter with this spoiled witch. She had been with Dominic for close to two years, despite their age differences, which meant she not only had the influence of her mother to make her even more cold-hearted, but Dominic’s too. There wasn’t an ounce of decency in her, and, coming from me right now, that was saying something.

      “Lynx,” she began, sneering at me in disgust, “doesn’t want to see you. You’re a plague to her and our kind.”

      Briar arrived just then, crossing the room to us while holding a Big Gulp in one hand.

      “Oh look,” Lilith drawled, “Another disease.”

      The corners of Briar’s mouth twitched slightly as she removed the straw from the cup. She stopped in front of us and flicked the straw at Lilith. Liquid drops splashed across her face. “Demons begone, you foul bitch!”

      Lilith gasped and wiped at her face.

      “Not enough.” In the blink of an eye, I snatched the drink from Briar’s hand, ripped off the top, and threw the rest of it at Lilith. She yelped. I turned to Briar. “Where is she?”

      Briar laughed. “This way.”

      “I’m going to kill you both!” Lilith called after us.

      “Good luck with that!” Briar flicked her the middle finger as we walked off, and Lilith huffed but didn’t follow us.

      The Morgan witches had never liked me, didn’t matter what ancestor. I’d had my fair share of encounters with them over the last century since coming to Rouen. It amazed me that we hadn’t killed each other yet.

      Briar led me down a long hall on the first floor of the mansion. We passed a library, a formal dining room with a chandelier that looked larger than my car and with more glass and chrome, and several other rooms that looked as useless as the next. Wealth in its grossest form.

      “How is Lynx?” I asked, my voice quiet.

      “I haven’t seen her yet. They had me sitting outside her door. I was there for about five minutes when I smelled death. That’s when I found you.”

      I ignored her playful jab. I wasn’t in the mood. “Who told you she was awake?”

      “Lynx texted me, but she didn’t say anything else. I’m worried.”

      We turned a corner, reaching the end of the house. A tall male servant straightened near a closed door. “She’s resting.”

      “We’ll be the judge of that,” I said. If Lynx had texted Briar, she wanted to be seen. I wasn’t going to let them keep her from us just in case they were holding her prisoner.

      The servant held out his skinny hand. “No visitors. The lady of the house insists.”

      Briar pushed him to the side. “Tell the lady to shove it up her skinny ass.”

      I turned the doorknob and opened the door. Briar and I slipped inside and closed the door behind us. We both froze at the sight of Lynx hunched on the edge of her bed dressed in black pants and a maroon tank top. She didn’t wear a single piece of jewelry or have on any makeup.  Her red hair lay flat to her back. Everything about her appeared … lifeless. The light she had once emanated was gone.

      Briar hurried over to her. “Lynx?”

      I stayed back a few feet, my heart skipping several beats in a row.

      Lynx looked up slowly. Though the rest of her seemed to be a great void, her green eyes still held fire, but this was a different kind of heat. The kind that liked to rage.

      “Hey guys,” she said, her voice slightly lower than usual. “Thanks for coming.”

      “Are you okay?” Briar asked. “We’ve been worried sick. Your psycho family wouldn’t let us see you.”

      “I tried to keep you at home with a nurse,” I added, but my voice cracked. Maybe I hadn’t tried hard enough. Maybe Lynx had been awake for some time surrounded by the darkness that infested this home. Something had to account for the dramatic change that had come over her.

      “I’m fine.” She rose to her feet and walked to the other side of the room. She turned around. “I’m glad you came. I need to tell you both something.”

      “It can wait,” Briar said. “Let’s go home, away from the Bates Motel. We’ll have a big party, invite some hot shifter guys over, get Samira drunk—”

      “No.” The flames in Lynx’s eyes rose.

      Briar and I looked at each other. It was me who asked, “What happened to you that night?”

      “That’s what I need to tell you. Please sit down.”

      The pressure in the room changed, and I found myself sitting down along with Briar. Lynx didn’t move, not even an eyelash fluttered. Whether she knew it or not, she had just used her powers to make us obey. I’d seen very few witches with this kind of power. I almost brought it up, but decided against it in case she really didn’t know what she’d just done. She didn’t seem to be in the right frame of mind to deal with a new ability right now.

      “I returned to White Pine,” she began, “to try and track the Phoenix. I felt it was our only chance to recover those who were taken and to try and stop him from further destroying Rouen.”

      Briar lifted her eyebrows. “But it was too dangerous.”

      “It was worth the risk.”

      “Were you successful?” I asked, my voice holding an excited note. If we could find the Phoenix, we might have a chance at discovering what kind of bond had been created between him and Korin. I suspected the fae could help break it. Or the witches. One of them had to have some ideas.

      Briar glared at me. My excitement must’ve been evident.

      “I was. Or I got close.”

      This got Briar’s attention.

      Lynx began to pace, staring at the floor as she spoke. “I managed to catch a hint of the Phoenix’s magic and followed it for a while into the forest, until it began to separate into hundreds of magical tendrils in all directions. No doubt the Phoenix’s goal was to stop anyone stupid enough to do what I did.”

      “At least you can admit it was stupid,” Briar mumbled.

      “To follow the correct thread, I had to go deep within my conscious to a place I didn’t even know existed. There was magic there.” Her breath hitched. “It was strong. And dark.” She looked up at us. “And powerful.”

      Goosebumps erupted all over my skin, a reaction I rarely had. Briar must’ve felt the same thing because she was rubbing at her arms. Neither of us dared say a word.

      “When I latched onto it, it’s like the world before me changed and suddenly I could see the magic the Phoenix had used. It is by far the most powerful thing I’ve ever encountered. Even as I tried to mentally follow it, it kept trying to suck me into some sort of mind trap.”

      It was her turn to shiver. “The weird thing? Something about it was familiar.”

      I came to my feet unable to hold still any longer. Whatever magic Lynx had used to make me sit was gone. “This reinforces the idea that the Phoenix is someone close to us!”

      “But how close? Do you mean, close close?” Briar asked. She also stood. “Like could it be Luke? Could I be screwing the Phoenix three times a night?”

      Lynx’s eyes widened. “Three?”

      “Out of everything I just said, that’s what you’re focusing on?”

      “It could be anyone,” I reiterated.

      “This is fucked up.” Briar walked to the window and stared into the darkness.

      “We just need to be careful.” I glanced back to Lynx. “What happened next?”

      She ran her fingers through her hair, almost tugging at it. “I followed it as long as I could, but when I reached the bad part of town—”

      “Hell's Peak?” I interrupted.

      She nodded. “Once my mind reached that area, a blast of dark, cold energy overcame me and I went unconscious. I only woke up yesterday. I think the Phoenix is in Hell's Peak somewhere.”

      “You woke up yesterday?” Briar didn’t hide the hurt in her voice.

      “Sorry, but I had to talk to my mother about a few things, which leads me to the next thing I need to tell you. And you’re not going to like it.”

      “Say it,” I ordered, tensing against bad news.

      Lynx inhaled a large breath. On her exhale, she said, “My mom has ordered me to go to the  Principes Noctis. She wants me to leave tonight.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “You can’t go, Lynx!” Briar blurted.

      Lynx shrugged. “That’s why I’ve asked you to come. I need advice. I feel like I should go.”

      Briar jumped up. “Like hell you are!”

      Lynx stood tall, lifting her chin through an air of defiance. “What if I think I need it?”

      “Cassandra’s manipulated you into thinking you do.”

      Lynx stared her down. “Believe it or not, Briar, I can make up my own mind. My mother doesn’t determine everything I do.”

      “She sure as hell tries.”

      “Why, Lynx?” I tried to break through their fight. “Why do you feel you need to go?”

      It took a moment for Lynx to tear her gaze away from Briar. “Because I’m not strong enough. I felt the Phoenix’s power. We don’t stand a chance at fighting him if I don’t do this.”

      “I know people at the Ames de la Terra who can train you.”

      She shook her head vehemently. “They won’t be strong enough.”

      “That’s not true.” I moved slowly toward her. “There are people there who have learned to harness white magic using the elements of the earth in a way you’ve never seen before. I bet Cassandra isn’t even aware of it.”

      “I’m sorry, Samira. I’m going.”

      “Did you really want our advice? It sounds like you’ve already made up your mind.”

      She nodded, folding her arms across her chest defensively. “I think I have. I just needed your guys approval for some reason. But it seems like I’m not going to get it.”

      “Please don’t do this,” Briar began. “It will change you into one of your mentally unstable cousins.”

      “I won’t let it,” she said, but there was no strength to her words and fear flashed in her eyes.

      Living with the Morgans and the evil that surrounded them was nothing compared to the influence the Principes Noctis would have on her. And by her reaction, she knew it.

      “I’ll be strong,” she added, probably more to convince herself.

      “This is bullshit.” Briar raised a finger and pointed it at Lynx. “I’m going to go talk to Cassandra about this. I’m sick of that bitch trying to control everyone around her.”
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